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THE CARDS OF LIFE AND DEATH

by Colleen Gleason

 
ABOUT THIS BOOK


 
“I never pegged you for a New-Ager.” 
Diana stifled a shriek and whirled, dropping the book. “You startled me,” she said to the man standing there. Despite her shock, she noted his height (tall), his brown eyes (twinkling with humor), and his face (chiseled and incredibly handsome). The moisture evaporated from her mouth and sprang to her palms.

“I can see that.” He had bent down to retrieve the book. “Hmm...The Tarot Explained.” He straightened and offered it back to her. “Your aunt would be astonished.”

Diana didn’t take the book. Instead, she stared at him. Had they met? At the funeral, maybe? But then suddenly his voice and easy smile connected with her memory. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, at once recognizing Ethan Tannock. She couldn’t help that her tone was unenthusiastic.

And what else would he expect, having walked into her house uninvited twice?

He had shaved and cut his hair, and although it added years to her estimate of his age—he was definitely mid-thirties—it did wonders for his looks. His shorn face was very attractive, with high cheekbones and a firm, square jaw. It made his eyes look bigger and darker, and his lips, which had settled into a sort of smirk, were no longer hidden by mustache overgrowth.

She swallowed hard, feeling suddenly at a loss in the presence of this tall, attractive stranger—who’d been in her house twice. Somehow now, especially in this small, crowded space, he seemed more intense, with more presence and confidence. 
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THE REST FALLS AWAY
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“Sophisticated, sexy, surprising!”
— J.R. Ward

 
“Colleen Gleason’s irresistible…series is deliciously dark and delightfully entertaining.”
—Chicago Tribune

 
“Gleason’s publishing debut turns vampire stories—and romances—on their ear.”
—Detroit Free Press

 
Beneath the glitter of dazzling nineteenth century London Society lurks a bloodthirsty evil…
 
Vampires have always lived among them, quietly attacking unsuspecting debutantes and dandified lords as well as hackney drivers and Bond Street milliners. If not for the vampire slayers of the Gardella family, these immortal creatures would have long ago taken control of the world.

 
In every generation, a Gardella is called to accept the family legacy, and this time, Victoria Gardella Grantworth is chosen, on the eve of her debut, to carry the stake. But as she moves between the crush of ballrooms and dangerous moonlit streets, Victoria’s heart is torn between London’s most eligible bachelor, the Marquess of Rockley, and her dark, dangerous duty.

 
And when she comes face-to-face with the most powerful vampire in history, Victoria must ultimately make a choice between duty and love.

 
This is a five-book series about Victoria Gardella, Vampire Hunter. The series should be read in order to avoid spoilers. The series is:

The Rest Falls Away
Rises the Night
The Bleeding Dusk
When Twilight Burns
As Shadows Fade
 
______

Praise for The Gardella Vampire Hunters Series
 
"The Rest Falls Away, Gleason's publishing debut...turns vampire stories--and romances--on their ear with a decidedly dark, decidedly unsentimental Regency heroine who stakes the undead with the best of them."
-- Detroit Free Press

 
"The undead rise to great heights through Gleason's phenomenal storytelling. She creates a chilling world with the perfect atmosphere of fear and sexual tension."
-- Romantic Times

 
"Gleason keeps upping the ante with each novel, weaving the characters around her readers with each engaging conversation and narrative, every stage set of all the appropriate gothic gloom and melting beauty.”
-- Book Fetish

 
"...Above all, the writing is what recommends this book most. Gleason's writing is sharp and taut, which makes for excellent action sequences, and a plot that travels quickly from the start. The writing strength alone gives me ample reassurance that this potentially plot-heavy series is in the right hands. I'm definitely looking forward to the next installment."
– Smart Bitches Love Trashy Books

 
"The undead rise to great heights through Gleason's phenomenal storytelling. She creates a chilling world with the perfect atmosphere of fear and sexual tension."
-- Romantic Times

 
"Gleason keeps upping the ante with each novel, weaving the characters around her readers with each engaging conversation and narrative, every stage set of all the appropriate gothic gloom and melting beauty.”
-- Book Fetish

 
Download!
PROLOGUE
 
Damariscotta, Maine
 
He crept silently into the house, aided by the light of the full moon. It streamed though the windows like a beacon, casting everything with a film of blue-gray.

There wasn’t a sound but the distant lapping of water against the lakeshore and the barest rustle of breeze through the trees.

Such a remote area.

So convenient.

He smiled to himself as he passed through the kitchen. Only hours before, the old lady had pressed tea and cookies and a delicious chicken salad sandwich upon him at that very table.

She’d been delighted to see him—and he’d actually enjoyed their visit quite a bit. Belinda Lawry was an interesting and amusing old woman, if not a little batty. People actually believed she could tell the future by looking at a deck of Tarot cards. Absurd, but entertaining nonetheless.

He’d humored her, of course. He knew how to charm old ladies. Especially when he needed something from them.

It was too bad things had to go this way, but a man had to do what a man had to do. His jaw tightened with determination and his fingers curled into their palms. Soon, his troubles would all be over.

A complacent smile on his face, he continued silently down the hall. When he caught sight of a shadow slinking from beneath a table, he crouched immediately to greet the cat in case it had the tendency to yowl at night-time visitors.

He’d made friends with it and its companion, and tonight he’d come prepared with tuna sandwiches in order to distract them.

Nothing could go wrong, for this was his one and only chance to set things in motion.

Crouching in the hall, he offered a sandwich to the cat. No sooner had he opened it from its plastic wrap than the second feline appeared, also interested in the delicious-smelling food.

He left them there, delicately eating their treat, and slipped into the old woman’s bedroom.

Her soft snores told him she was dead to the world (he grinned silently at this appropriate metaphor) thanks in part to the doctor, who’d considerately prescribed a strong sleep aid. Not only was she deeply asleep, but her face was upright, and her arms safely beneath the blankets.

It was almost as if she were making it easy for him.

He moved quickly and with efficiency, snatching up an extra pillow next to her on the bed and shoving it over her face.

Belinda jolted beneath the onslaught, but he was kneeling over the blankets, pinning her in place as he pressed the goosedown pillow onto her nose and mouth…holding it, holding it…pressing harder, harder, harder.

Come on, come on, he thought silently, as the old biddy struggled and jolted beneath him like a fish out of water.

Then suddenly, she was still.

Breathing heavily, he held the pillow over her face a few more minutes just to be sure.

Then he slid off the bed, checked her pulse (none), replaced the pillow, and stood back to look down at her.

“Thanks in advance, Belinda.”

His smile was cold and pleased as he strode from the room.

He paused only to scoop up the remains of the tuna sandwich bribes and dab the floor where they’d been with a damp paper towel. Then he walked out of the house without a second glance.

Though his hands were shaking a trifle, he was still smiling.

ONE
 
Boston, Massachusetts
 
Diana Iverson strode into her sleek office suite carrying a fresh, large coffee and her laptop case while thumbing through emails on her smartphone. Despite being exhausted, she had a confident stride that matched her jubilant mood.

“You did it! You won the case!” Corey, her receptionist, came around from behind the desk and gave Diana a hug.

“Thanks,” she said, unable to hold back her own smile as she read an email over her receptionist’s shoulder. “Dr. Merkovitz is just as pleased.”

Extricating herself from Corey’s exuberant hug, she set her computer case on the table and sank into one of the leather chairs in the reception area, sipping from her scalding coffee, scrolling through the emails on her phone.

“Merkovitz is a douche,” said her outspoken assistant Mickey Luciano—and also the best paralegal with whom she’d ever worked—as she emerged from the depths of the suite. Perching on the edge of the table next to her boss, she crossed her arms over her middle as Diana set her phone aside. “He probably didn’t show his appreciation at all, did he? Dickwad probably figured it was his due.”

Diana ran a hand through her thick, bouncy curls and immediately regretted it, knowing how messy and out of control they would make her look. “He might be a jerk,” she said, slipping off her heels, “but he’s an influential jerk, and winning his malpractice case is going to go a long way toward building up this firm’s reputation.”

But even as she said the words, she felt a niggle of discomfort.

Yes, she—a young woman who owned a small, relatively new law firm—had won the high-profile case.

Yes, Roger Merkovitz could make or break her in the medical malpractice community of Boston because he was the executive medical director for MassGeneral, the largest, most reputable hospital in Boston. But he was an unpleasant man and difficult to work with.

And...Diana had never felt completely comfortable about the case in which a young man had expired during routine orthopedic surgery on a fractured tibia. There was something about it that bothered her.

Regardless, she’d done her job: defended her client to the best of her ability, and subsequently won the case. And she’d been brilliant, if she did say so herself.

Now it was done, making Merkovitz her most valued client. Jonathan would be so pleased. And maybe even her mother would find something nice to say for once.

It had been a long, grueling week, and even though it was Friday, she had more to do before she could relax. Jonathan was at a convention in Atlantic City this weekend, so he wouldn’t be around. She could pull out the Desai and Morbuti case files and start reviewing them. And—

Diana realized with a start that Mickey was speaking to her. “What?”

“I was saying…was it worth 60 hours a week for the last six months, not to mention your other cases? Was it worth sitting in the same room as Merkovitz, letting that snake snap and yell at you at the same time as he was looking down your blouse?”

“He wasn’t looking down my blouse,” Diana said, seizing on the lowest-hanging fruit of her assistant’s tirade. “He’s Jonathan’s colleague. He wouldn’t do that.”

Mickey snorted violently. “Yeah, right.”

“Well, anyway, the hours might be long, but they’re necessary if I want to build up this firm,” Diana told her. “It benefits all of us,” she added, looking around at her two staff members. Yes, that was it: two full-time staff members, although she had a slew of consulting attorneys and paralegals she could call on as needed. Her reputation was solid and professional, built on her own blood, sweat and tears.

“I suppose it’s a necessary evil, working with him. Let’s just hope we don’t have to do it again any time soon. So why don’t you go down to Atlantic City and meet up with Jonathan?” Mickey said. “Take a breather this weekend? Play a little blackjack or something fun. Do you even remember what fun is, Diana?”

“Jonathan doesn’t gamble,” Diana replied, imagining her serious fiancé sitting in his hotel room. He’d be working on the speech he was giving to a group of cardiologists at their annual convention. “Although he’s probably golfing right now. But…I suppose I could bring my files with me,” she murmured, flipping through her mental to-do list.

“You should celebrate,” Mickey said. “Dom is taking me out for dinner tonight since we won the case. You should do the same. Or better yet, stay in town and just do something for yourself.”

“By the way, here are your messages,” Corey said, handing Diana a stack of pink notes.

Diana took another gulp, and then began to flip through the slips as she pulled up her schedule on the smartphone. Corey had taken several phone calls from physicians from MassGen—that was good, word of mouth from the Merkovitz case already—and…hmm. Joe Tettmueller? From the Damariscotta Police Department? She sat up straight and looked at Corey. “Joe Tettmueller? What did he say?”

Corey shrugged. “He called three times while you were in court. He didn’t say why.”

“Damariscotta, Maine. That’s where Aunt Belinda lives,” Diana said slowly.

She hadn’t seen her great-aunt for more than fifteen years due to an estrangement between Belinda and Diana’s mother. A wave of memories—of the big clapboard house, the bright, sunny kitchen, the walks in the woods, the smell of the lake on a summer day—assaulted her. “I wonder what he wants.”

The phone rang, its low, tasteful bleep breaking into her thoughts. Corey looked down at the phone, then at Diana. “Caller ID says it’s from Maine. It’s probably him again.”

She took the phone, a sudden surge of trepidation replacing the nostalgia.

She had to get up to visit Aunt Belinda in the next few months. She had to. Before it was too late.

“Hello. This is Diana Iverson,” she said into the phone.

“Ms. Iverson,” said a man in a very slow, comfortable drawl. “This is Captain Joe Tettmueller from the Damariscotta Police Department. Are you related to Belinda Lawry?”

“Yes, she’s my great-aunt,” Diana replied, her heart beginning to pound. No. She already knew what he was going to say.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news for you. Your Aunt Belinda is dead.”

 

Three weeks later
Damariscotta, Maine
 
Diana found the cards wrapped in black silk, nestled in a plain mahogany box.

She fanned the deck in her hands, recognizing the swords and cups of the Tarot. Tracing the soft, rounded corners, she noticed how dull the gloss had become, as if the cards had often been fingered and shuffled.

An intricate design of royal blue, black, and dark red in a snakeskin pattern decorated the backs of the cards, and on the front were kings and queens, cups, wands, pentacles, and swords—all in painstaking detail and bright colors.

As Diana held the oversized cards in her hands, the vaguest, faintest whisper of a memory—like a dream—settled over her.

Then it was plucked away like a veil being drawn from her head. In the wake of the wispy thought, some awareness skittered over the nape of her neck, raising the fine hair there and causing prickles to run down her spine.

She gave a short, sad laugh, then rewrapped the cards and set them back in the box. Aunt Belinda, she thought, shaking her head. I waited too long.
Diana’s eyes moistened and the back of her throat burned. The first summer she visited Damariscotta had been twenty years ago, but she remembered it vividly. She’d been ten, tall and gangly with teeth that needed orthodontic attention—a serious city girl with wild, bushy hair and a penchant for reading instead of the outdoors. But a summer with Aunt Bee had begun to change that.

A real tear stung her eye and Diana brushed it away. Later. She’d grieve later. She had work to do now. Her law practice to run. And a fiancé…maybe…to return to.

At the thought of Jonathan, a crushing pain settled over her chest. Despite the sad news, this visit to Damariscotta—to Aunt Belinda’s house—couldn’t have come at a better time.

Diana drew in a deep breath and closed her mind to the hurt. Later.
The shrill brrring of an old-fashioned phone jolted in the silence. Relieved from the heaviness of emotions she’d tried to ignore, she reached for the shiny black monstrosity, complete with dial and heavy handset. “Yes?”

“Hey, it’s Mickey. News on the home front—don’t know whether you’ll be happy about it or not,” said her assistant in a tone that indicated she already knew the answer. “I tried your cell first, but the call didn’t go through.”

“So, what is it?”

“Merkovitz called. I told him you were out of town on a family emergency.”

Diana had come up for Belinda’s funeral the week after Captain Tettmueller had called, but returned to Boston the same day.

Since then, she’d worked from home and avoided Jonathan as much as possible for the next two weeks, trying to figure out what to do. How to handle the rift between them.

So when the probate had been settled early this week and she had gained access to Belinda’s property, Diana took the opportunity to leave Boston and put some space between her and her fiancé.

Former fiancé.

Maybe.

Her heart squeezed whenever she thought of breaking things off permanently. For good. She could already hear her mother’s voice: I knew you’d never be able to keep a man like him.
“Merkovitz has been named in another suit,” Mickey was saying.

Diana squeezed her eyes shut as a churning began in her stomach. “Already?”

“Merry Christmas in July,” Mickey said dryly.

“Let me find something to write with.” Diana pulled Aunt Bee’s box of Tarot cards back out of the bedside stand, setting it on top, and looked in the empty drawer. There wasn’t anything to write with inside. “I’m not on a cordless phone, so hold on while I go grab one.”

“Do you have wi-fi? I can email you the info.”

Diana gave a short, strained laugh and shoved a hand into her short, thick hair. “In Damariscotta? Don’t make me laugh. This place is in the middle of the forest, practically in a small mountain range. I can hardly get my cell phone to work, which is making me climb the walls. But the cable guy is supposed to come tomorrow, so I should be online by then,” she added, rising abruptly to head briskly to the kitchen.

Once there, she picked up the extension—another wired plastic monstrosity—and rummaged through a drawer to find a pen and paper. “Why don’t you give me an overview and send the details by email,” she told Mickey. “It’ll be several weeks before the deposition.”

“And you’ll be back in Boston by then, won’t you?”

“I’ll be back in a week.” Even as Diana made her vehement comment, she felt a twinge of discomfort.

She couldn’t afford to be away from her practice for very long, but at the same time, all of a sudden, she had an inheritance to deal with—Aunt Belinda’s house, as well as all of her personal effects and a substantial sum of money that had made Diana’s eyes widen and her knees give out when the estate lawyer called with the information.

And aside from that, she didn’t mind the excuse to put some distance between her and Jonathan.

It’ll be okay. He loves you.
But did he really?

Her mother’s admonishments suddenly filled her thoughts: You’re so gawky with those long legs and clumsy hands, Diana. I keep expecting you to drop anything you get near. And stop playing with your hair. It looks terrible, all bushy and messy when you do that.
She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, pushing her mother and her criticisms away. I am a successful businesswoman. I have a thriving practice. I’ve got a successful, handsome fiancé who loves me.
Her stomach ground tightly. He does love me.
“All right, I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” she said abruptly, looking at the list of notes she’d just made.

Her assistant disconnected and Diana returned to the bedroom, distracted by the faint drum of pain starting at the back of her head. She hadn’t had a migraine in years, but this felt like the beginning of one.

Or maybe it was just tension, thinking of Roger Merkovitz. Of having to start the process all over again with him and a new case. Another half-year of 80-hour workweeks.

The receiver of the bedside phone dangled from the table, a testament to her hasty departure to find a writing implement. And although she didn’t remember doing it, the box of cards had been knocked off, and the deck lay scattered all over the wool carpet.

Hanging up the bleeping receiver, Diana crouched to gather up the cards. She noticed they’d all landed face down except for one. Reaching for the swatch of black silk, she replaced it in the mahogany box, then picked up the single face-up card.

The artistic rendering was exquisite, she thought, looking at its bold red and blue design. The Fool, she reflected, dimly remembering Aunt Belinda’s explanation of this first card of the Major Arcana—the backbone, so to speak, of the Tarot.

What had Aunt Belinda told her about the Fool?

Diana stared at it for a moment, looking at the out-flung arms of the young, carefree man as he danced down a slight incline. The Fool looked like he hadn’t a care in the world. He was handsome and smiling—which was more than Diana could say for herself. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt carefree or relaxed...especially now, when the thumping in her temples was beginning to nauseate her.

She needed to take something to catch it before it got worse, but she wasn’t going to leave a mess. Diana placed The Fool at the top of the deck and set the cards in their mahogany enclosure, swathing them with the ends of the black cloth. Just as she put the box back in the drawer, the irritating brrring of the phone broke the stillness.

This time, she answered the phone in the kitchen, deciding that if her smartphone was going to refuse to work she needed to get a cordless phone. Tomorrow.

“Hi sweetie.” It was Jonathan.

Diana drew in a deep breath. That was the thing about these old phones—no Caller ID.

“How are you?” he said in his soft, empathetic voice. “How are things up there? I miss you.”

She gave herself a mental shake. I need to forgive him and forget. “I’m doing all right,” she said, making her voice sound livelier than she felt.

“I tried your cell, but it just went to voice mail without ringing. I guess you are in the middle of nowhere.” He gave a little chuckle that sounded strained—which was only right, she reminded herself. He’d been the one who strayed; he was the one who’d put the chink in their relationship.

If only she hadn’t gone down to surprise him in Atlantic City after winning the Merkovitz case.

But then she’d never have known. She drew in a deep breath and tried to calm her churning stomach.

“Yes, it’s a little rustic up here. How are you?” Diana pulled the refrigerator door open. She found a six-pack of beer—Aunt Bee drank beer?—a bag of prewashed carrots, a half gallon of milk long past its expiration date, and three-quarters of a stick of butter. Guess it’s going to be the Grille for dinner tonight.
She realized Jonathan had paused in a stream of complaints about the other partners in his practice and seemed to be waiting for a response from her. Normally, she followed his explanations closely, but all she could think about this time was whether she was one of the new partners.

Valerie Somebody.

Doctor Valerie Somebody: Young, Sexy Cardiologist—who’d been sharing a hotel room with Diana’s fiancé in Atlantic City.

Her fingers tightened on the phone as she swallowed a ball of nausea. A dull pain began to thud in her temples. “I’m sorry, Jonathan, what were you saying? The line’s a little fuzzy.”

“I asked if you wanted me to bring anything when I come up this weekend.”

She bit her lip, wishing there was a way to keep him from coming. She wasn’t certain she was ready to see him yet.

But when she’d confronted him about Valerie Whoever, he’d apologized—even cried when he told her it had been a one-time thing and that he’d made a mistake, and that he didn’t want to lose her.

I love you, Diana. I was just a little scared—things have happened so quickly between us—and I made a mistake. I felt terrible the whole time. I knew it was wrong. I’m sorry I hurt you.
“Well?” he asked, a tinge of impatience in his voice.

“Um, I really can’t think of anything I need right now,” she replied—then forced herself to joke, “other than a cell tower in the yard here, but I don’t think even you can make that happen.”

He chuckled at the compliment. “Well, then, that’s it. My flight gets in Friday night—can I text you the details? How far of a drive is it up there to your aunt’s?”

“It’s a bit more than an hour from the airport. You can try to text. I’m pretty sure I can get service in town,” she told him, and briefly closed her eyes when a telltale flicker of white light skittered across her vision. This migraine was coming on fast.

Just then, a knock sounded on the front door—the old, heavy brass knocker thunked twice, then paused, then twice again.

“Belindaaaa,” a masculine voice called as Diana heard the door open. “Belinda, it’s me!”

Diana started for the foyer before remembering she was restricted by the ugly black phone cord. “Jonathan, I’ve got to run. Someone’s at the door.”

“Belindaaa!” The door closed and footsteps thudded across the wood floor.

Diana hung up the phone and started for the foyer.

“Hey, Belinda! I’m just here to pick up my be—” The man stopped as Diana swung around the corner from the kitchen. “Oh! I’m sorry, I just stopped in to see Belinda.”

“Excuse me, but whoare you?” A pang of apprehension at the sight of a a very tall, unshaven and unkempt young man standing in her foyer made her voice high and tight.

Diana came halfway across the high-ceilinged foyer and folded her arms across her chest. Obviously he knew her aunt—or, at least, she hoped he knew her aunt.

“I’m Ethan, a friend of Belinda’s. Who are you?” his voice was polite, but the dark gaze that examined her was bold and thorough.

He was young and fit, probably mid-twenties, and looked like a hippie. He had a wild-looking goatee and moustache that needed trimming, long sideburns, and a dark ponytail that rode low upon his neck. She wasn’t really frightened—mostly irritated, and a little confused. Maybe he did the lawns or was a delivery boy.

But still—he’d just walked in without even knocking.

“I’m Diana Iverson, Belinda’s niece,” she told him coolly.

“You’re Diana?” To her surprise, he smiled, and the crinkles that fanned from the corners of his eyes required her to adjust her estimate of his age upward a notch. Thirty, maybe. “I’m so glad to meet you. She’s spoken often of you. So you were finally able to make it up here for a visit? I’ll bet she’s thrilled.”

“Mr.—uh—”

“Actually, it’s Doctor—Tannock. Ethan Tannock,” he said as if surprised that she didn’t know his name. Now his eyes became wary, focused steadily on her.

Diana hid her surprise at the title. “Dr. Tannock, I’m not sure what you’re doing, barging into my aunt’s house like this—”

“I’m sorry if I startled you. I just stopped in to get the beer she owes me.” The smile returned and she noticed a deep crease on the left side of his face that ended at the unruly goatee.

Diana frowned and the headache pain radiated from over her left ear. The flashes of light were becoming stronger, nearly blinding her.

She knew the migraine would rapidly become unbearable, and she wanted to get him out of her house as quickly as possible. “Dr. Tannock, I don’t know when you spoke to my aunt last—”

“A few weeks ago, when I learned I’d won a little bet we had—”

“—but I have some bad news for you,” she continued to speak over his congenial explanation while trying to ignore the agony that was beginning to seep toward the front of her temples. “She—I buried her more than two weeks ago.”

“What?” Shock replaced confidence and charm.

“My great-aunt passed away three weeks ago last Thursday,” she told him. “Heart failure—in her sleep.” Nausea settled in her stomach and she swallowed hard, blinking against the string of lights that hovered at the edge of her vision. The dull throb radiated in her temple and she closed her eyes briefly. Go away before I lose it and vomit right here.
“My God.” Tannock skimmed his hand over the hair pulled smoothly back into its tail. “I had no idea—I’m sorry.” He stepped toward her then seemed to think better of it. “What happened? She was fine when I talked to her. She sounded fine.” His eyes were a sharp, hard beer-bottle brown as they looked closely at her. Almost as if he didn’t believe her…

The migraine was becoming more insistent and she had to resist the urge to push her fingertips into the sides of her forehead. “She died in her sleep, Dr. Tannock, and the funeral was the Wednesday following. Two weeks ago yesterday. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I really have quite a bit to do.”

“Of course.” His voice was clipped and Diana felt the weight of his intent stare as he persisted. “Uh...are you all right?”

“Yes. I’m fine, I just didn’t expect visitors at this time.” She forced herself to say the words as politely and calmly as possible. The last thing she needed was a young know-it-all intern telling her how to treat her migraines when she’d already tried everything under the sun. A large black spot leapt before her eyes and she blinked rapidly, and in vain, to make it disappear.

“Well, I apologize for barging in on you like this,” Tannock said, backing toward the door while he continued to study her with a frown. “Your aunt was a good friend of mine. If there’s anything I can do to help you out, please let me know.”

“I’ll do that,” she said, purposely neglecting to ask how to contact him. “Thank you for stopping by.”

She barely closed the door behind her unwanted visitor when a moan escaped from the back of her throat. Fighting the black spots and flashes of light that accompanied the debilitating pain, Diana hurried to find the bag where she’d left her medication.

Moments later, she was curled up on the bed, hands fisted over her closed eyes, fighting the agony.


Ethan strolled down the lane from Belinda Lawry’s house and cut across the Hornbergers’ yard to his own, two houses down a twisting, narrow tire-track lane that ended at his small log cabin. He was shocked and saddened, even devastated, to learn that Belinda had died that night after last talking with him.

He was even more disturbed that he’d been down in Princeton and missed the funeral. What the hell was up with that? Joe should have known he’d want to know. Of course, he hadn’t been in town much since returning late last night. Damn.

Not only that, but he was beyond irritated by the cold brush-off given him by Belinda’s bitchy niece. He’d heard enough about Diana Iverson over the last year to know that the woman was a self-centered, career-focused ballbuster who had no time for family or anyone but herself.

But the worst of it was that Belinda was gone. Damn, Bee. I’m going to miss the hell out of you.
And not just because of his work. Belinda was a fascinating subject, and the center of his latest study—but she’d also become a friend and mentor to him. Especially after the divorce.

To his surprise, a wayward tear stung one eye as he yanked open the door to his cabin. Cady bounded across the room to meet him, leaving a telltale imprint on the couch from which she was supposedly banned.

“Hey, girl.” Ethan knelt to ruffle her thick fur, pulling the black lab’s face close to his. “Belinda’s dead. Can you believe it? I sure can’t. I just can’t believe it. I didn’t even know about the funeral. I’m going to have to have words with Joe Cap about that.” A big pink tongue slathered his face, carefully avoiding the bristly goatee, as Ethan sank to the floor.

It was some time later, when the sun had dipped behind the fringe of trees at the edge of the lake, that Ethan hoisted himself to his feet. His face was damp from Cady’s attentions as well as a narrow rivulet of tears that had settled in his beard.

I could go for a beer just now. He peered into the refrigerator, but the six-pack of New Castle Ale was still sitting in Belinda’s fridge—at least, as far as he knew.

When she’d called him down at Princeton almost a month ago to tell him he could pick up his winnings the next time he came up, she’d cackled gleefully and told him she had it in the fridge, getting cold for him. He told her he’d be up as soon as the semester was over, and here he was, as promised.

But she was gone.

Ethan pushed the fridge door closed with more force than necessary, sorrow welling inside him again. In her sleep, the niece had said.

Diana. Diana Iverson. His brows tightened—Belinda had always called her something else, something fanciful like Avalina...Lianella? …. No, wait—Andiana. Andiana Maria.

Andiana Maria?

He shook his head, pulling a TV dinner from his freezer. He’d never met anyone who looked less like such a frou-frou name. Stress and tension had emanated from her as she confronted him in the hallway. Apparently, she was a malpractice lawyer down in Boston, and was obviously used to working long hours for massive fees in prim suits and sensible heels. No wonder she went by the shorter version of her name.

“Not that she’s not good-looking,” he told Cady pleasantly as he crushed the cardboard box and put it in the trash compactor. “She’s actually pretty hot, despite the fact that she’s an ice-queen and dresses for the country club even up here in Damariscotta.” Her short hair was thick and dark and curled around her face and jaw, making her look as if she’d just rolled out of bed...or, better yet, been tumbled into it.

Cady flopped in a heap on the floor and groaned.

“So sorry if I’m boring you.” Ethan grinned down at his best friend and lifted the lid from a glass jar on the counter that held dog biscuits. Instantly, Cady scrambled back to her feet, ears perked up in anticipation. He lightly tossed his pet a treat and replaced the jar.

Diana Iverson, he thought again, with a short laugh that turned bitter. His first reaction on meeting her had been surprise and pleasure on behalf of Belinda, delighted that the niece had finally come to visit—until he’d learned why. The busy, ass-kissing lawyer who couldn’t bother to visit her great-aunt in twenty years finally made the trip just in time to collect her substantial inheritance.

Aside from that, she’d looked at him like he was some sort of furry, crawly bug when he’d corrected her to say “doctor.”

Just then, he caught sight of himself in the mirrored microwave door—spotless, thanks to his cleaning lady—and grimaced. Oy. He’d forgotten about that god-awful beard. He looked like a mountain man. He kept it during the year because it did the trick to keep the young things away from him on campus. No wonder Diana Iverson been so wary, and so intent upon getting rid of him.

Fiona had been giving him shit about the beard too, for months, and he supposed he’d better get rid of it before her wedding. Now that he was home for the summer and away from campus, he’d take care of it. Maybe he’d even get the ponytail cut and look a little more respectable. It would be cooler, at any rate.

The microwave beeped that his well-preserved dinner was ready to eat, and he gingerly slid the plastic tray onto a plate. Moments later, he was settled in a heavy cedar lounge chair on the screened porch that overlooked Lake Damariscotta.

Ah. July in Maine.

Though the sun had set and the sky held only a glow near the horizon, there was still plenty to see. Lights winked along the shoreline in homes that were inhabited year-round. The tops of tall pines swayed with a faint breeze, brushing against each other high in the sky. A bold streak of pink in the western sky echoed the fading sunlight. There were the sounds of whippoorwills and crickets, the rustling of various wildlife in the forest that surrounded the lake, and, occasionally, the hoot of a lonely owl.

It was peaceful.

Ethan looked through the trees along the lake and picked out Belinda’s home. One faint light shone through a window in the old clapboard structure. Sadness washed over him.

Abruptly, he decided he wasn’t hungry for cardboard food and set the TV dinner tray on the floor for Cady, thinking, still, about Diana Iverson.


Diana dragged herself awake into darkness, blind fear crushing lungs that dug deep for air. Struggling to push the weight of terror from her chest, she grappled with the tentacle-like sheets and pulled herself upright in the bed.

Moonlight streamed into the room as she sat there, gasping, shaking, trying to push away the remnants of the black nightmare that twined around her, engulfing her with its heaviness. She saw the pale oval of her face reflected in the mirror on Belinda’s bureau drawer and shrank away from the vision made by the dark holes of her eyes and the stark terror on her face.

She’d never had a dream so completely consuming, so mind-numbingly frightening—yet she didn’t know what it was about. There had been only blackness descending upon her, smothering her, pressing her down into some dark, horrifying state.

Diana dragged her shaking limbs out of bed, glad she’d never had such an experience while with Jonathan. Glancing at the tussled bedclothes, she realized she didn’t trust herself to go back to sleep without falling into the dark pit again.

Still reminding herself that she was awake, out of the dream, she pulled on a light silk robe as she stumbled out of the room, banging her elbow on the corner of the door as she left. She’d curl up on the settee in the den and sleep with Aunt Belinda’s two cats—if they would have her, and if she could find sleep again.

TWO
 
Diana awoke to sunshine. It glared from a crack between the heavy velvet curtains and the windowpane, making a crooked line over the floor of the den. She pulled herself up, stretching her aching back, and blinked a few times to clear her vision. Last evening’s migraine was gone, as was the terrible dream, and she felt relatively well rested, though a bit hollow.

She caught sight of the digital clock on the desk—an anomaly in the lacy, Victorian room—and started. Nine o’clock? Could that be right?

Diana rolled quickly off the velvet-upholstered settee, her feet landing on the rug with a profound thump. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept past seven. Even on vacation, she and Jonathan rose early to golf.

A little dazed that her internal alarm clock had failed her, Diana stumbled down the short hallway to the bathroom. Moments later, under a tepid shower, she planned her day as she poured Aunt Belinda’s cheap, strawberry-scented shampoo in her hair.

By the time she was tousling her short hair into a damp cap, wishing that it wasn’t quite so unruly, Diana knew exactly what she had to get done—including a run to the grocery store for something fresh. It was odd not being able to check her cell phone every few minutes—but she couldn’t unless she was in town. And Mickey was handling things back at the office.

Wrapped in a towel, she padded down the hall to Belinda’s bedroom, and, to her chagrin, felt her heart begin to pound as she pushed open the door. After a moment of hesitation, she forced herself to stride purposefully into the room despite the uneasiness curling in her stomach. The bed was a disaster of sheets, pillows, and the matelassé coverlet—very much unlike she normally left her sleeping abode. In fact, Jonathan often teased her that if it weren’t for him, their bed would never look as though it had been slept in.

That brought back unpleasant thoughts about whether Valerie the Slut messed up her sheets (of course she did) and Diana distracted herself by quickly making up the bed here. Only when that was finished and the pillows neatly arranged was she able to turn her attention to dressing.

Just as she was pulling on a blue polo over pleated khaki shorts, she heard the heavy doorknocker at the front of the house. Diana started out of the bedroom but paused when her attention fell on the mahogany box. It was out of place, sitting on the bedside table with its lid sitting next to it. She’d neglected to put it away yesterday because of the onset of her migraine. For one absurd moment, she wondered if that was the reason for her wrenching dream.

The Fool sat on top of the deck, and suddenly Diana had a flash of memory. The vision was so abrupt and so strong, she curled her fingers around the bedpost to steady herself.

He—the Fool—figured widely in the mental image that presented itself in the front of her mind, cavorting throughout and mingling with obscure images of Aunt Belinda and Jonathan, as well as a dark-haired man she didn’t know and a scrap of newspaper that kept reappearing. It was almost as if she were dreaming, right here in the middle of wakefulness.

The Fool is the Number Zero, and is the beginning of the Major Arcana, she could almost hear Aunt Belinda say. He is also as we are at the beginning of any journey—gay, innocent, inexperienced, artless, and open-minded.
How could she know this? And remember such detail? She hadn’t seen Aunt Belinda since she was thirteen. And after that, her mother had done everything she could to wipe away any memories that might have persisted, completely destroying the relationship between Diana and her great-aunt.

Another series of metallic thuds at the front door brought her attention from the card, back to the present. “I’m coming,” she muttered, rushing from the room.

At the large oaken door, she peered through the frosted, stained glass sidelights. It was the FedEx man with a package of contracts and documents from Mickey. As she closed the door, Diana turned just in time to see a streak of white dash across the hall.

“Motto,” she exclaimed, crouching in the hall in hopes of luring the cat back out. “It’s about time you came out of hiding, kitty. Where’s Arty? You two must be missing Aunt Bee.”

She’d seen neither hide nor hair of the cats since she arrived, although they’d eaten the food she left out for them every night. Aunt Belinda’s description, through their phone conversations and the letters she sent regularly, hadn’t included the fact that the cats were extremely anti-social. In fact, if they hadn’t eaten the food Diana left out for them, she would have thought they were the figment of an old lady’s imagination.

Diana pulled to her feet and spoke in the general direction of the felines. “I guess you’ll come out when you’re ready, won’t you? I’m going to run into town. Don’t party too hard while I’m gone.” She started into Belinda’s bedroom to get her purse and car keys.

She stopped short in the doorway. The mahogany box had been upended off the bedside table, and its contents spilled all over the floor. How odd.

“I could have sworn....” Her voice trailed off as she remembered how she’d left the room in haste to answer the door. “What a klutz.” She stooped to gather the Tarot cards.

They were oversized and awkward for her to straighten into a neat stack. And when she pulled them all together and was just tapping the deck into place, somehow a card slipped out. It flipped onto the floor and landed face-up.

Diana meant to simply replace the card on top of the deck, but something compelled her to look at it...really look at it. The High Priestess, the caption read. A Roman numeral two identified it as the second numeric card of the Major Arcana.

The High Priestess was crowned and seated on a throne behind which were pomegranates and palms. She held a scroll in the lap of her blue gown, and seemed to be tucking it under her cloak. On the left of the throne was a black column labeled B, and on the right was a second column—white—labeled J. A crescent sat on the floor in the trailing pool of her gown.

Diana studied the card for a long moment, her breath turning shallow as she fought back an unaccountable sense of unease. What did it signify to one who believed in the Tarot? Not that she bought into that malarkey, but her Aunt Belinda had. Much to her mother’s disgust.

With a sudden tsk of irritation, she returned the card to its place in the stack and replaced it once again in the smooth wrapping of black silk and mellow mahogany. This time, I’ll put you away, she thought, pulling open the drawer of Aunt Belinda’s beside table.

But something happened as she did so, and the drawer, always a little unsteady, came completely out of its slot with the force of her yank, thumping onto the floor and just missing her bare foot. When Diana tried to fit it back into place, she banged the back of her hand on the corner of drawer. And the old, sticky wood refused to slide home, thus she was left with a drawer that wouldn’t fit in its hole and a painful mark on the back of her hand that was already bruising.

Fine, Diana thought, pulling herself to her feet and retrieving the mahogany box from the recalcitrant drawer. She set the box of cards on the kitchen counter and, after one last (ignored) invitation to the cats to join her, Diana headed to the grocery store.


An hour later, Diana stumbled back into the house, arms hooked through plastic bags filled with groceries and hands filled with mail from the post office. She dumped the whole pile on the kitchen counter with a sigh of relief and went back out to make another trip.

As soon as she walked back in, Motto and Arty decided to make an appearance directly underfoot, and she nearly landed on her face trying to avoid a fluffy tail.

As soon as she dropped the bags onto the counter, she crouched, calling for them to reappear. “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” she sang in a falsetto, remembering the Good Witch of the North’s entreaty to the Munchkins. And then she looked around in embarrassment, as if someone might hear her. Good thing there wasn’t anyone around. “I brought you some treats, kitty-kitties. Do you like catnip? How about Fresh Feline Fancies?”

Of course they didn’t come.

Diana gave up and turned back to the bags of groceries sprawled on the counter. It was then that she noticed the note.

Note?

Diana snatched it off the counter, eyebrows furrowing. “Just dropped by to pick up a book I loaned Belinda, and my beer,” the bold, black letters read. “Hope you don’t mind I let myself in. Sorry to have missed you—since we’re neighbors, maybe we’ll run into each other on the lake. Call me if I can be of any help. (Dr.) Ethan Tannock.”
A little shiver raced down her back. He’d been in the house again! But her twinge of discomfort was abruptly replaced by a wave of irritation. Hope you don’t mind I let myself in, indeed!

Of course she minded.

People didn’t just let themselves into other peoples’ houses. Not where she came from, anyway. Especially when they didn’t know the person living there. And if she weren’t so irritated, she might be more than a little freaked out about it.

And what if he’d still been there when she got home and was singing and talking like that to the cats? Her cheeks burned at the very thought.

She crumpled up the note and flung it into the garbage, then turned and yanked the telephone book from the drawer under the phone. Flipping through the pages, she quickly located the Ls—laundry, lawn services, liquor stores, locksmiths.

“I’ll fix him,” she muttered as she dialed the number.

After she arranged for a locksmith to come and change all the locks later that afternoon, Diana strolled through the house just to make sure Ethan Tannock hadn’t disturbed anything.

The living room seemed as empty and formal as she remembered it being, furnished as it was with heavy, dark antiques and hundreds of knickknacks in several cabinets. Long, heavy curtains brushed the floor, covering tall windows that overlooked the front yard of the big clapboard home. Diana noticed some thick white cat fur on one of the upholstered chairs and paused to brush it off.

That room seemed undisturbed, so Diana moved on down the hall to Aunt Belinda’s den. This was a room that she hadn’t even begun to go through and organize because it was so cluttered.

A heavy, oaken desk dominated one corner of the dimly lit room, and stacks of magazines, papers, and books littered its top. Diana flicked on the light. Even if Ethan had rummaged through the contents of the room, she wouldn’t be able to tell. Messy piles of periodicals from all over the country lined one wall, more books filled shelves from ceiling to floor on an opposite wall, and three battered filing cabinets edged a third wall. Their drawers gapped open and files hung haphazardly out, but the mess didn’t alarm Diana. That was the way it had been when she first arrived at the house, and although she itched to get in there and begin to clean things up, she had work to do first, and she’d already wasted half the day.

Belinda’s bedroom was next. The sense of discomfort Diana had felt earlier still hung in the air, as though a fine fog hovered, but it wasn’t compelling enough to keep her from walking in. This room also seemed undisturbed, but she almost tripped over the empty drawer that she’d left in the middle of the floor.

Diana picked it up, determined to wedge it back into the bedside table if she had to slam it into place. To her surprise, it slid back so quickly and easily that she smashed her fingertip. What in the world? She glared, sucking on the end of her finger—which happened to be on the same hand she’d bruised earlier. I must just have been in a hurry.
She would have gone upstairs to look through the other five bedrooms, but the telephone rang. Too late, she remembered that she hadn’t hooked up the cordless phone yet, and she rushed into the kitchen to answer it.

It was Mickey, doing her daily check-in call. “Hey, boss, how’s it going?” she asked.

“Things are fine. I got your overnights this morning, but haven’t had a chance to look at them yet. Any new developments?”

“No,” Mickey replied, “except that Merkovitz agreed to Skype with you tomorrow at two—he says he’s not available until then. And then he gave me shit about making certain I send an agenda to him and plan of action by the end of the day today—but he’s the one who’s got the information, and how can you have a plan of action if you haven’t gotten the details from him yet? How’s it going up there all by yourself anyway?”

“Fine, but I have a lot to get done before the house goes on the market,” Diana told her, neglecting to mention her need to put some space between her and Jonathan.

She hadn’t told Mickey anything of what had happened when she went down to Atlantic City. Her gaze fell on the mahogany box that she’d left on the counter, and she idly opened it to finger the black silk.

“You’re going to sell it?” Mickey sounded surprised. “Why don’t you just keep it for a weekend getaway? It’s not that far from Boston.”

Diana raised her eyebrows at the suggestion. “Well, I guess I didn’t think seriously about doing that. It might be nice to have a place to get to once in awhile.” Then, she frowned, “Nah—you know Jonathan and I never have a free weekend anyway. We’re either working or going somewhere.”

“Yeah...maybe you ought to change that,” Mickey said tartly. “You’re just a little uptight.”

Diana rolled her eyes, but didn’t comment. She was used to her assistant’s blunt commentary on her life—not that Mickey, who was the same age as Diana and had been married since she was seventeen, had had any simpler a life.

She spent the next fifteen minutes jotting notes on her laptop and answering questions about other issues at the office. As they were finishing, Diana’s attention was drawn again to the mahogany box.

As Mickey was giving her some more personal updates about the office—namely that there was a cute guy who’d just started working in the architectural office across the hall with whom Corey had become immediately smitten—Diana pulled out the deck of Tarot cards from the box and smoothed them into a facedown pile. Idly, she picked one from the center and turned it over. The High Priestess.
Again? Huh.

Diana stuffed it back into the center of the mass of cards and mixed them up by pushing them around the kitchen counter. “So, do you know anything about Tarot cards?” she asked her assistant.

“Tarot cards?” Mickey sounded as if her boss had just announced she was joining a cult. “I’ve had my cards read a few times—just for fun,” she added hastily.

“I think it’s a lot of baloney, but my aunt used to play around with them. When I was going through her things, I found her set. I was just looking through them, wondering what some of the cards mean.” She pulled one from the mess of cards on the counter.

The High Priestess.
A shiver zipped up her back. Weird.
Diana held the phone between her neck and shoulder as she gathered the cards into a tidy pile. Her insides were doing funny things, but she was determined to prove that there was nothing to this.

“I never told my mother,” Mickey said, “because she’d freak out. But, you know, the times I had my cards read, the psychic was pretty on-target about some things.”

“Right. She just picked up signals from you and deduced things. It was probably so general that it could have applied to anyone.”

“Maybe.” Mickey didn’t sound convinced. “She did tell me she saw me driving a red car—and at the time, I had that old white Honda Civic. Then three weeks later, it got totaled and I bought a red Grand Am.”

“You probably remembered what she said and that’s why you bought the red car.” Diana smoothed the cards around on the counter some more.

“Well, I had picked out a white one on the lot—I was going to lease it—and then the day I went to pick it up, they told me there’d been a mistake and the white car was already sold. So, they gave me fifty bucks off the monthly lease payment if I took the red car.”

“Really? You never told me that.” She picked up the cards and tapped them into a neat pile.

“Yep. Oh, there’s the other line. I’d better take that.”

“All right. Talk to you tomorrow.” Diana hung up and looked down at the stack of cards. She felt little butterflies in her stomach as she reached for the deck and pulled off the top card. She turned it over.

The High Priestess.

Ethan twisted off the cap of a New Castle Ale, popping the small piece of metal into the trash. “To Belinda.” He toasted her memory, her ghost, her presence—whatever it was that seemed to hover around him. The full-bodied beer slid down his throat, cool and smooth, and the nutty, rich flavor settled on the back of his tongue. “Thank you, Belinda!”

He’d felt strange, entering Belinda’s house, now that she was dead. She’d always told him he could come and go as he pleased. Since he took care of her yard work when he was in Maine during the summer in return for her assistance in his work, he was over there quite a bit. Now, he supposed, that would change.

Ethan had knocked on both the front and back doors for a good five minutes before retrieving the key hidden in the birdhouse. He’d been sure he’d seen someone moving around inside the house, even though there was no car in the drive or the garage. After calling and knocking, he finally went in, leaving Cady sitting on the porch.

“Ms. Iverson,” he’d called, stopping in the foyer and listening for her response. Silence. He hurried down the hall to the kitchen, feeling like an intruder—which, of course, he was—and opened the refrigerator door to retrieve his six-pack.

Cady began barking outside, running around the house and stopping at several windows. Ethan glanced outside and didn’t see any evidence of a rabbit, squirrel, chipmunk, or bird—the usual suspects in a Cady bark-a-thon.

“Cady, chill,” he yelled out the back door, then turned in search of paper and a pen.

He saw the mahogany box on the counter by the telephone and recognized it. Belinda’s cards. A twinge of melancholy prompted him to remove the lid and open the silk wrappings. He wondered what Diana Iverson was doing with them—if anything.

Diana doesn’t believe in anything unless it’s in black and white and been proven beyond a shadow of a doubt, thanks to her mother Victoria. He could almost hear Belinda’s indignant voice. And even then if she sees it in black and white, she’s gotta question it and question it. A good lawyer, she is, but a very poor psychic. She’s got the Gift, all right, but she won’t pay any attention to it.
He opened the black silk wrapping, looking down at the diamond-shaped blue, red, and black pattern of the back of the deck. He picked up the top card and flipped it over. The Lovers.
Ethan knew what it implied—not necessarily the obvious. Relationships, sexuality, yes, of course, but the card also could mean the joining of any two entities—whether it be people, ideas or thoughts.

If she were there, Belinda would tell him to meditate on the card for the day, to open his mind and let the image dig into his unconscious, unlocking answers to questions in his life. She said that the cards unleashed her psychic abilities by opening doors in the back of her mind.

He stared down at The Lovers. He’d been working with Belinda for three years to learn the extent of her ESP, testing it and dissecting it with and without the use of the Tarot cards to see if her abilities were related to their use. So far, his work had been inconclusive, much to his frustration and that of his colleagues at Princeton. One thing was certain, however: Belinda Lawry was one of the best examples of true precognition ability that the team at Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research—PEAR—Lab had ever studied.

And another thing was certain: he’d never be able to finish the study now that Bee was gone.

Cady began barking again. What is with her? He replaced the card, wrapping the deck and slipping the cover back onto the box. Then he found paper and a pen and scrawled a note to Diana.

He would have hurried out of the house to quiet Cady, but as he passed the bedroom that belonged to Belinda, he found himself turning into it. Ethan stopped just inside the doorway and looked around the room.

The bed was made, and a half dozen lacy, Victorian pillows had been organized in a neat pile at its head. The drawer to the bedside table lay on the floor, and the rag-rug that covered the wooden floor had a corner flipped up as if someone had left in haste—the only thing out of place in the room. Had he interrupted someone?

Ethan paused and waited, listening...then shook his head. No, he didn’t sense the presence of anyone else nearby.

Yet, for some reason, he was compelled to walk further into the room, curiosity overtaking him. The scent of something pleasant—floral and feminine—hung in the air. The open suitcase on a trunk at the end of the bed indicated that this was the room Diana Iverson was using...and Ethan found himself wondering about her once more.

A hairbrush and comb sat neatly on Belinda’s dressing table, along with various other toiletries and an open travel case of jewelry. He stepped closer, wondering what kind of baubles the uptight businesswoman he’d met yesterday would wear.

Pearls: that’s what she’d wear. Simple, elegant, and luminescent, they coiled in a neat pool on the dressing table, the necklace embracing a set of matching studs.

Ethan thought back. Yes, they would look lustrous against her thick, dark hair and fair skin.

Abruptly, he stilled. Dude, what the hell are you doing?
He left the house after that, ashamed that he’d been tempted to snoop. Despite his chagrin, however, he hadn’t forgotten the six-pack. And even now, as he relaxed in his leather armchair with a cold one in hand, Ethan felt an unpleasant tightening in his middle. Whatever had possessed him to be so nosy?

He took another swig of beer, mollifying himself with the thought that everything had been out in plain view, and he had been checking to make sure no one was in there.

It wasn’t as if he’d gone digging through her underwear drawer.

Ethan smirked in spite of himself, wondering whether the straight-laced lady lawyer wore black lace thongs to court...or no-nonsense hip huggers and plain white bras from the Sears catalog.

He didn’t have a problem picturing her in either one.

THREE
 
Diana had another debilitating migraine that evening and went to bed at seven o’clock, snuggling under the quilt in Aunt Belinda’s bed.

Some time later, she woke, sweating and shaking, trying to throw off the heavy blackness of another nightmare. Bedraggled and drained, she stumbled down the hall into the den and crashed onto the sofa, where she was able to find a more peaceful rest.

When she finally peeled her eyes open to bright sunlight, it was nearly ten o’clock—but today, she wasn’t surprised that she’d overslept. Time and place seemed different up here in Damariscotta. And aside from that, Diana realized with clinical detachment that she was surely suffering from a bit of depression, thanks to Jonathan’s betrayal and Aunt Belinda’s death.

When Diana came back to the bedroom after her shower, wrapped in a scratchy, threadbare towel from Aunt Belinda’s aged collection, trepidation skittered up her spine.

There was something about this room that made her feel as if the nightmares lingered, heavy and dark and hot.

Yes, Aunt Bee had died here, but there was nothing more natural than an elderly lady easing into death while in repose. Practical Diana had no qualms about that. Still, she hesitated before stepping into the room, as if afraid the nightmares might come back even in broad morning light—but upon seeing the white cat, Motto, sprawled in the middle of the bed, she forgot her disquiet.

“Hi kitty,” she crooned, moving carefully toward the beady-green-eyed feline. The cat had burrowed right into the center of the maelstrom of sheets and was busily licking the inside of her back leg until the interruption of a mere human.

Diana was surprised but pleased when she was able to get close enough to scoop Motto into her arms. She nuzzled the thick white fur of the feline’s head. “I’m so glad you decided to come out of hiding, sweet-thing,” she said in a silly voice. “Now if only Arty would be as brave.”

The annoyance plain on her face—most likely at Diana’s undignified tone—Motto struggled out of her captor’s arms and plopped lightly to the floor. Tail swishing in a last gesture of disdain, the cat ducked her head and disappeared under the bed.

“Well, fine, then. See if I bring you anymore catnip toys,” Diana told her. But, she realized, the cat’s presence and warm, furry body had done much to alleviate her discomfort with the bedroom.

After dressing in a pair of khaki capris and a red button-down shirt, she went to the kitchen. She eyed the mahogany box by the phone, but was absolutely not going to give in to the urge to open it.

She wasn’t going to take the chance of pulling out The High Priestess again. The four instances of it showing up were random, of course, but still it was creepy.

Today, she had to go down to the post office, which had a FedEx drop box and send some signed documents back to Mickey. She had to get them out before the early truck came at eleven.

The locksmith had come the day before, and now that all the locks were changed, Diana felt much more secure about leaving the house...not that there was much of value here. All of Belinda’s considerable wealth was in securities and a few real estate investments—and was not at all evident in her manner of living, Diana thought with a wry smile at the memory of the threadbare bath towels and off-brand shampoo.

There’s not much here of any value except a few antiques—unless someone wants a deck of old Tarot cards. At the thought, queasiness started in her stomach and she swallowed hard, forcing herself to take another sip of tea.

Diana grimaced, adding another stop at the market to her list of things to do. She’d forgotten to buy coffee yesterday, and the only brew available in Aunt Belinda’s house was her choice of herbal tea: peppermint, chamomile, and blends of rose hips, lemon verbena, all of the mints, and comfrey. Curiously, she’d also found a box of dog biscuits when foraging for coffee, and wondered if the cats liked canine treats. But when she offered, neither of them bothered to even show and turn up their pink noses at the cookies, and so Diana left to go on her errands.

Damariscotta had one main street lined with tourist shops, bed-and-breakfasts, small cafes and restaurants. The practical buildings—post office, library, hardware store, supermarket—were at one end of the street, and that was where Diana chose to park. It didn’t look much different from how she remembered it as a child, but the details were wavy in her mind until she actually got out of the car and stood on the sidewalk, looking down the street.

As she swung her purse over her shoulder, she heard a masculine voice hailing her. Turning, Diana saw the neat figure of Dr. Marc Reardon standing at the edge of the parking lot. “Good morning,” she called, waving briefly to her aunt’s physician.

She had met him along with several other townspeople at Aunt Belinda’s funeral, and he had been a model of sympathy and conscientiousness. Now, he strode across the street to meet her.

“How odd,” he said, with a smile that squinted into the sun, “I had just been wondering how you were doing up in that big old house by yourself and then I saw you pull into the parking lot.” He gestured to a quaint cottage-like house across the side street. “My office is right there.”

The house was robin’s egg blue with white shutters and a white picket fence that kept a border of wildflowers from spilling onto the sidewalk. “How charming,” she said, noting the sign in its front yard that stated MarcReardon, M.D. ~ General Practice.

Diana turned back to him, looking up at his tall, handsome figure. His hair was sandy brown, and would have been perfectly combed if a swift breeze from the lake hadn’t been ruffling it. His choice of attire included a tie, and was a bit formal for the small town of Damariscotta. But Diana couldn’t fault him for his taste in a starched shirt with monogrammed cuffs and well-creased trousers above buffed leather shoes. He wore a lab coat over his crisp shirt, and Dr. Reardonwas monogrammed on the pocket.

He shifted so the sun wasn’t glaring in his eyes and tried futilely to smooth his hair. “How are you managing in that big old house by yourself?” he asked with a warm smile that showed perfect teeth.

Diana closed the door of her car and looked up at him through the filter of dark sunglasses. “There’s a lot to do, but I’m taking it bit by bit. The hardest part is going through Aunt Belinda’s personal things, of course.”

“If you think of anything I can do to help, please let me know.” He smiled, hesitating, and slid his hands into the lab coat pockets. “I’m glad I ran into you, as I wanted to invite you to a barbeque I’m having on Tuesday.”

Diana raised her eyebrows, about to refuse—there really was no reason to get social; she’d be leaving the area soon—but before she could reply, he added, “The ladies from Belinda’s quilting group will be there, and I know they’d love to see you. And there will be several other people from Damariscotta that I’m sure you’d enjoy meeting.”

Belinda had talked quite a bit about the quilters, and with a pang of conscience Diana changed her mind. “It sounds like fun—I’ll plan to make it,” she replied, aware that it was another excuse not to return to Boston right away.

The physician smiled in return. “We’ll all be looking forward to it.”

She took her leave then, citing her errands, and began to walk up a slight incline to Main Street. It was early on Thursday morning, and although it was still early June, summer tourists were already filling the town.

After turning in her parcels at the post office, she made a beeline for a small cafe, whose painted sign proclaimed the availability of lattés and cappuccinos and espressos. Real coffee! Maybe this was a more civilized little town than she realized. Diana ordered a double cap to go and continued down the street, sipping the heavenly drink with relief.

It felt odd not to have to go anywhere or be on a schedule. And although there was work waiting for her back at Aunt Bee’s—both professional and personal—the quaint town lulled her into allowing herself a reprieve, and Diana strolled beyond the post office and past a small camera shop. Next, there was a small structure set back from the sidewalk with a tiny yard and an open, narrow doorway. Used Books, its sign read. Before Diana knew it, her feet had propelled her down the cracked and shifting sidewalk, up the single step, and into a musty bookshop.

An oscillating fan blew in the direction of the shop’s proprietor, who sat at a table laden with books and was surrounded by even more stacks and shelves of tomes upon tomes. The woman looked up, frowning slightly at Diana’s large paper cup, and said, “Hello. Let me know if I can help you find anything. The shelves go all the way into the back and up those stairs there.” Then, with a smile, she returned to her work.

“Thank you.” Diana walked past her, careful not to jostle a particularly tall stack of books, not exactly sure what she was looking for. She didn’t want to be rude and turn around before at least skimming through some of the shelves, so she pressed on to the back of the shop, noting the faded, curling handwritten labels on the shelves: Fiction, Mystery, Science Fiction, Romance, History, Business, Biography, Religion, and, finally, a newer tag that read New Age.
Catching a glimpse of some of the books, which had titles like Find the Angels in Your Life, and Out of Body Experiences for Everyone, Diana rolled her eyes. Aunt Belinda would have a field day in this section. Runes, read another one, Palmistry Made Easy, and The Tarot Explained were lined up along with them.

Before she knew what she was doing, Diana reached for the last title. Setting her cup down on a half-empty shelf, she flipped through the yellowed pages of the book. They were brittle and stained with what looked like coffee, and several of the corners were torn off. She paused at a chapter entitled “The Major (or Greater) Arcana.”

She ignored the fact that her heart thumped wildly as she turned the fragile pages, and refused to consider why her fingers trembled. The Fool, Number Zero. The Magician, Number One. The High Priestess, Number Two.

“I never pegged you for a New-Ager,” drawled a voice from behind her.

Diana stifled a shriek and whirled, dropping the book. “You—you startled me,” she said to the man standing there. Despite her shock, she noted his height (tall), his brown eyes (twinkling with humor), and his face (chiseled and incredibly handsome). The moisture evaporated from her mouth and sprang to her palms.

“I can see that.” He had bent down to retrieve the book. “Hmm...The Tarot Explained.” He straightened and offered it back to her. “Your aunt would be astonished.”

Diana didn’t take the book. Instead, she stared at him. Had they met? At the funeral, maybe? But then suddenly his voice and easy smile connected with her memory. “Oh, it’s you,” she said, at once recognizing Ethan Tannock. She couldn’t help that her tone was unenthusiastic.

And what else would he expect, having walked into her house uninvited twice?

He had shaved and cut his hair, and although it added years to her estimate of his age—he was definitely mid-thirties—it did wonders for his looks. His shorn face was very attractive, with high cheekbones and a firm, square jaw. It made his eyes look bigger and darker, and his lips, which had settled into a sort of smirk, were no longer hidden by mustache overgrowth.

She swallowed hard, feeling suddenly at a loss in the presence of this tall, attractive stranger—who’d been in her house twice. Somehow now, especially in this small, crowded space, he seemed more intense, with more presence and confidence. Irritated with herself, she turned to pick up the cup of cappuccino.

A hand smoothed over that clean jaw line, then dropped to sling loosely on his hip. “I forgot you haven’t seen me shorn.” He continued to lean against the shelf, holding the book, and grinning down at her. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Forget it,” she told him coolly. “I was just—deep in thought.”

He glanced down at the book. “From everything your aunt has told me, I’m sure you aren’t really interested in the Tarot.”

The certainty and hint of accusation in his voice caused her to bristle and she pulled an invisible cloak of haughtiness around her for protection. “Although I can’t imagine why my aunt should be discussing me with you, I admit you’re right. I don’t believe in this foolishness.” Just how well had he known her aunt?

“Okay,” he shrugged. “Would you like me to put this back, or were you going to buy it?”

“No,” she said sharply, too quickly. “No.” She softened her tone, ignoring the throb that was just beginning to tom-tom at the back of her temples. Not again. Not here. Not in front of him—again. “I wasn’t going to buy it. As I told you, I haven’t any use for it.”

“I’ll just put it away, then.” Ethan turned, sliding the book onto the shelf in an approximation of where it had been. “Hmm. Palmistry. My sister might like this,” he mused, pulling out the book next to it. Not that Fiona needed a book to tell her how to read palms—she was quite gifted in that regard, just like their mother. He, Ethan, was the one who didn’t possess any real sensitivity. Maybe it was a gender thing.

Holding the book, he glanced up at the woman in front of him and noticed that her face had seemed to tighten with pain. Clearly physical pain. “Are you feeling all right?” he asked, shoving the book back onto the shelf.

“Yes,” she told him, obviously lying. Then, she looked up at him for the first time with honest eyes. Misery and pain showed in them. “No, actually, I’m not. I get these debilitating migraines, and—”

“What can I do for you?” he asked, taking her slim arm and urging her to sink into a well-worn armchair. She looked as if she were going to keel over, or else be violently ill. Or both.

“A glass of water,” she said in a thready voice. “I have medication in my bag.” Her brows furrowed and her mouth tightened with pain.

Ethan hurried to the front of the shop where Maggie sat going through her books. “Hey, Mag, I need a glass of water for Belinda’s niece—she’s got to take some medicine.” He slipped past her nod, into the private bathroom, and filled a small cup with water.

When he returned to Diana, she was reclining in the armchair, eyes closed. Her features were ashen and sharp. He pressed the water into her hand and she half sat up, drinking greedily. “Thanks. I’ll be better in a few minutes.” She sank back into the chair and closed her eyes.

He wondered what she had been doing, perusing a book on the Tarot when she professed non-belief, and he reflected on the combatant look in her eyes when she denied her interest in the cards. Had she come to recognize her Gift, or was she just interested in the cards because of her aunt? Or—the thought made him shudder—could she be considering selling Belinda’s cards or books?

He stood next to her, looking down at her lidded eyes fringed with thick dark lashes. The hardness had melted from her face, leaving only the starkness of pain over her classic, Grace Kelly features, and he was surprised by sudden raw attraction.

It wasn’t mere objective, appreciation of her beauty. The sizzle of attraction was strong enough to supersede the anger and irritation he felt toward someone who would ignore an old lady for years. Most of all, however, the surprise and inappropriateness of his reaction to her pissed him off.

Her eyelids fluttered and she opened them fully. “I’m sorry,” she said in a soft sort of groan that didn’t help his surge of awareness, “that one came on fast.” She looked a bit sleepy and bewildered, but as he offered her his hand, the glaze cleared from her eyes.

“Listen, Diana, why don’t you let me drive you home, hmm?” he heard himself say as a thought—a really clever, rather brilliant idea—popped into his head. He could tell she was about to refuse, which, he was later to reflect, might have been for the best.

But then she surprised him and said, “That would be great. Really great.” Her smile was forced, but her gratitude seemed genuine.

He assisted her to her feet, but when he tried to support her by holding her arm, she slid out of his grasp and tottered toward the front of the bookstore. Ethan followed, mulling over the brilliant thought that had just lodged in his scientist’s brain.

One of his current research projects had originated from a conversation with Bee. She’d always asserted that her niece had psychic abilities, but, of course, denied them. And Ethan had been studying families where psychic aptitudes seemed to be more prevalent than the average—related either to genetics or a more open-minded philosophy. Recently, he had begun to focus on the psychological aspects of hereditary ESP and how it affected different people within a family.

Diana Iverson, with her black and white, logical ways and, according to Belinda, the suppression of her gift, would be a perfect subject to round out the study. He already had enough data on Belinda to compare the two of them. Or—his interest spiked higher—she could be a candidate for a different project, about how the suppression of precognitive abilities manifests itself physically.

The dimness had edged from her eyes by the time they came outside into the mellow Maine sunlight. Diana took a deep breath and Ethan’s gaze dropped automatically to the rising swell of her breasts outlined by the red shirt she wore. “I’m feeling better already,” she told him, and he drew his attention back to her wan face.

“I’ll drive you home anyway,” he told her firmly, holding out his hand for the keys. “Where are you parked?”

He thought a flicker of relief flitted across her face. She jerked her head to the right. “In the lot behind the drugstore. But what about you? How will you get home?”

He started across the street, forcing her to follow him. “I can walk home from your house and pick up my car later. Don’t worry about me.”

She was quiet in the car until he turned onto the narrow dirt road that led to their respective homes. “I really appreciate this,” she said.

He glanced at her, but she’d tilted her head back and had her eyes closed. “It’s no big deal. I’m glad I was there to help.”

At the large clapboard house, Diana alighted from the car before he was able to come around and help her out, reinforcing his initial impression of her as prickly and stiff. She started up the porch steps, clutching her straw bag, then turned toward him. “I’ll need the keys, please,” she said, holding out her hand.

He dropped them into her palm and watched as she turned to fit one into the lock. She stopped, shook her head, and looked down at the keys, sifting through them one by one. “Oh...no ….” she said, her voice low and frustrated.

“What’s wrong?”

She sighed and looked up at him, sheepishness poorly hidden in her features. “I forgot to take the house keys when I left. I haven’t added them to my car keys yet. I guess I’m locked out.”

“I can fix that,” Ethan explained easily. “Belinda always kept an extra in the birdhouse.” He turned to stride off the porch.

“Uh...wait,” she called. “Never mind, it won’t work.”

“What do you mean, it won’t work?” he grunted, reaching up into the birdhouse. “It’s right here.” He pulled the key from its hiding place, holding it up for her to see.

“I—uh—” She looked embarrassed.

Ethan came back on the porch and brushed in front of her to fit the key in the lock. He stopped, noticing how shiny and new the deadbolt was. He didn’t even have to try the key to know it wouldn’t fit. Understanding dawned and he stepped back as she said, “I changed the locks.”

“I see that.” He looked out off the porch, suddenly darkly furious. “I’m sorry if I imposed upon you in any way. I’ll—if you like,” he flashed a stony glance at her, and was gratified to see a dark red flush on her face, “I’ll open a window and help you get back in, then I’ll just be on my way.”

Diana felt miserably ashamed as Tannock stalked off the porch, striding purposefully around the corner of the house toward the kitchen. She followed slowly, wondering why she cared that she’d offended him, and wishing the heat in her cheeks would dissolve. Even facing the dreaded, male chauvinistic Judge Fernwitz never set her off-balance as much as Ethan Tannock seemed to do.

But then again, she’d never been confident or comfortable around men—especially ones as devastatingly handsome as this one. Though she’d worked hard to get past the insecurities, her mother’s sly, sharp criticisms always seemed to lodge in the back of her mind. And when she was in court, she was wholly prepared with what to say. Around men in a casual situation...not so much.

That was why she’d been so stunned by the fact that Jonathan had been the one doing the pursuing, with a single-mindedness that took her breath away. When she would have discouraged him, or allowed her insecurities to keep him at arms’ length, he was persistent and charming, wooing her, sweeping her off her feet just last summer.

And now...what had she expected? That he’d be content with her?

The ugly thought made her feel nauseated again and she ruthlessly closed her mind to it as she hurried after Tannock.

As she came around the back of the house, she found him struggling with one of the basement windows. It’s painted shut,” he grunted, trying to lever it open with a stout stick. “I think I can get it, though.”

“Dr. Tannock, I’m really sorry—”

“Just call me Ethan,” he said over his shoulder, voice tinged with annoyance. “And don’t worry about it.”

Diana had just stepped closer when he succeeded in forcing the window open. He tossed the stick aside, kicking the windowpane so that it opened wider. “I’ll climb in and come around and unlock the door.”

“You really don’t have to …. ” she began, but her voice trailed off as he ignored her and clambered awkwardly through the small space. She heard a dull thud as he landed on the floor inside, and, biting her lip in consternation, she turned to go meet him at the kitchen door.

When he came out, brushing the dust off his jeans, Ethan was brusque but polite. “Well, there you go. Now, don’t forget to add the new key to your keychain.” With a smile barely touching his chiseled lips, he started to walk off the back porch.

“Ethan, wait.” She didn’t know what to say, and why she felt she needed to repair the awkwardness between them. Perhaps in respect for her aunt’s memory she should at least properly thank the man who obviously knew Belinda well enough to know where the house key was hidden.

How did he know where the house key was? And just how good of friends were they? Suspicions as to why an attractive young man would befriend an old, odd lady like Aunt Belinda suddenly blossomed in her mind and her thoughts turned considering. Just what had he gained from the friendship?

Or expected to gain?

He paused at the top step, and turned. His eyes were unreadable, shadowed, as he stood half in sun, and half in shade.

“Why don’t you come in for a minute?” she asked suddenly.

“What about your headache?” he temporized.

“I’m fine now,” she told him. “Come on in, won’t you?”

He hesitated for a moment, then, giving a more genuine, but still restrained smile, he acquiesced.

In the big, bright kitchen, Diana bustled about, trying to keep busy while she decided how to eliminate the awkwardness between them, and at the same time, wondering why she’d done something so foolish. She should have just let him leave. It wasn’t as if she was going to see him more than once or twice ever again. But, yet, she found herself saying, “I’m going to have a bite to eat—could I interest you in some lunch?”

Ethan leaned against the counter near the phone, propping a hip against it and folding tanned arms over his chest. He seemed hesitant for a moment, then the lines on his face relaxed. “I could eat. I can always eat,” he added. “Thanks.” He smiled at her, then, as though to indicate all was forgiven.

A little sizzle zipped through her belly. He was so damned attractive, and probably well-used to having his way around women...particularly ones who stammered and stuttered and didn’t know how to act around men because they knew they couldn’t begin to have the least bit of interest in them.

“How about some iced tea to start?”

“Wonderful. Thanks.” Crinkles formed at the corners of smiling brown eyes as he grinned again.

Diana gave him a considering glance. He looked as though he could charm the Christmas presents from a toddler. She wondered again what he had charmed—or tried to charm—from her susceptible and wealthy Aunt Belinda...and just what he expected now that she was dead.

Then guilt washed over her. She of all people should not cast stones. She hadn’t made the time to visit since learning a year ago that Belinda wasn’t dead—as her mother had led her to believe for more than a decade. So many years wasted, and now she’d never have them back. Thanks to Victoria.

Pushing the uncomfortable thoughts away, she poured two tall glasses of iced tea and garnished them with lemon wedges. Just as she was pulling cheese and grapes from the refrigerator, the phone rang. Diana turned from her task, arms laden with food, in time to see Ethan reach for the black phone. He stopped suddenly, snatching his hand back as if burned.

“That’s okay, go ahead,” she said, and unloaded the food onto the counter, her cheeks warming again.

He caught it on the next ring. “Belinda Lawry’s,” he said in a smooth voice that felt like velvet over her skin. Then, after a pause, he said, “Just one moment. She’ll be right with you.”

Diana took the proffered phone. “Hello?”

“Who was that?” It was Jonathan.

“Oh, just a friend of Aunt Belinda’s. Are you still getting in tonight?”

“I tried your cell, but you didn’t pick up.” His voice was tight. “Diana, is this—are you—what’s he doing there with you? Who is that man? Is that why you aren’t answering your cell?”

Diana felt a spark of annoyance, followed by a bit of a thrill that Jonathan might be worried about her fidelity, about whether he could trust her. He did love her, and he wanted things to work out—just as she did. “Jonathan, you have nothing to worry about,” she said in a firm voice, wholly aware of Ethan standing there listening without appearing to listen. “I told you—the cell phone service up here isn’t very good. There are tons of trees, and I haven’t seen one tower nearby.”

“Are you sure?” he insisted, his voice dropping to that mellow, empathetic tone he normally used. “I can’t wait to see you. That’s why I was calling—to let you know I’ve gotten tied up. I’m not going to be able to make the flight tonight and I won’t be able to fly in until tomorrow morning. Eleven a.m.”

A sudden, ugly feeling lodged in her belly. He wasn’t flying in tonight, but tomorrow morning instead? So he could spend the night with Valerie the Wonder Surgeon? “That’s fine,” she forced herself to say lightly. She realized her fingers were a little unsteady as she unwrapped a chunk of Gouda. “Are you still on United?”

“Yes, of course,” he said, irritation in his tone. “Flight 439. I’ll text it to you.”

“I’d better write it down in case the text doesn’t come through.” Diana turned to get paper out of the drawer near Ethan and became flustered when she noticed he had opened the mahogany box, and that he stood between her and the drawer.

She hesitated, then reached past Ethan, brushing across his warm midriff to pull the drawer open. He stepped back, allowing her access to the pen and paper she sought, taking the box with him.

Irritated and disconcerted that she’d been forced to touch him, even as lightly as she had, and distracted by the mahogany box in Ethan’s hands, Diana had to ask Jonathan to repeat his flight number twice more before she got it written correctly.

“Okay, then,” she said hurriedly, watching as her guest pulled a chair from the kitchen table and sank into it, mahogany box in hand. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

“All right darling,” Jonathan replied. “Diana, remember: I love you. I only love you.”

“Mm, love you, too,” she managed to reply, acutely aware of her guest and the fact that she felt forced to respond that way. Of course she still loved Jonathan—she was just hurt and shocked by his actions, and it was going to take some time for her to feel comfortable again.

But he was such a successful professional, quite handsome, and he’d pursued her with intelligence and charm. He was the type of man she’d always dreamed of marrying, but that she’d never believed she could have.

Even Victoria approved.

Diana hung up the phone and turned back in time to see Ethan pull the deck of cards from its black silk swaddling. She couldn’t turn her eyes away.

“Husband?” he asked casually, seemingly unaware of her attention on the cards.

“No,” she told him, and further explanation stuck in her throat. “What are you doing?”

Ethan looked up at her, innocence written all over his face. “These are Belinda’s cards, aren’t they? I just wanted to see them. I know that you’re not supposed to use anyone else’s deck, but...no one’s using them now.” His face sobered and she felt a fresh stab of pain for Belinda’s loss shoot through her. “You don’t have any use for them, do you?”

“No.” Diana turned defiantly away, ignoring a jab of nausea in her stomach. “But I don’t know if you should be...playing with them.”

Why did it bother her so much? She forced herself to ignore him, washing grapes and strawberries, cutting thick slices of bread, and preparing green salads for each of them. She wanted to ask him questions about his relationship with Belinda, but her thoughts were scattered and her nerves surprisingly on-edge as she heard him shuffling the cards behind her.

When she returned her attention to Ethan, she saw that he’d cut the deck into three sections, facedown, and was just re-stacking them. He seemed absorbed and thoughtful. Just as he finished piling them up and reached to pick up the top card, she made an involuntary noise.

Ethan looked up in surprise, still holding the card he’d picked up. He hadn’t looked at it yet. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Nothing.” She shook her head as if to clear the cobwebs, trying to still the churning in her belly. It couldn’t be The High Priestess, she told herself. That would be crazy. Then, in spite of herself, she forced out the question. “What is it?”

Ethan glanced at it, then up at her. “The Death card,” he told her solemnly.

“Oh.” Diana felt the tension drain from her body. “Would you like some Dijon mustard with your bread and cheese?”

He looked at her, cocking his head to one side as if unsure what to make of her. “Most people would be freaked out if the Death card turned up,” he said, still watching her.

Diana shrugged. “It doesn’t bother me—I don’t believe in that stuff.”

“Thanks,” he said as she placed the food in front of him. “This looks much better than the peanut butter and jelly sandwich I would have made.” He set down the card he’d been holding, resting it face-up.

The High Priestess.
Diana dropped her plate, allowing it to clatter onto the table. She felt the blood drain from her face and her pulse throb heavily in her throat.

“What’s wrong?” He got to his feet, looking as if he were ready to rush to her side.

“I thought you said it was the Death card,” she whispered, sinking onto a chair, trying to control the trembling in her fingers. Don’t be ridiculous.

“I was just joking,” he told her. His gaze was concerned. “Diana, why don’t you tell me what’s going on here.”

“That—card,” her voice was thready, although she made a bold effort to keep it from shaking, “only that card, keeps showing up. Four—no, five times now—five times in a row. It’s too weird!”

He sat down in a chair across from her, linking his powerful hands loosely together and studying her carefully. He didn’t seem to be looking at her as if she needed to be admitted. He was...interested. “Do you know what that card means?”

Diana shook her head.

Ethan stood back up. “I’ll get Belinda’s book. Sit there, I know where she keeps it. I’ll be right back.” He started to go, then stopped to brush her cheek with a forefinger. She was too confused to jerk away from the unexpected intimacy, and allowed herself to be held by his safe gaze. “There’s nothing to be upset about, Diana. Tarot cards don’t have psychic abilities: people do.”

And with that cryptic statement, he left the room. Diana stared at the card while he was gone, wondering what it signified. The woman—the priestess—seemed to be pushing a scroll under her cloak, as if to hide it. She sat in front of a backdrop of pomegranates and palm trees. Diana pressed two shaking fingers to her temple as she stared and stared at the card.

Approaching footsteps drew her attention to Ethan, coming back down the hall. He had an old, tattered book in his hands—one that was in similar condition to the one at the bookshop—and he had already marked a page with a forefinger.

With a brief smile, he took his seat, opened the book, and began to read. “‘The High Priestess, Number Two. She is meant to represent the Guardian of the Unconsciousness. Her throne rests between our conscious mind and the innermost thoughts and knowledge of our unconscious mind.’” Ethan looked up at Diana. “She’s telling you to look beyond the obvious, to allow your intuition and inner voice to guide you. Let your imagination and dreams abound, open your mind to the unknown, seek that which is concealed.”

The nausea that had been lingering in the pit of her stomach lessened. “I don’t believe in this stuff,” she repeated, shaking her head. “It’s a bunch of bunk. You don’t believe it, do you?”

“Believe what? Believe that Tarot cards can tell the future? No, no, I don’t believe that ….” He leaned forward, his eyes serious and his face sober. “But I know that there are people—many people—in this world who have abilities beyond our understanding...and I know that our unconscious minds have capabilities of which we’ve hardly scratched the surface. Your aunt was one of those people...and she believed you are too.”

“What a load of crap.” Diana stood and folded her arms across her chest as if to hold in her fiercely pounding heart. “You’re talking nonsense. I know Aunt Belinda thought she had some crazy powers, and she liked to tell people’s fortunes using Tarot cards, but you’re talking about her as if you took her seriously. That’s ridiculous!”

Ethan remained seated, tenting his fingers together, staring at them as if trying to decide what to say. “Your aunt had ESP—actually, to be more specific, she had precognitive capabilities. It’s a fact, Diana. She had a gift.” He looked up at her as if to gauge her reaction. “I know. I tested her.”

“What do you mean, you tested her?” Diana shot back, ignoring the odd, sinking sensation that was tumbling in her middle. Who is this guy?
“I’ve been working in the field of parapsychology for over ten years, and your aunt was one of my best, most conclusive examples of precognitive ESP.”

“What do you mean—you’re a ghost buster?” Diana couldn’t hold back an incredulous laugh. “I can’t believe I’m having this conversation with a straight face. You actually study ghosts and UFOs and someone pays you to do it? Who would do that—some association for clairvoyants?”

And then like the dawn, it all became clear to her—why Ethan should have befriended an old, wealthy woman like Belinda. And why he should be here now, with her. Fury lanced through her, replacing the shattering reality of their conversation, and she turned on him. “That’s what you were after, then, wasn’t it? Trying to fleece an old, gullible, loaded woman like my aunt!”

He blanched as she pulled to her feet and stood nearly nose-to-nose with him. She forgot her bewilderment and confusion, pushed aside her timidity and insecurity with a guy who had everything she didn’t and channeled all of her suppressed emotions into the accusations. “How much did you get from her? How much did you con her into giving you?” Despite the harsh words, she didn’t lose control. Instead, she used the same firm, cool persona she engaged when cross-examining a witness—and forgot that he was a dangerously attractive man around whom she should be intimidated.

Even when that heart-stopping face darkened with an anger that matched her own, Diana did not back down. He rose, too, forcing her to step back from his chair, eyes flashing. “How dare you accuse me—”

“No,” she shot back, “how dare you come into this house uninvited—twice!—and how dare you pretend to be a great friend of my aunt’s when I suspect all you really were after is money. What was your plan now that she’s dead—to con her mousy, timid little niece into giving you more? By wooing and flirting and pretending to care?” That, she realized, was the worst of it—her old insecurities bubbling to the surface.

Ethan’s lips were drawn together so tightly they nearly disappeared and the tic of a muscle wavered slowly, deliberately in his jaw. “You are a fool, Ms. Iverson, and don’t deserve the least bit of the pride and affection your aunt showed you—not to mention the money. Good day.”

He spun and walked heavily, angrily out of the house.

FOUR
 
Ethan’s irritation with Diana Iverson still simmered a day later, that Saturday evening. He replayed their conversation over and over—wondering what it was that had caused her to go from a confused and bewildered woman he was consoling to a harpy, firing unfounded accusations at him. He’d never been so insulted in his life.

Tamping back a renewed sense of irritation, he pushed open the door of the Green Oaks Grille and ambled across its worn, warped hardwood floor. He gave the proprietress a smile as he slid onto one of the barstools at the end of the long, thickly shellacked bar.

“What can I get for you tonight, honey?” asked Mirabella.

“How about a tall Blue Moon?” He settled into his seat as she bustled over to three levers that dispensed the beers of choice at the Green Oaks. “I like that new shade of red on your hair, Bella,” he called down to her. “You look like Flo from that old TV show Alice.”

“Why thank you, honey,” she patted the bouffant hairdo that sparkled like a ruby even in the dim light. The amount of hairspray she used to hold each swirl and curl in place was approximately as thick as the shellac on her bar. “My Tommy likes it too—even better than that Dusty Gold color I was wearing a few months back.” She placed a tall glass of beer in front of him. “You eatin’ here tonight, too, honey? Tommy made a good soup today—chicken barley—and we got a special with broiled cod and rice. There’s always a hamburg or fried clams, if you’re wantin’, and I got some potato salad and co’ slaw if you want that too.”

He sipped his beer. “How about a Reuben, with some cole slaw on the side,” he suggested. “And a cup of that soup.” Ethan craned his head around, looking out over the half-filled restaurant. “The girls coming in for their regular Saturday night meeting?”

Mirabella shrugged as she wiped off the counter. “I don’t know for sure. Everyone’s been pretty upset since Bee passed.”

There was a holler from the back room and Bella rolled her eyes, making her penciled brows jump. “That Tommy. I wonder what he needs now. I’ll be right back with your soup.”

Despite the peremptory yell, Mirabella took her time making her way back into the kitchen. Her lime green dress splashed with daisies and thick white lapels hugged Rubenesque curves and the generous bottom that had the same saucy wiggle that ‘her’ Tommy had fallen in love with twenty years ago...or so she’d boasted to Ethan many times.

He smiled, thinking how great it was that those two had lived and worked and run this restaurant together for more than twenty years...and she still loved Tommy as much as she did from the first. She’d do anything for him, or so she’d told Ethan and anyone else who’d listen, time and again.

Ethan’s amusement faded. The desire for single-minded devotion and commitment had been yanked right out of his life at about the same time he signed his name to the divorce papers.

It was pretty much not gonna happen—opening himself up to trusting a woman, or even casual dating—now that he’d been well and thoroughly screwed by Jenny, his ex-wife. Not to mention Lexie, one of his female students who’d wanted to get in his pants badly enough to lie about it. Oh, and Bruce—one of his friends who, as it turned out, had been boinking his wife for more than a year. It had been hell, that whole mess—and it was Belinda who’d listened to him blather about it over more than one six-pack. An unlikely pair they’d made, the two of them—along with Cady—sitting on the porch, talking for hours. Sometimes coherently, sometimes not so coherently.

Using one long forefinger, Ethan systematically wiped the condensation off his glass, his lips flattening with disgust. Women were either conniving, sneaky bitches like Jenny and Lexie, or cold, haughty ones like Belinda’s niece, and he figured he was safest staying far away from any of them except for a good, hard lay when the urge struck. And even then...he’d had a moratorium on that for well over two years now.

He just hadn’t been interested. In anyone.

A burst of raucous laughter erupted as a group of ladies swarmed through the front door. Five of them, varying in age from thirty to eighty, and in size from four to sixteen, flowed toward a large, circular table in the far corner of the room. They were chattering and laughing, carrying handbags of all assorted shapes and sizes.

“Well, I guess that answers your question, there, honey.” Mirabella set a steaming bowl of soup in front of Ethan, jerking her head toward the quilting ladies. “Eat up, and let me know if you want more.”

When he finished his dinner, Ethan pushed back from the bar and slid off his seat. “Good evening, ladies,” he said as he strolled over to them.

“Ethan!” crowed a blue-haired, bespectacled lady. “Why, I didn’t see you sitting over there.”

“You can’t see nothing past your own old nose, Martha,” grumbled Helen Galliday, who wasn’t far behind her in age but still possessed eagle eyes and super-bionic hearing. “He’s been sittin’ over at the bar, eatin’ his dinner the whole time we been here. Have a seat, young man.” She pointed a wrinkled, hook-like finger to an empty chair next to her. “And tell us how you’re doin’. You missin’ Bee like the rest of us?”

He sat. “I sure am,” he admitted. “I didn’t know what happened until Wednesday, when I stopped by her house and ran into her niece.”

“Pity, pity,” Martha of the blue hair shook her head. “And she was so young to just go like that. She wadn’t no more than sixty-seven.”

“And she had the best doctor in town,” added a younger member of the group. Rose Bettinger, who was somewhere over fifty, had had the distinction of being the most junior member of the quilters until Betsy Farr, aged thirty-three, joined last year.

“If Doctor Reardon couldn’t get her healthy, then, well, you know, I don’t think anyone could.” Betsy had a dreamy look in her eyes.

Ethan sat silently, watching the ladies in amusement as the banter jumped across and around the table with alacrity. “How’s your Crazy Quilt coming?” he asked when there was a pause in the conversation.

“We might be finished by next year if Pauline and Martha would get their blocks done,” grumbled Helen as she bit into a piece of bread, showering crumbs in her lap. She brushed them onto the floor with impatience and sour humor. “But Pauline’s so blamed worried that she’ll miss seein’ Doug Horner one time she won’t sit at the meetin’ long enough to piece one block, ain’t that right, Pauline? And Martha—her eyesight ain’t much good no more anyway so that we have to do all the sashin’ for her blocks. Good thing we got a system worked out for the ones we actually sell, or we’d be in more trouble’n a puffball in a tornado.” She snapped another bite of bread with teeth that were too perfectly straight and white to be real ones.

“Helen, don’t you be yammering about my personal life to this young man here,” Pauline admonished, pointing a coral-tipped fingernail at her friend. “And I can’t say you’ve been exactly timely with your last two blocks either.” She plumped heavily in her seat—a daring move for a woman whose generous size threatened the stability of the chair—as her perfectly manicured nails fluttered with indignation. “The only one of us who’s been on schedule has been Bee, and she isn’t gonna be here to see it completed.”

Pauline’s point seemed to sober the group, and even Helen had nothing to add.

“I’ve seen your other work at the craft shows,” Ethan said after a moment, “and I’d certainly like to see this Crazy Quilt of yours someday.”

“Well, you know we ain’t plannin’ on selling it, young man,” Helen snapped. “It’s just a way for us to use up some old cloths we had layin’ around. Truth to tell, I don’t know it’ll ever get done, ’cause we keep addin’ to it, you see.” Her eyes took on a special gleam. “But if you’re lookin’ for somethin’ for your own place, why we have a real nice double wedding ring quilt pieced in dark blue and burgundy and sashed with cream that would fit real nice in your house.”

Ethan hid a smile. Helen was most definitely both the brains and the brawn of the group when it came to the business end of retailing their work. She’d never even seen his cedar-sided cabin, much less have a clue how it was decorated. Not that you could call what he’d done to it ‘decorated,’ he thought ruefully.

“Now, Mrs. Galliday, you’re making me nervous here with talk of wedding rings. You know I don’t go in for that stuff.” He allowed his grin to show now as he leaned over to pat her wrinkly, veined hand. “But my sister Fiona is getting married, and maybe I should get one for her. She’d like something bright and fun, I think.”

Betsy Farr tittered at his comment, peering shyly at him from behind her coffee cup. She was young and single and just about as mousy as they came—and she’d never even said ‘boo!’ to him in the year he’d known her. “We have other patterns too, like a shoo fly and a couple monkey wrench ones. You could get one for your sister and one for you,” she offered boldly, then hid behind her mug again.

He nodded. “If that’s so, I certainly will stop by for a look. It gets mighty cold up there by the lake some nights.”

“Doctor Reardon just bought a bright yellow and blue and green churn dash to display in his office,” offered Rose Bettinger, reaching for a dinner roll. “We’ve sold several to tourists who stopped in his office since then. It’s been a great bit of free advertising.”

The door to the restaurant opened just then and Ethan looked up. “Well, speak of the devil,” he muttered, recognizing the trio who’d just entered: Marc Reardon, along with Diana Iverson. Their companion, he suspected, was the man she’d been talking to on the phone yesterday, assuring him he had nothing to worry about with Ethan at her house.

Anger roiled inside him at the memory of her subsequent nasty accusations, and he figured he’d better split before Helen called them over. Then, he reconsidered. There was no reason for that narrow-minded, arrogant lawyer to make him feel uncomfortable. He’d done nothing wrong, and hadn’t he already learned the lesson with Lexie? Avoidance wasn’t the way to go when one was falsely accused.

“There he is!” whispered Betsy, staring over her shoulder. “I wonder who’s that lady with him?”

“That’s Diana,” Helen snapped, peering through narrowed eyes. “Don’t you remember her from the funeral? And that must be her young man with her. Jonathan Whose-its. He’s a big shot doctor down to Boston.”

“Oh, right.” Betsy seemed relieved and turned back around to sip her coffee.

Helen stood and waved her arm vigorously, its loose skin flapping with the effort. “Diana! Doctor! Over here!” Her greeting was more of a command than a hello, and they responded to her hail.

“Good evening, Mrs. Galliday.” Marc Reardon’s smile oozed gentility as he offered an abbreviated bow. “Ladies,” his gaze swept the group as his smiled warmed them. “And Dr. Tannock.”

“Reardon.” Ethan’s response was drowned by the enthusiastic greetings of the quilters. “Hello again, Diana,” he added coolly as she noticed him for the first time. Somehow she managed to look down her nose at him, even though he’d stood and now towered over her, and then she turned away to greet the quilting group with hardly an acknowledgment to him.

Suppressing irritation at her rudeness, he swept her figure with a chill gaze, deciding instantly—reluctantly—that purple was a great color for her. It made her thick, curling hair look almost black and her grayish eyes a deep blue. The cut of the dress didn’t hurt either, he thought, allowing his attention to wander over her curves while she was involved in greeting the ladies. Why deny himself the pleasure of looking just because he wasn’t interested in jumping into the deep end?

When he finished his leisurely perusal and turned his gaze to her companion, his eyes locked with those of Diana’s boyfriend. Oops. Caught with the hand in the cookie jar. He smiled as if he didn’t see the glare in the man’s eyes and, offering his hand, returned to his seat. “I’m Ethan Tannock. Glad to meet you.”

“Doctor Jonathan Wertinger,” the man replied coolly, shaking his hand with a firm grip.

Ethan stopped a wider smile that would have turned deprecating. Wertinger was even more formally and expensively dressed than Reardon, and bristling from some stick up his ass. Ethan wondered if he got more out of Diana than the icy, suppressed anger she’d unleashed on him yesterday. From the looks of the man, the answer would be no.
Wertinger had sharp, intelligent eyes, however, and enough bravado to eye Ethan with the same cool interest he was showing.

“Thinking about joining the quilters, Tannock?” Marc Reardon was asking. “You’ll have to be pretty talented with a needle to keep up with this bunch.” He patted Betsy Farr’s hand, and Ethan watched her eyelids flutter in ecstasy. “I bought a quilt from these ladies not three weeks ago, and already I’ve had five offers for it.”

“I don’t think they’d take me in,” Ethan replied with a good-natured laugh. “I don’t know a shoo fly from a monkey wrench, whatever that means, and I sure as hell can’t thread a needle.” He glanced at Diana and suggested with more than a bit of malice, “Why don’t you see if Bee’s niece might want to join while she’s here?”

“What a wonderful idea!” gushed Rose Bettinger, jowls jiggling with enthusiasm. “Would you like to work with us in your aunt’s place, Diana?”

The woman in question shot Ethan a nasty glare before turning a sweet smile toward the group of ladies. “Oh, I’m absolutely no good with a needle and thread, and I really don’t have a lot of time up here. It wouldn’t make sense for me to get in the group and then have to leave in a week or two.”

“A week or two?” repeated Jonathan Wertinger, looking decidedly displeased, echoing Ethan’s own dismayed thoughts.

That wasn’t nearly enough time to observe Diana for his study, particularly since he didn’t dare tell her his intentions—which he wouldn’t be doing if they couldn’t have a civil conversation.

“You’re only staying for that long? We thought you’d be here for the summer like the rest of those blasted tourists,” Helen Galliday groused.

“I love it up here, but I really can’t take that long from my practice back in Boston,” Diana tried to explain.

“Well, you’ll be back to visit, won’t you?” Pauline Whitten pressed.

Diana looked at Ethan as if she’d like to murder him for bringing this up, her blue-gray stare cutting him into little pieces. Then she seemed to collect herself and returned her attention to Helen Galliday, absently tucking one short tress behind an ear to reveal a large pearl stud. The dark lock curled under, peeking out beneath the earlobe and just brushing the pearl. Even in the dim light of the restaurant, the luminescence of the jewel and the shiny embrace of her hair were a combination of classic beauty and elegance. The rest of her walnut-colored mop, rising in soft waves from her forehead and brushing her bare nape, was tousled and full...almost messy, as if she’d just had sex. It left the long expanse of her neck bare to the potential caress of a finger...or a pair of lips.

Doing a mental double take, he reapplied his attention back to the conversation at hand. Wholly annoyed with himself, and that part of his anatomy that traditionally led him into troublesome situations, he shifted in his seat and firmly directed his thoughts elsewhere.

“You aren’t going to sell Bee’s house are you?” Helen Galliday was demanding.

Diana smoothed the skirt of her sundress, relieved when she felt the weight of Ethan’s gaze move away. She was incredulous that he would just sit there, as calmly and innocently as if nothing had transpired between them and she hadn’t uncovered his ulterior motives. Didn’t the man have any sense of shame?

“Well, Mrs. Galliday,” she equivocated, “I really haven’t decided what I’m going to do with the house yet. I have a lot of paperwork to go through before I can make a final decision anyway.”

“Bella, she’s gonna sell the house!” Helen announced as Mirabella walked up with a pot of coffee.

“Oh my. I can’t imagine what Tommy will say ’bout that!” She stood with a hand planted on her generous hip and looked questioningly at Diana.

“Who’s Tommy? And why would he care?” Diana asked, feeling more uncomfortable now with all eyes on her.

“Why he’s your great-uncle’s cousin’s son—didn’t you know that?—and my husband for forty years. Your Aunt Bee used to have him come over and plow her out in the winter time.”

Diana stared at her. “I’m sorry. I had no idea we were related.” Anger swept through her—how many other relatives had her mother kept from her? “We’ll have to get together some time and catch up on things.” She would not let this opportunity to spend time with her family get away from her, as it had with Aunt Bee.

“Well, now, honey, that would be right nice. It’s not as though you’re close cousins or anything, but blood is blood is blood. I’ll tell Tommy, an’ I’m sure he’ll be tickled pink! Now, he will be a mite disappointed if you do sell the house—”

“I’m sure Ms. Iverson will make the best decision she can.” Marc Reardon entered the fray with a smile at Diana. “But we can’t expect her to make it so soon, now, can we?”

Diana nodded gratefully as Jonathan leaned closer to her so that his shoulder pushed against hers. She shifted away, suddenly claustrophobic, and felt Ethan’s attention return to her. An amused smile twitched his mouth and humor twinkled in his eyes, crinkling their corners. It seemed as though he was enjoying a joke at her expense and she bristled at the patronizing look. If she weren’t so tactful—and fully aware of the ramifications of libel—she’d bring the whole subject up again, right here, and see what he had to say about it then. And who could know, perhaps he’d been working on one of the other old ladies. Why else would he be having dinner with them on a Saturday night?

At that moment, Ethan stood, taking Helen Galliday’s hand in his. “It’s always a pleasure to see you ladies.”

As he said his goodbyes to the quilters, Diana noticed the easy smile that warmed his face again and again, and the way he spoke to each of the women. Charm and casual flirtation came so easily to him, she thought, watching as he made Betsy Farr giggle and Rose Bettinger blush with an off-hand, but seemingly sincere, compliment.

When he finally turned that smile and those warm, crinkling eyes toward her, for a moment she, too, was almost disarmed by them. Then, as if realizing on whom he was wasting his charm, Ethan shuttered his face into a polite mask. Diana cooled her faint smile to an urbane one and accepted his hand for a business-like shake. “It was nice to see you again,” she told him, ignoring the fact that his grip was firm and warm and made her uncomfortably aware of the heat of his touch.

He moved away to shake Jonathan’s hand, and then Marc’s, and then, with one last quick wave, he left the group.


Diana battled herself awake, clawing her way out of the dream.

Heavy darkness suffocated her and a sob jerked deep inside as she struggled to bring herself back to the present. Her hair was plastered to cheeks damp with sweat, her skin clammy with fear, and her breath caught and rasped in the dead silence.

She was curled up on the settee in Belinda’s den, a crocheted afghan tossed over her in protection against the chill Maine night. The Tiffany lamp by which she’d been reading still burned on the table next to her, creating a small circle of light in an otherwise dark, shadowed room.

The dream ebbed, but the fear, the visions and the sense of terror did not. She finally understood what it was: the heavy, claustrophobic sense of being smothered, of heavy softness pressing down over and into her nose and mouth as her arms and legs fought helplessly, unable to pull it away, unable to free herself from the dull, hot staleness of stunted air.

Before she fully shook herself from the nightmare’s grip, a remnant of the dream crystallized in her mind. The clarity was so perfect, so sudden and perfect, it was as though she was looking at a film before her eyes—only it was in her head, not on any screen anywhere.

It was Belinda. No, she was Belinda—Belinda struggling against a heavy force that pressed against her face, filled her nostrils, silenced her gaping, gasping mouth...then Belinda, slowing, succumbing to the inevitable end, sagging into stillness.

Diana froze. Her whole world stopped, her mind and body going deathly, silently still. Even the murmur of her heart, the shallowness of her breathing, the trembling of her nerves paused...and an incredible certainty flooded her. Then she knew.

She knew.

A movement in the doorway caused her to shriek, clapping her hand to her heart. “Jonathan!” The lurching of her stomach calmed and she regained the ability to speak. “You scared the hell out of me.”

“I thought you were coming to bed,” he said, his tone faintly accusing. “It’s after two.”

“I’m sorry. I fell asleep reading.” She could hardly form the words from lips that felt frozen in place. Her body was numb while nausea roiled in her belly and the trembling began in earnest. Hiding her shaking hands in the afghan, she looked toward Jonathan, wanting to rush into his arms—someone’s arms—for comfort...but something held her back.

Diana forced a smile as he approached. She couldn’t move to stand for fear her knees would buckle, and Jonathan’s sudden intrusion into her...whatever it was...left her feeling unfinished and disoriented. She blinked hard, gave her head a little shake, and shrugged off the remnants of the dream—or most of it, anyway.

He was dressed only in a pair of cotton boxers, and his half-nude body slanted toward her, lean and pale in the dim light. His sandy brown hair was mussed, tufting from his temples in soft fluffs, and the lids of his eyes drooped partly closed. He’d fallen asleep in bed while she straightened up, washed her face, brushed her teeth, fed the cats, locked the doors—did her normal nightly routine.

She couldn’t help but wonder if he was tired because he’d been up late—or even all night—the night before. With Valerie, the Vixen Surgeon.

Biting her lip, Diana silently chastised herself. I’ve got to let this go. He’s a good man. He loves me. He wants to marry me. I’m thirty-three, and I’m ready to get married. I may never have another chance.
“Diana, I haven’t seen you all week,” he reminded her coaxingly, pulling the afghan from her lap and tossing it on an ottoman. Taking her hand, he eased her to her feet, and the book she’d been reading thumped onto the floor.

When she would have reached for it, he gathered her to his bare chest, wrapping arms warm from sleep around her. “I’ve missed you, darling,” he murmured into her hair. “So much.”

Diana slid her arms around his waist and dropped her head onto his shoulder, willing herself to stay in the moment, to be with him. But she couldn’t relax, she couldn’t give in to the affection and emotion she’d once had. She felt nothing.

Bitter tears filled her eyes and she blinked them back, furious once again with him for breaking her trust, and with herself for this empty, bland feeling...and still uncomfortably aware of the horror of being asphyxiated in her dream.

Of Belinda being asphyxiated.

She felt the shift beneath his boxers as his arousal swelled, nudging against her. He dropped a kiss into her hair, then tilted his head back to kiss her on the mouth. Closed lips, warm and dry, the kiss was a formality, a prelude to what would follow. His hands slid to cup her bottom, pulling her closer to his erection.

She’d never been a particularly eager lover—sex was messy, and she worried about how she looked naked, along with a variety of other things—but now she felt a complete absence of interest. She felt nothing. Not even aversion.

Just...nothing.

“Why don’t you come to bed now,” he suggested in her ear, his mouth slipping to kiss a tender spot on her neck.

She wanted to want to go with him. She wanted things to be all right. She didn’t want this blank feeling rising between them. And she suddenly dreaded the thought of following him back into the bedroom where such a horrific thing had happened to Aunt Belinda in that room. In that bed.

“I ….” She pulled away, turned to pick up the book. “Not tonight, Jonathan.”

“What do you mean, not tonight?” He sounded shocked and irritated, and he had sleep-breath tinged with wine. “I came all the way up here to see you. I have to go back tomorrow.”

She folded the quilt deliberately, straightened the pillows, and replaced the book on its shelf. “I’m too tired,” she lied, not willing to go into the reasons. Not yet, not now. She’d get over this distance from him soon enough, but she needed time. “And you must be too, you fell asleep so quickly.”

“But now I’m awake,” he said, the hint of a whine in his doctor’s voice. “And so are you. Diana, you’re not still upset about...what happened, are you?”

She had to bite her tongue not to snap back at him, No, I’m not at all upset that I showed up to surprise you at your conference hotel and found another woman sharing your room. Why should I be? We’ve only been together a year, we’ve only been planning to get married this fall. Why should something like that bother me for more than, oh, say, a minute or two?
But instead of saying what she really wanted to, she put on the bland mask her mother had taught her to wear and said, “I’m just tired, Jonathan. And I’m still grieving for Aunt Bee. But I am ready to go to sleep.”

At least, she’d give him that. And maybe, just maybe, in the morning she’d wake up next to him and feel better.


Sunday mornings were lazy ones at the Tannock household. Ethan rolled out of bed—to Cady’s immense relief—at ten o’clock, and staggered sleepily to the door to let the whining dog out to do her business.

He stood in the doorway, arms folded over his bare chest and enjoyed the feel of the morning breeze over his naked body. Ethan yawned, stretching one arm straight into the air, and let it drop to scratch his head, then to his rump, then to adjust his balls. It was heaven living in a place where you could walk in your back yard naked.

Cady finished her business and decided she wanted to play, and Ethan, starting to become fully awake, stepped off the porch onto the lawn. His yard was a half-acre of clipped grass, studded with a few trees and surrounded by sky-scraping pines and heavy woods—and was less comfortable in the evenings than the morning because of the flies and mosquitoes. The lake glittered blue just down a small incline, between pines and maples and cottonwoods.

“Come on, Cady, let’s go swimming.” He grabbed a pair of shorts that hung over a chair on the deck.

At the suggestion, the lab dropped the stick she’d been prancing about with and tore down the incline, splashing gleefully into the water. Ethan yanked on the shorts, then followed Cady down a cedar chip path and dove quickly from his dock into the lake.

He surfaced, whooping from the refreshing eye-opener, and whipped his hair back. Cady paddled up next to him, thumping against him with her paws (and occasionally, with a claw), then headed back toward the shore where she could chase a goose. Ethan swam out from the tree-lined, shady shore and turned to look back.

His gaze went immediately to the white clapboard house just a half-mile down from his. It sat on a bigger hill than his cabin’s, and had a larger yard cleared of trees. Ethan could even see Diana’s pale gold Lexus sitting in the drive.

He floated on his back, narrowing his eyes against the sun. He tried to stop the mental image—but there it was: the ice-queen and her cardiologist, messing up those lacy pillows and embroidered sheets on that high Victorian bed.

Disgust roiled inside him once again—anger for Belinda, and annoyance for himself. Although Diana’s accusations had infuriated him at the time, he’d since come to realize that he didn’t give a rat’s behind what she thought about him …. And he actually felt more than a bit smug, knowing that she thought the worst of him while he knew the worst of her.

Ethan allowed himself to sink under the lake’s surface, then rise back up and let the water plaster his hair back. Cady was paddling back out to him, her nose just above the water, whuffling and snuffling. “Wanna go back?” he asked, then did a shallow dive, resurfacing several feet away.

They stumbled to shore at the same time, Cady shaking herself from head to tail as Ethan tossed his hair back and wiped the water from his eyes. They hurried back to the house, refreshed and hungry.

Just as they stepped onto the screened-in porch, Ethan heard the phone ringing. He grabbed a towel slung over a chair, pointed a finger at a dripping Cady and ordered, “Park it.” He grabbed the cordless just as the answering machine began to whir into action. “Tannock.”

“Hey, buddy, get off your ass and let’s go catch us some walleye.”

“Hey, man, what’s up?”

“I just told you. I’ll be over in fifteen with the worms and sandwiches if you supply the boat and the poles.” Joe Tettmueller’s voice had such a drawl to it that even when he was furious, the end of the sentence didn’t catch up to the beginning until the next day.

“Sure sounds better than what I had planned. Make sure you bring some of Lucy’s corned beef for me. A big thick one.”

True to his word—for he drove faster than he spoke—Joe Cap, as he was commonly called—pealed down the gravel drive in his shiny, nick-free, black F10 pickup minutes later.

Taking the tackle box and four fishing poles, along with a net and a six-pack, Ethan commented, “You’re not on today, I guess?” He gestured to the beer.

“Naw. We had enough excitement down the station the last month what with Bella and Tommy’s till bein’ broken into, and Bee Lawry bein’ found, and a fender-bender down over on 213 with some drunk tourists, that I decided to give myself the day off.” Joe Tettmueller was the chief of the two-member police force in Damariscotta.

The two men trudged down the incline, carrying a large cooler suspended between them, Cady tramping through the brush in a zigzag toward the lake. “Yeah,” Ethan said as he tossed the tackle box into the small dinghy. “That’s too bad about Belinda. I wish’t you’d have called me.”

“Sorry, buddy. You’re right. I shoulda done that. I just figured when you’re down to Princeton, you don’t want to be bothered with what’s going on up here.”

“Not true,” Ethan told his friend. “I’m more interested in what’s up here than what’s down there.”

“So you seen her niece here in town?” Joe smirked as he yanked a baseball cap down on the top of his buzzed head. “She’s pretty hot, and now she’s loaded, too.”

Irritation flitted through Ethan as he turned to step into the softly rocking boat. “Maybe hot looking, but an ice-cold ballbuster underneath. Besides, I don’t think Penny would take too kindly to hearing her husband talk that way.”

Joe actually looked a bit frightened at the thought, then his face shifted into a grin that matched his drawl as he stepped into the boat. “Naw, Ethan, I’m not looking for me—I’m looking for you. How long’s it been since you and Jenny split up? Two years? You’ve had that—what’d ya call it?—moratorium thing going on for long enough. You got t’be mighty lonely in that big old cabin.”

“Don’t be an ass, Cap. My cabin’s not that big, and yes, I’m still staying far away from any females. Especially that viper Diana Iverson. Cady and I are just fine all by ourselves.” Without waiting for his friend to sit, Ethan shoved the boat away from the dock with enough force to set it rocking. “Besides, she’s got a boyfriend.”

Cap glanced at him from under his brim as he sat down abruptly. “Sounds like you had a bit of a run-in with the lady lawyer. What happened? She didn’t seem that bad to me.”

Ethan chose a pole and unlatched the hook from its moor through one of the rings. Digging into a Styrofoam carton of rich black soil, he pulled out a squirming worm and wove it onto the hook. Then, setting it down, he gave the oars two powerful strokes before replying. “When did you have occasion to meet her?”

“At the funeral.”

“You went?”

“Yeah—I found ol’ Bee, and it didn’t seem right not to go.” He baited his own hook as he added as hastily as he ever did, “Not that I wouldn’t’ve not gone anyway, yannow.”

“I didn’t know what happened until I showed up at Belinda’s house the other night, and surprised the hell out of Diana.” His mouth quirked at the memory of her prune lips. The humor vanished and, after giving one more long, sweeping row, Ethan folded the oars back into the boat and looked out over the sparkling lake as they slowed to a mere drift.

Joe Cap slipped the anchor into the water with a minor splash and, with a quick flick of his wrist, sent a long, smooth cast over the lake. The fishing line glinted like a cobweb in the sunlight, then settled over and into the depths of blue.

“So you found her, huh?” Ethan’s line soared in a different direction, and was followed by a third and fourth cast...then all was peaceful.

“Yeah. She didn’t show for a doctor appointment, and Reardon got worried and called the station. I went down and got into the house and found her. Poor old woman—die alone like that.”

It was a shame Belinda died by herself, and a damn good thing Joe Cap’d found her so quickly. “She died in her sleep is what Diana told me.”

“Yep, so it appeared.”

“At least she didn’t go through any pain.”

“Nope. Hope not.” Joe’s attention was not fixed on the two fishing lines he owned, nor was it on the cooler through which Ethan had begun to rummage.

His statements sounded even less solid than usual, and Ethan noticed. “Everything all right, Cap?”

“Mm.” He thought about it for a moment, staring out at the lake. “She had a heart problem—documented in her medical records. There was no sign of struggle, of forced entry, of robbery...but something don’t seem right about it. It’s been bothering me...but I dunno what it is.” He sighed, then abruptly jerked to attention when one of the silvery lines shivered. “Got one!”

Quick as a flash, he grabbed the pole and began to manipulate the reel—in and out, in and out...pull’em in...slowly let it out—in a natural rhythm that echoed the lapping of waves against the boat.

Ethan’s line twanged, and he snatched the pole just as a third line began to bob in the water. Over shouts of glee and good-natured cursing, they worked the lines in the familiar pattern well into the afternoon.


The wind rushed through the Lexus’s moon roof, tossing Diana’s hair with the same abandon as her mind zipped through her thoughts. She was cruising at a speedy seventy miles per hour along Route 1, north from Portland, after dropping Jonathan off to catch his late afternoon flight.

As she maneuvered the car around smooth curves and up and down slight inclines, Diana considered the other question that had been brooding in her mind all day: Was it possible? Had Belinda been murdered in her own bed?

And could it have been Ethan Tannock?

Keeping her lawyer hat on, and refusing to allow her dislike of the man to color her thoughts, Diana considered the situation. First of all, she was basing this on a dream. A mere dream.

Yes, a terrifyingly real one. One that she’d had every night since she arrived in Aunt Bee’s house, even though she hadn’t recognized it for what it was. And she’d awakened with a certainty that even she couldn’t shake, using her logical, science-based mind.

If it were true, then...who could have done it? And why?

Obviously, Ethan knew her well—well enough to walk into her house uninvited for a visit...unless, if he had killed her and he knew she was dead, he walked into the house intending for Diana to think he had that kind of freedom.

But he knew where the house key was hidden—so obviously Belinda had trusted him. Tapping her finger against the steering wheel, Diana frowned. Poor Aunt Bee...so gullible and trusting to be taken in by a pretty face.

But then...now that she was dead, Tannock’s source of money would also be gone, for Diana knew he hadn’t been named in the will. She, Diana, and the local animal shelter, were the only beneficiaries. So what motive was there for someone to kill Aunt Belinda if they weren’t going to inherit any of her money?

Ethan had been friendly to Diana—but not overly so, as if he were trying to inveigle his way into her good graces in order to keep the flow of money going.

She grimaced. If he had meant to cozy up to her, he’d definitely blundered that part of it, for it seemed he only knew how to rub her the wrong way. And aside from that, he had an almost accusatory hint in his eyes at times when he looked at her, as if he found something about her as distasteful as she did about him.

But, then...the way he’d been studying her at the Grille last night had caused her fingers to become clumsy and her heart to pump just a little faster. When he didn’t think she noticed, when she was busy trying to dig herself out from the hole he’d dug for her with the quilting group, she’d caught a look on his face. It was as far from distasteful as one could get. It was...thoughtful...heavy...avid.

Her heart fumbled a beat at the memory. That was a dangerous look, coming from a dangerous man.

So caught up was she in her train of thought that she almost missed the turn-off for Route 213. Slowing the car, she made the turn and forced her thoughts onto a different track. As she tooled along the two-lane road, Diana looked to her right and was able to see glimpses of the dark blue of the Damariscotta River, which widened into Damariscotta Lake further north, where Aunt Belinda’s house was. The sun was low in the sky, and dropping nearly as quickly as she was driving. Soon, she wouldn’t be able to see the water at all.

The forest was so dense along the lake that the houses were completely private—you couldn’t even see the lights of a neighbor’s house at night. Diana didn’t mind the isolation, but as she turned onto the dirt lane that led to the house, she realized just how far away from civilization she was.

Ethan Tannock lived on the lake too, and from their brief conversation on the day he’d driven her home, she knew that he lived very close by. He took the same dirt lane that she did, but when it made a triple fork near the lake, she turned right and he turned left. Nevertheless, there was no more than a half-mile between their houses.

Somehow, the thought that Ethan Tannock lived so near by both relieved and unsettled her.

The Lexus’s headlights cut beams through sudden, enveloping darkness as the car bumped down the road through the forest. The intermittent winks of fireflies broke the solid black, and twice she saw reflections of the eyes of some critter crouched by the side of the road. Of necessity, she drove slowly—between the potholes, the curves of the road, and the possible intrusion of deer, she had no choice but to do so. Bugs collected, thick and angry, in the lights, and as a result splashed onto the windshield like raindrops. So much for late-night swimming, Diana mused, shuddering at the thought of moths, mosquitoes, and deer flies swarming around her.

It was nearly pitch-black by now, and Diana was thankful that she’d left a porch light on, as well as two lights in the house.

When she came to the fork in the lane, she tossed a glance toward the darkness where Ethan’s house would be and was surprised and, to be honest, relieved to see the faint glimmer of light through the forest. He was closer than she’d realized.

Now, she turned onto the tire-track lane that led to Aunt Belinda’s house. Driving required her full attention, as tree limbs brushed into the car’s path and the ruts were enough to jounce the car like a rough boat ride, even when the vehicle crept along at five miles per hour. At last, she pulled up a slight incline into the clearing. The white clapboard house, with its three gables and large wrap-around porch, sat in the center of an open area surrounded by trees. In darkness.
Diana pulled the car up next to the dark house and stared, her heart lodged in her throat. She was certain she’d left the lights on—on the porch, and in the den and kitchen. Hesitantly, she turned off the ignition and sat in the car for a moment, unease pattering along her spine and kneading her stomach.

Why was she so creeped out?

Steeling herself, telling her odd nervousness to go away, she slowly opened the car door. Perhaps she’d meant to turn on the lights, and had forgotten. But, no, she distinctly remembered going into the den to turn on the lamp just before she walked out the door to take Jonathan to the airport.

The power could be out. She wasn’t sure if that was a relief or not.

Diana grasped the door handle and pulled the latch to open it, stepping hesitantly into the night air. There hadn’t been a storm, but perhaps there was another reason for a power outage.

The darkness of the forest hovered at the far edges of the open yard, and she glanced up to see the glittering display of stars. The Milky Way and a quarter-moon lit the clearing nearly as well as a porch light would, increasing her flagging courage. She muddled through her key ring and located the key to the front door, then grabbed her bag and stepped lightly up the porch steps.

It was a bit of a struggle to fit the key into the lock, shadowed as it was, and once the key slid into place, she had to rotate it one way, then the other, and back again before the knob would turn.

Finally, the door caved open into the dark house and Diana stepped in gingerly, her heart still doing odd things in her chest. She felt along the wall for a nearby light switch, and just as she turned to flick it on, she caught a movement out of the corner of her eye.

Whirling, she gasped and screamed at the sight of the murky silhouette, which froze. Then it was a flurry of movement, rushing toward her. A powerful shove sent her slamming full-force into the wall and the impact knocked all of the breath from her body. Diana slid to the floor, bracing for another blow as she blindly grasped for something to use as a weapon. But the intruder dashed past her—out the open door, stomping across the wooden porch and thudding down the steps.

Shaking, nauseated and terrified, Diana managed to struggle to her feet in time to rush to the door and see a figure dashing into the woods...into the woods toward Ethan Tannock’s house.
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A full, fierce anger swept over Diana, and all of her nervousness slid away. That jerk!
Without a second thought, she picked up the keys, turned on the foyer light, and slammed out the front door. Not even bothering to lock it behind her, she ran down the steps, gripping the key chain, her lips tight and her eyebrows puckered so firmly that her head started to ache.

This was going to stop.

She yanked the car door shut behind her to punctuate her fury and determination, and cranked the key so far that the engine ground for a split-second before it caught. The tires spewed gravel from the drive into the air, raining onto the porch as she turned the Lexus around and started down the winding lane.

Driving much faster than she had on her arrival, Diana had little care for the scrapes and nicks her beloved gold car would get from the tree branches. She was that incensed. And as furious as she was, she remembered to feel alongside her seat for the can of pepper spray that she always carried with her—just in case.

Although she had never been to Ethan Tannock’s home, she knew where it was and turned down the curving drive that could only lead to his doorstep. When her car rounded a sharp corner to face a closed garage entrance, she slammed on the brakes and turned off the ignition, leaving the keys in the car, and jumped out.

Blind fury drove her as she stalked around the side of the house, the can of pepper spray at the ready, into the small clearing...and stopped short.

Two men had turned to gape at her. They stood near a smoking grill. A floodlight illuminating the yard clearly indicated that they were in the midst of preparing to eat. The luscious scent of grilled steak permeated her anger, as did the casual demeanor of the men and the fact that neither of them were breathing heavily from a dead-heat run. Nor were they dressed in black.

“Well, now, Ethan, you didn’t tell me we were gonna have company for supper,” drawled one of them in a voice that she vaguely recognized. “Who is that?”

Wishing that the earth would open up and swallow her, Diana forced herself to start forward nonchalantly, crossing her arms over her chest to obscure the pepper spray.

When she stepped into the illumination, she heard Ethan’s soft exclamation. “Well, well. Diana Iverson, what are you doing here?” He started toward her slowly, looking at her with an expression that indicated total shock and wariness.

Not the most welcoming of greetings, she thought wryly, focusing on anything but how incredibly stupid she felt. But under the circumstances, it was not unexpected. “I—uh ….”

Words failed her, and stuck even further in her throat when she actually looked at him. Her gaze became trapped, fixed on a shirtless, muscled, darkly-haired torso that looked like it belonged to someone like David Beckham. Diana swallowed, jerking her attention away so that it bounced down over his swim trunks, to legs that matched his abdomen in physical perfection, and finally up to a stony, set face.

“Is there something I can help you with?” His voice was calm, but irritation glinted his eyes. “Unless you normally go speeding up someone’s driveway like the hounds of hell were after you, on your way to a neighborly visit.”

The man didn’t have to like her, but he didn’t have to be so rude either, Diana thought desperately—conveniently dismissing her own previous rudeness. Hoping for assistance, she glanced at Ethan’s companion for the first time, and suddenly recognized him with a flood of relief. “Captain Tettmueller, I’m so glad you’re here!”

He stood, unfolding a tall, lanky body topped by a worn baseball cap. Spiky, straw-colored hair stuck out from around the hat in endearing little curls, giving the grown man a boyish look. “What can I do you for, Ms. Iverson? Is ever’ thing all right?”

Suddenly, the impact of what she’d experienced rushed over her and, as her surge of angry adrenaline dissipated, weakness flooded her body. What a stupid thing to do, she thought numbly.

Ethan must have seen something change in her demeanor, for he snagged a lawn chair and swung it to a place right in front of her. “Sit down, Diana. Do you want something to drink? Obviously something’s wrong,” he added, glancing at his friend.

“Yes, yes.” She began to babble—something she knew she was doing, that she hated herself for, but she couldn’t help it under the circumstances, and poured out the whole story.

Ethan thrust a cold bottle into her hand and she took a gulp of unexpectedly heavy, stout beer—then had to swallow the awful stuff. She handed the bottle back to him and finished her explanation, “So I got in the car and—” She stopped, realizing what she had been about to say.

Ethan wasn’t slow. He knew exactly why she clamped her mouth shut. The woman had done it again—thought the worst of him—and nearly accused him to his face of breaking into her house. Attempting to hide his growing pissed-offness, he brought the bottle to his own lips, and, as he sipped, realized that her full, sexy mouth had just covered the very same opening. Damn.

It wasn’t just the beer that made a warm trail snake down to his belly. He drank again, checking her out from beneath lowered lids while Joe Cap slid into police officer mode and began to question the damsel in distress.

Man, she’d come roaring up the drive like a maniac. Lucky she hadn’t hit anything on the way or spun into a tree. She wouldn’t have surprised them like that if Cady hadn’t gotten herself sprayed by a skunk—a regular happening in the summer that they were both used to—and was locked away in the laundry room while the tomato juice bath did its work.

Then, with a snort of disgust that caused Cap to glance at him in confusion, Ethan placed the bottle on the ground with a dull thump. What the hell was wrong with him? The poor woman had come home to find an intruder in her house, had been pushed around by him, and all Ethan could think about was his own pride...and those full, sexy lips and flustered, tousled hair.

“Are you hurt?”

His question caused the others to look at him as though surprised he even existed. She turned to him, her dark blue eyes large and showing more vulnerability than he’d yet to see, and something twisted deep inside him. Not good.
“Nothing more than a bang on the temple and a bruise on the hip,” she replied. Then, turning back to Cap, she resumed the conversation between them. “So I’ll need to file a report tomorrow?”

“Yep. Got any idear why someone might have wanted in the house? Was anything disturbed?”

Diana shook her head. “I didn’t stick around long enough to see. I had...the crazy idea that I might be able to catch...the guy.”

Ethan snorted. This time the derision was aimed at her, even though he knew she’d assumed he was the intruder, and he folded his arms over his bare chest. “That was a smart thing to do.”

Temper flared in her expression, bringing a sparkle back to her eyes and a slight flush to her cheeks. “I had this.” She shoved a can into his face, just under his nose. “Want me to try it out?”

He blinked, looking down awkwardly at the spray nozzle that was aimed right at his mouth. At least her finger wasn’t on the trigger. “No thanks. I guess you were prepared.”

And then, just because he couldn’t resist and because she really did need to be taken down a notch, he made a quick movement—fluid and sharp—and suddenly the can was in his hands and she was slamming into his chest, one arm folded back behind her.

Heat flooded Ethan the instant she connected with his body, shocking him so that he nearly released her as quickly as he’d grabbed her. Thanks to his post-divorce moratorium, he hadn’t had female curves plastered against him for two years.

Diana’s face tilted up in surprise of her own, eyes flaring wide and lips parting in a startled gasp. Her breasts rose with quick, shallow breaths, pressing against his chest, and one knee was cocked into his thigh. He could smell that floral, feminine scent from her hair, and felt the fragility of the narrow wrist he’d captured behind her back. For a moment, it was just the two of them caught in an awkward, titillating pose. Then suddenly, with a short laugh to cover his chagrin, he released her.

“It was a foolish thing to do,” he said mildly, handing her back the can of pepper spray—his point having been made quite clearly. Still, his heart did leaps and dives even as she retrieved the can with those pruny lips and turned away.

Cap spoke up then and offered to see her home and to check out the house to be certain nothing else was amiss. Ethan considered going along, but one frigid look from the lady lawyer gave him cause to rethink that option.

He didn’t want to go anyway.


Belinda’s house loomed dark and forbidding in the center of the clearing. Diana had left in such haste that she hadn’t turned on any lights. But somehow returning in the company of a police officer did wonders for her courage.

Captain Tettmueller led the way inside, and she followed, dogging his footsteps silently as he went from room to room, thoroughly checking them. Nothing seemed out of place at first glance and when they finally returned to the kitchen, Diana felt more comfortable, knowing that there was no one in the house.

“You’ve got sturdy locks and there’s no easy entry,” he commented in his snail’s pace drawl. “Looks like he forced his way in through the back door. He won’t come back tonight. You caught him in the act, he knows you’re home...and since he didn’t—er—attack you, violence is not his intent. I’ll send the patrol car down here a coupla times the rest of the night, though, and notify the Lincoln County sheriff about the break-in as well. But are you sure you want to stay here by yourself?”

She didn’t hesitate. Somehow she knew there was nothing more to fear tonight. “I’ll be fine. Tomorrow I’ll come down and file a report, and get the locks changed again, but—”

“Again?”

She felt the slight flush of embarrassment creep over her face. “I just had them changed a few days ago.”

“Has the house been broken into before?” Intensity replaced the golly-gee look on his face as he waited for her answer.

She might as well tell him, for the record. Just because she had been wrong about Ethan tonight didn’t mean he was innocent of everything else. “Ethan Tannock was in here the other day when I was in town.”

The dawn crept over his face. “Ahhhh. So that’s why—” He changed the route of his words and asked, “How do you know that?”

“He...left a note.” As she said it, she felt even more foolish. Who would leave a note advertising a break-in?

The expression on his face echoed these thoughts, but manners obviously won out and he didn’t say anything about that. Joe Cap just looked at her very seriously and said, “Now, Miss Iverson, I know you’re new to these parts, but Ethan Tannock is the last person you’d ever have to worry about in that way.”

She shot him a disbelieving look. “You’re right, I am new to these parts. But I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him. You may all be part of the good-old-boys’ club, and if I hadn’t seen him hanging out so casually tonight with my own two eyes, I would still suspect he was the one who was here this evening. He was taking advantage of my aunt, and her eccentric beliefs, and when I find the proof, I’m going to nail him.”

Captain Tettmueller made a strange noise that sounded like a choking laugh, but when she turned to look at him, his face was deadpan serious. “Right, miss. Well, I sure hope for the professor’s sake you don’t take too long to...uh...nail him.”

Having the suspicion he was laughing at her, Diana drew her lips together. But something else he’d said had caught her attention. “The professor?”

“Yeah, that’s Tannock. He’s some bigwig down to Princeton in the labs where they study ESP and psychics—though when he’s up here, he’s just a reg’lar guy who likes to fish and drink beer. Nasty divorce a coupla years ago, and—”

“Princeton?” she repeated, frowning, and a tiny snake of uncertainty zapped her. Then, she regrouped. If that’s what he was telling people, including Belinda, that was easy enough to check on. She’d do that first thing in the morning, before going down to the police station. “Well, thank you very much, Captain Tettmueller. I’m sorry if I interrupted your dinner, but I do appreciate your checking things out down here.”

“No prob, miss.” He touched his fingers to the brim of his cap. “Gotta get home to the wife, anyway. She’s probably chewed a hole through her lip, wondering where I am.”

After he left, when the house became silent again, Diana retreated to the kitchen. It was late—nearly midnight—but she was wide-awake and her veins were zipping with energy. By all rights, she should be a bundle of nerves, here, alone, in this house where she’d come to believe her aunt was murdered and she had just tonight surprised an intruder.

But she wasn’t. It was odd...it was as though she knew. Knew things were safe now.

Just as she’d felt nervous arriving home tonight, for no apparent reason. She’d known something was wrong then.

She remembered a pitcher of tea that was chilling in the refrigerator. Aunt Bee’s herbal tea is starting to grow on me, she thought with a sudden nostalgic smile. Little had she known that one day she’d sit at her aunt’s table and willingly sip peppermint tea...without her.

“Aunt Bee, if you can hear me, I just want you to know how badly I feel about not seeing you for so long. I’ll find out what happened to you—the truth—and make whoever it was pay.” She said the words aloud, fervently...and then felt horribly foolish for doing so.

But just as she turned to pull a glass from the cupboard above, Diana felt the air stir, and she smelled something soft and floral. A sense of comfort swept over her as if someone put an arm around her shoulders. The sensation was warm and familiar—as if Aunt Belinda was right there in the room. Of course she wasn’t, Diana knew, but she did feel the essence of her aunt, the sense of her, here in the kitchen that held many memories of those three summers she’d spent here.

Oh, how many times she’d sat at that table during those summer visits while her aunt baked peach cobbler or patiently taught her how to cross-stitch, or showed her how to roll out a pie crust. She remembered the long walks they’d take through the cemetery—and the stories Aunt Belinda would make up about the people whose graves littered the fenced-in plot. There were exciting moments in the little dinghy she used for fishing, and the one time a walleye almost won the battle for its life by pulling Diana into Damariscotta Lake.

She felt better now, warm from the memories and maybe a bit less guilty about not seeing Aunt Belinda before she died. Taking her iced tea, she wandered from the kitchen down the hall to the den—the room in the house that seemed the most comforting to her. She sank onto the settee and sighed, thinking about all the work she would need to do to clear out this room before she could sell the house.

Then, she noticed the mahogany box of cards on the floor next to her foot.

She didn’t remember moving them there.

A strange prickle crawled up her spine, slowly, as she looked down at the small chest. She’d pushed them away, but now some of Ethan’s words from the other day came floating back to her. Cards don’t have psychic abilities...people do. Your Aunt Belinda had the ability, and she believed you did too.
Tightness banded her chest and she reached for the box before she realized what she was doing. Here, too, were memories—long suppressed ones, she now realized, but memories. Vague images, just out of reach of her consciousness, hinted of Aunt Belinda taking the cards, showing them to her one by one, talking about them, encouraging her to look at them and think about them.

Then, the wisp of memories evolved into angry words from her mother and a horrible argument with Aunt Belinda...and then there were no more memories of Aunt Belinda. The summer visits stopped abruptly the year she turned fourteen.

With a shake of her head, Diana tried to clear her thoughts. Wow, she thought, that was odd. It was almost as if I were reliving those times...times that I don’t ever remember having.
Perhaps there was some validity to those faint images—for after that last summer, Diana’s mother steered her toward more scientific pursuits: chemistry, mathematics, logic, even piano lessons, and Aunt Belinda’s name was never mentioned again until Diana was older, in her late teens, and asked about her. She was told that her aunt had moved away and didn’t want to see any family anymore. And then just after college, when Diana pressed Victoria for her aunt’s contact information, her mother told her that Aunt Bee had died.

How could she ever forgive her mother for that lie? She’d long forgiven her for the years of criticism and sly remarks, even though she still had to fight the insecurities. But this—such a blatant lie. Why would her mother do such a thing?

Pressing her lips tightly together to keep tears from coming, Diana forced her attention away from the Tarot cards. She gazed around the room, taking in the haphazard stacks of magazines and newspapers, the messy shelves of books, and dust-covered trinkets and statuettes that littered tables and cubbyholes. But her gaze was irrevocably drawn back to the mahogany box that shined russet in the soft light.

It beckoned to her, and this time she didn’t resist.

A tingling started in her fingertips when Diana lifted the lid and opened the smooth, cool silk wrappings to expose the cards. She stared down at the red, blue, and black pattern on the reverse of the deck. Now, how do I begin?
Concentrate. Breathe slowly, open your mind.
Think of the problem you wish to resolve.
The advice came from the depths of her memory, long buried.

She reached for the deck, ready to make the cut. Drawing a deep breath, she closed her eyes and concentrated.

Brrrring!
The jarring ring of the old telephone startled her and her hand jerked, sending the cards slipping onto the floor.

Diana scrambled to her feet, heart pounding wildly in her chest, feeling disoriented, as if she’d just awakened from a deep sleep. She rushed for the phone, desperate to stop the shrill, discordant sound.

Brrrring!
“Hello.”

Silence.

“Hello?” she said again, more firmly. “Hello?”

Again, there was nothing.

Diana slammed the receiver back down onto its cradle, her heart lodged in her throat. She darted a glance around the room, then rushed to the windows, staying out of sight of anyone who might be lurking in the darkness, but peering out into the moonlit night.

Her nose brushed up against the heavy velvet curtain, and her breath rasped loudly in the silence.

There was nothing to see out there, of course, but that didn’t make her feel any better. She slid back from the window, wondering if Aunt Bee had kept any of Uncle Tracer’s hunting rifles. Even if they weren’t loaded, she’d feel better with one in her hands.

Slipping away from the wall, she bolted out of the room, taking care to stay out of view of the windows, and went upstairs to the cabinet where the guns used to be stored. The cabinet wasn’t locked, and she found three rifles within, selecting the one that looked the most manageable.

After loading it with some old Winchester bullets she located in a faded cardboard box in the bottom of the cabinet, she hurried back downstairs. It was unlikely she would get any sleep tonight, but she could at least curl up on the settee with the gun.

But then, at the bottom of the stairs, she remembered the cards, remembered what she’d been about to do...and she stopped cold.

What was I thinking? What was I doing?
Her jitters from the phone call lessened to be replaced by clammy palms and a sharp twinge in her stomach. The phone call could have been anything—a wrong number, a bad connection...but the cards...she swallowed, nervousness creating pain in her temples. They had spilled all over the floor when she leapt to answer the phone.

What if the High Priestess shows up again?
Diana shuddered. Then, the nausea came, starting like a lull in the base of her belly, easy, soft, subtle. It was followed by a distant throb in her temples and one sharp pain behind her left eye.

I’ve got to stop this. I’m making myself sick. They’re just cards.
She forced herself to return to the den. Shouldering the rifle like a militiaman, she took a step then another, and another, reluctantly moving toward the room.

If she wasn’t afraid of an intruder, she told herself, why was she so frightened of a deck of cards? If it didn’t bother her to stay in the house where her aunt had likely—possibly—been murdered, why couldn’t she walk in to look at a pile of cards?

Pausing in the doorway, Diana peered warily at the ottoman and the shine of the cards scattered all over the floor. Her stomach twisted and the tom-tom in her temples became stronger.

She walked closer, staring at the pile, certain that if she saw The High Priestess from far enough away, she could change her mind and walk out of the room. As she drew nearer, Diana saw that only two cards had landed face-up. And neither of them were The High Priestess.

The clutch of dread that had hold of her middle eased as she picked her way gingerly among the cards. She checked the safety on the gun, leaned it against the settee, then stooped to gather up the pile.

She pulled all but the face-up cards into a neat deck, then reached for those last two. Neither of them were familiar to her: Wheel of Fortune, one was labeled. The other had no title, but bore the Roman numeral two at the top.

Diana looked at them for a moment, her curiosity getting the better of her, and noticed that the pounding in her forehead had begun to ease.

Wheel of Fortune was labeled with the Roman numeral ten, indicating that it was the tenth card of the Major Arcana. The Wheel itself hung suspended in what appeared to be the heavens, for it was surrounded by clouds and all types of creatures. Each creature seemed to be reading a book.

Diana looked more closely at the picture of the Wheel. There were two concentric circles drawn on it, and lines cut the two innermost circles into six pie-shaped pieces. Symbols that she thought might be those of astrological signs ringed the outermost portion of the Wheel.

Placing it on the ottoman, she turned her attention to the second card. A blindfolded figure sat on a beach, holding two swords crossed over his or her chest. The swords were long, creating a v-shape and bisecting the drawing at the horizon line between water and sky. Two of Swords, she thought. A very simple image. Yes, it was a picture with little detail, but the impression it gave her was a powerful one. The person on the beach, blind to anyone approaching, held the swords in such a way that seemed to ward off any encroachment upon the ocean with those two sturdy weapons.

She returned her attention to Wheel of Fortune as she rested Two of Swords next to it on the ottoman.

I wonder what they mean.
The thought came from nowhere...and just as suddenly as it popped into her head, Diana pushed it out again. She pulled herself to her feet, determined not to indulge the fantasy any longer.

“Enough of this nonsense. I’m going to bed,” she said aloud, now unwilling to stay in this room which had early offered a bastion of comfort. With one last look down at the two lone cards on the ottoman, she grabbed the gun and walked quickly from the room—refusing to look back or to even handle the deck again.

What if she turned up The High Priestess again?

She’d put them away tomorrow.

Drained, she didn’t think twice about slipping between the covers of Belinda’s bed. The rifle was within easy reach, leaning against the wall. The headache that had threatened was gone, as was the nausea. A shiver wavered across her shoulders. Both maladies had hovered at her physical consciousness until she began to examine the cards...and then, coincidentally, they disappeared.

Absurd. Psychosomatic symptoms.

She rolled to the side and closed her eyes.

Wheel of Fortune.
Two of Swords.

Diana woke the next morning to the sound of a motor rumbling very near her bedroom window. It came closer, then backed away; closer, then away. It sounded like someone was mowing the lawn.

She sat up in bed, and her gaze went automatically to the digital clock. Nine-thirty. She spewed out a long breath. Her sleep habits had really gotten screwed up in just a few days. She was getting lazy.

Her heels made little annoyed thumps as she strode down the hall to the front door. As she passed by the den, Diana couldn’t control a glance toward the ottoman. The two cards were still there, just as she had left them, looking innocent and unimportant. I’ll deal with that later.

By now, she’d reached the front door. She whipped the chain lock open and snapped the deadbolt back, then turned the knob and pulled the door open.

Heedless of the fact that she wore nothing but a modest nightshirt and no shoes, Diana walked out onto the porch and followed it around the back, where the sound of the mower was louder.

As she came around the corner, she stopped. Her breath caught, and she just stared for a moment. Aunt Belinda sure had good taste in gardeners.

From behind the man pushing the mower, all Diana could see was a broad-shouldered back, well-toned with muscle and glazed with a light sheen of sweat. It narrowed to a slim-hipped waist, covered with a loose pair of shorts that looked like chopped off sweatpants. Regardless of the fact that they were loose, they covered a very pleasing, well-defined rear end. His legs were long, lean, and muscled from thigh to calf.

Wow. Maybe I won’t lodge a complaint after all.
He turned a corner then, and was suddenly facing her. Somehow, although a jolt of awareness shot through her, Diana wasn’t really surprised that it was Ethan Tannock. He looked just as good from the front, she thought wryly as she started across the grass toward him.

He looked up and gave an obvious start at seeing her. His face settled into a remote expression as he released the mower, and it puttered into silence. “Good morning.” He slung his hands at his hips, turning toward her with a hint of defiance.

“Good morning. What are you doing?” Diana allowed irritation into her voice. As she came closer, she felt his gaze sweep over her lightly clad figure. Self-conscious, she tried to be inconspicuous as she tugged the hem of her nightshirt down, stretching it to mid-thigh. Shorts and a tank top are more revealing than my nightshirt. And my hair must look like a disaster.
“Mowing the lawn,” Ethan replied, taking a leisurely look. It had taken her long enough to wake up. He’d been working for two hours, trimming and clipping.

When she pulled the nightshirt down, it did nothing but tighten over her chest. Moratorium or no, he wasn’t about to deny himself the pleasure of looking at the lovely apple-sized breasts she was conveniently displaying. “Did I wake you?” He smirked at her consternation and irritation, then used his forefinger to wipe a trickle of sweat from his forehead. Served her right.

“As a matter of fact, you did,” she replied. She must have realized that drawing the edge of the t-shirt down did nothing to preserve her modesty because she let go of the hem.

“I’m sorry,” he told her with just the faintest sincerity in his voice. After all, he was doing this for Belinda—and to further the cause of science. He didn’t have to like the woman, although it sure as hell wasn’t a hardship to look at her, dressed as she was, all rumpled and heavy-lidded from sleep. His fingers itched to touch those thick, full curls that danced in a riot about her head, leaving her long, slender neck bare.

“I thought you’d be an early riser, ” he added, but with more sincerity this time. He couldn’t help a small grin as she glared at him. “I’m upholding my end of the bargain your aunt and I have had for years—and I’ll do so until you can make other arrangements for having the yard work done.”

“Bargain?”

“Yeah. She never would accept any payment from me for all the time I spent working with her, so we had an agreement that I would take care of her lawn work in the summer, and make sure the plowing was done in the winter.”

“Work you did with her? You paid her?” The consternation on her face would have been more gratifying if he hadn’t seen the wheels turning in her mind—considering whether she should believe him or not. She really does think I’m a shyster.
Despite the anger rising in him, he kept his voice even and well modulated. “Yes, I compensated her—or tried to, anyway—for the para-psychological experiments she participated in for over five years. You see, Diana, regardless of what your lawyerly, ambulance-chasing brain might think, I don’t need her money. I get paid very well by Princeton University to do my ‘ghost busting’, as you call it. Go ahead—check me out. It’ll be easy enough. I’m on their website.” He flashed her an arrogant smile, one that was sugarcoated with niceness, but had the underlying steel of his outrage at her accusations. “Under Staff. Picture and all—although they haven’t updated it since I shaved.”

“I certainly will check it out.” Her voice was frosty, although he saw the waver of uncertainty in her eyes.

He wondered if she’d apologize when she found out how wrong she’d been. Unlikely, he thought, taking in the cool facade of her beautiful but stony face and defiant stance. Why would someone like her bother to eat crow?

Diana took a step backward, obviously trying to find a way to excuse herself politely. “Well I do appreciate your taking the time to come over here and do this. I have to run into town, so I may be gone when you get finished. But—uh—could I get you something to drink before I go?”

Ethan could feel her discomfort, and although he’d have liked to continue teasing her, he decided against it. If he wanted to spend enough time observing her to make it worthwhile—and to eventually get her permission to be a full-fledged participant, he couldn’t afford to have her too angry with him. Perhaps it was time to call a truce. “I don’t mind doing it because I know you probably have your hands full. I probably won’t be much more than another hour—I have to run the mulcher over it. Then, if you don’t care, I’ll jump in the lake to cool off.”

“No, that’s not a problem,” Diana told him. “If you’d like to stop in for something cold to drink before you leave, that would be fine. Just holler when you come in if I’m still here.”

He felt one eyebrow lift. She was inviting him to just walk in the house?

“Thanks. That’d be great. I’ll take you up on it.” And now, you little rumpled sleepyhead, you’d better get in the house and get some clothes on before I forget I don’t like you.
But the problem was...he was beginning to wish he did.


As it turned out, Diana didn’t make it into town before Ethan finished the lawn. She was on the phone with Mickey when she heard Ethan’s “helloooo!” reverberate through the house.

“Who’s that?” her sharp-eared assistant asked.

“Just one of the neighbors. He just finished mowing the lawn,” Diana explained. Then, cupping her hand over the receiver, she called, “Come on in—I’m in the kitchen.”

“Is he a young neighbor or an old neighbor?” Mickey asked with a sly tone in her voice.

“Young,” Diana whispered as she heard Ethan walking down the hall. “Take off your shoes, please,” she called to him.

“Already did,” he said as he came into the kitchen.

He’d put a t-shirt on, but the swim he’d obviously taken caused it to cling to his shoulders and the front of his chest, and his hair dripped onto its collar. She noticed bare, tanned biceps rounding smoothly from under the cuffs of the sleeves. Somehow, the shirt made him look even less decent than when he was bare-chested outside.

Diana realized Mickey was talking to her. “I’m sorry, what did you say? The phone lines are kind of staticky up here.”

Ethan tossed her a grin. “I’ve never had any trouble with my phone,” he told her, turning one of the chairs around and straddling it backwards. The teasing look in his eyes held a second layer of some other emotion.

Heat.

Diana’s mouth went dry and she turned her back on him, her heart suddenly thudding in her chest. “No other issues regarding the Merkovitz case?” she asked Mickey, fervently hoping that there weren’t.

“I don’t think you want to hear about them.”

“Oh no.” Diana leaned both elbows on the counter. That niggle of discomfort exploded into full-blown anxiety. “What happened?”

“DUI. Last week, Merkovitz got picked up on a DUI.”

Diana said a very unladylike word and heard a faint chuckle from behind her. She turned her face downward, cupping her hands lightly around the phone in an effort to keep prying ears from hearing things they shouldn’t. DUI. Her insides shivered as she remembered her concerns about the previous case. There’d been something off about it. “Well, that’ll help his case,” she said, unwilling to put her fears into words, even for Mickey. “He gets sued for malpractice and now he’s going to have a drunk driving record. Great. Let’s just hope this case goes to court before his DUI becomes public knowledge.”

She raked a hand through her thick hair and closed her eyes. She should dump this case...just walk away. But Jonathan had reminded her how important it was to be representing one of the most reputable orthopedic surgeons in the Boston area, and how her career—as well as his own—could be over in a snap if Dr. Merkovitz should become dissatisfied.

Not for the first time, she wondered why Merkovitz had chosen a small firm like hers rather than one of the big powerhouses with a string of partner names across the stationery’s masthead. “Is there anything else I should know?”

“Not yet. I’ll keep you posted.” Then a teasing note crept into Mickey’s voice. “How young is young?”

“Never mind.” Diana was brisk and she felt heat gather at the base of her neck, even though she knew Ethan wasn’t able to hear the other side of the conversation. “It doesn’t matter anyway, Mick. Listen, if anything else comes up, I should be around—give me a call, or I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Diana hung up the phone and turned around to find Ethan looking at her with flagrant attraction in his eyes. Then, as their gazes caught, the interest drained away to be replaced by nothing more than friendliness. He’d propped his chin on hands that rested on the back of the chair.

“How about some iced tea?” Diana asked, her stomach filled with butterflies. What the heck was wrong with her?

“That would be great.” Ethan lifted his chin and let his arms drop so they hung over the back of the chair. “So...did you check the Princeton website?”

Diana’s shoulder jerked, and an instant flush warmed her face. “As a matter of fact, since my wi-fi is finally working, yes I was able to.” She kept her acute embarrassment hidden as she continued with sincerity, “I owe you a big apology. I’m sorry that I jumped to conclusions and made assumptions. Quite truly, that’s very unlike me. I usually require much more...evidence before making judgments.”

He seemed just as surprised as she was sincere. “Thank you for apologizing. I have to admit, I didn’t think you would, and especially with such grace.” He smiled the most genuine smile she’d seen since the first time they’d met. “Thanks.”

Diana drew back, offended and chastised at the same time. “I don’t have any issue with admitting when I’m wrong. And if everyone else did, there’d be a lot less strife in the world.”

Nodding in agreement, he took the tall glass of iced tea that she handed him. “Very true.” As their fingers brushed, he commented, “As your aunt used to say, you have to see it in black and white before you believe anything.”

She stared at him, an uneasy feeling rising inside. “Aunt Bee used to talk about me?”

“All the time.” Bitterness tinged his words and that smile faded. “She would have loved to have seen you—she talked about you as though you were her own daughter.”

Shame and deep sadness crested over her, and she had to blink back a sudden welling of tears. With an impatient hand, she brushed them away before Ethan noticed and tried to quell her guilt. “I hadn’t seen her since the summer I was thirteen. My mother didn’t even let me know about my Uncle Tracer’s funeral when he died.”

“Yes, Belinda mentioned that she and your mother had had a falling out, and that was why you didn’t spend the summers up here anymore.”

Diana felt even more uncomfortable. This man seemed to know her whole life story. “I don’t know what they argued about, but I do know my mother always disliked Aunt Bee. She was my father’s aunt, but I had to have somewhere to go in the summers when I was younger, so I got to come here for three years. Mother refuses to talk about what happened to change that. And we’re...not close.”

“But surely you could have visited your aunt when you got older—if you’d wanted to.” He looked at her with steady brown eyes, pinning her there under his microscope.

“Believe me, had I known Aunt Bee was interested in seeing me, and was still alive, I would have.” She couldn’t keep the enmity from her voice so she turned to pour her own glass of tea. “Mother told me outright that Aunt Belinda died, I guess so I would stop asking about her.”

Ethan was looking at her contemplatively, and for the first time, that faint hint of accusation was gone. Instead, she thought she saw sympathy and understanding in his eyes. “Then I owe you an apology as well,” he said. “For thinking that you’d ignored Belinda for years, and only came back into her life for the money.”

Diana opened her mouth to say something sharp...and then closed it. “Apology accepted. Thank you for admitting that.”

He gave her a brief smile and settled back in his chair. “My mother never married my father—or my half-sister’s father, either, for that matter—and she kept us from meeting them or knowing much about them until we were older and could do it on our own.” He picked up his glass and gestured with it, making the ice tinkle. “So I can empathize just a little. And I’m sorry you didn’t get to know your aunt as an adult. I think you would really have enjoyed her. I know I did. She was a mother figure as well as a really good friend of mine, as odd as that might seem. She helped me through a very rough time.”

Diana nodded and sipped from her iced tea, more relaxed around Ethan than she’d ever been. This was good. They were actually conversing, and she hadn’t said anything lame or rude. Making casual conversation was so much different from arguing a case, when she knew exactly what to say and how to say it. “Your mother...er, she sounds like an unusual woman.” Well, crap. There she went, stepping into it with that comment. She looked quickly at him to gauge his reaction.

But he didn’t seem to take offense. “She’s a modern day Flower Child, and Fiona and I were raised in a commune in Western Pennsylvania abounding with Free Love, marijuana plots, a nude beach, and lots of other earthy things.” He flashed her a brief smile that sent a little zip of heat down to her core.

“Free love, huh?” she repeated, wondering why she fixated on that aspect of his speech.

He raised a brow, creating more squiggly stirrings in her belly. “Yes, indeed—free love.” His voice had dropped to a low rumble and Diana found herself unwilling to look at him. “And nude beaches.”

She stood abruptly and walked over to refill their glasses. “What sort of rough time?” she asked, hoping to turn the conversation to something less...intense. At least for her.

He stilled, then began to move his glass in small circles on the counter. “My wife and I split up a little more than two years ago.”

“Oh,” she said, surprised that he’d been married, and at the dark, pained expression that settled on his face. “I’m sorry to hear that. Really sorry.”

“She was sleeping with one of my friends. But the divorce was my fault.” Bitterness flattened his tone.

“Because...she was sleeping with one of your friends?” Diana repeated, allowing full irony into her voice. “That sounds logical.” Now she regretted bringing it up, for it clearly bothered him. And aside from that, it was a situation too close to home for her comfort.

“Yeah. Well, as it turned out, Jenny figured she’d get out of our marriage since I was screwing around with one of my students, even though she’d been sleeping with my friend for months. Maybe even before we got married. I don’t know for certain. So it was my fault. Except that I wasn’t screwing around with Lexie, even though Lexie, my student—are you following this?—made everyone think that’s what was going on.”

“Nice,” Diana said. “How did she do that? Lexie, I mean. The student.”

“Yeah, my life was like a soap opera around that time.” He flashed a brief, wry grin. “Lexie was very smart. She set it up and I walked into it like a complete idiot. She’d been trying to get my attention for awhile, taking all my classes that she could, stopping by at the end of every office hour session so she could walk with me to wherever I was going next. It was the perception, you see. Like I said, she was smart. Anyway, I wasn’t having any of it—not only was I married, but she was a student—and ten years younger than me, and I just wasn’t into that. So she got desperate, I guess, and made sure her car broke down one night outside a place she knew I’d be. She got me to give her a ride home—with witnesses, of course—and then when we got there, she tried her best to get me to come in.” He looked up sharply at Diana, as if expecting her to accuse. “I didn’t. Not even to see her safely inside. I didn’t even step onto the porch.”

She was staring, listening in disbelief. “That does sound like a soap opera. I take it your wife heard about it and didn’t believe you when you told her what happened.”

He shrugged, his mouth a hard, flat line. “It wasn’t only my wife who heard about it—it was the whole damn department and half the campus. You know what they say about a woman scorned, and Lexie considered herself scorned. It was a very difficult time, and instead of defending and supporting me, like you’d expect a partner to do, Jenny used it as an excuse to end the marriage.”

“She sounds like a real winner.”

“Yeah. I really know how to pick’em.” He gave another one of those wry smiles, and she could see hurt lingering in his beer-bottle brown gaze. “So...when I walked by the den just now, I noticed you were playing with those Tarot cards again.”

Nothing like changing the subject, turning the spotlight back on her.

“I dropped them on the floor last night,” Diana replied casually. But her insides tightened and the ease she’d felt with him dissipated.

Ethan cocked the eyebrow that let her know he didn’t believe her. It arched like an inverted black vee, the point edging into his hair. “And you just left them there, did you?” He gave a little laugh, adjusting his position on the chair. “You aren’t going to give even a little, are you?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said firmly. “The cards are nothing to me.”

He shook his head, folding his arms across his chest. His biceps shifted smoothly, round and sleek. “Diana, we all have instincts and gut feelings. Some people have honed those skills to become even more than just intuition. If you have that ability, it’s a gift. If you want to talk about what’s been going on with those cards you ‘dropped’ on the floor, I’ll listen.”

“There’s nothing going on with them.” She felt the force of the denial like a Biblical Peter, and pushed it away. “I just had a few odd coincidences and it unsettled me a little.”

“You aren’t ready to believe me, or to talk about it. That’s okay,” he held up his hand to fend off her intended fiery retort. “Just think about it, Diana, think about it. A card—The High Priestess—that has shown up randomly five times signifies that one should look beyond the obvious and listen to your inner voice. Isn’t that a bit hard to swallow as a mere coincidence?”

He unstraddled the chair and stood, looming down over her. “Well, like I said—when you’re ready to talk, I’ll be happy to listen.” Then the laughter disappeared from his face and intensity replaced the humor. “I guess I’d better get going. Sounds like you have a lot of work to do.” He opened the refrigerator and pulled the pitcher of tea out again. “I really appreciate this.” he gave a little gesture with his glass after he drained it for the third time.

“I appreciate the work you did in the yard.” What else could she say?

“No problem.” He gave her one last easy smile that sent a long, slow curling through her stomach, and started toward the front door. She resisted the urge to follow him, and paused at the entrance.

“By the way,” he said, leaning his head against the doorjamb and giving her a calm look, “I don’t study ghosts or UFOs. Just people.”

SIX
 
How in the world had he managed it?

Diana frowned at the ugly black phone, still baffled even though she’d hung up with Ethan twenty minutes ago. She had half a mind to call him back and tell him she’d changed her mind about riding with him to Marc Reardon’s barbeque that evening, but for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to do so.

With a last, perplexed glare at the phone, she pushed it from her mind and continued on her way to the den, where she’d been headed when his call interrupted her plan to work on clearing out the room.

The first thing she saw when she walked in were the two cards, lying where she’d left them on the ottoman two nights ago.

“Maybe if I start to straighten up this room I’ll get those cards off my mind,” Diana said aloud, sliding into the chair behind Aunt Belinda’s desk. And Ethan as well.
At the desk, which was a heavy, old walnut clunker, Diana looked through the single neat stack of items: bills that were due to be paid that month. A little calendar hung on the wall behind the desk—a promotional item from Dr. Douglas Horner, DVM, Damariscotta Veterinary Hospital & Shelter—and each of the bills’ due dates was clearly marked. She noticed that this Thursday was the date for Motto and Arty’s annual shots.

Diana glared around the den at large, knowing that the aloof cats were lurking about somewhere. “I guess I’ll have to keep that appointment for you two. Heaven knows why I should, since you’ve been nothing but inhospitable since I arrived.” Despite the accusation, her voice was light and chirpy in case the cats were actually listening and would deign to make an appearance.

They didn’t, of course.

Once she cleared off the desk, leaving only the stack of bills to be paid after she obtained access to Aunt Belinda’s checking account, Diana moved to the nearest pile of newspapers. It would have made sense, she thought wryly, if her aunt had stacked each periodical in one place. Instead, Oregon Posts were piled among San Francisco Chronicles and Chicago Tribunes and Detroit Newses and New York Timeses.
As she flipped through them, wondering why on earth Aunt Belinda had saved a decade’s worth of newspapers, Diana noticed that an article in the Chicago Tribune, May 30, 1995, had been circled in green ink. She stopped to read its headline. “Blackout on Miracle Mile Caused by Train Derailment.”
The article was of little interest, simply explaining that an Amtrak train had derailed while backing into its station, knocking over a power line. No one had been injured and it had little effect on the city except that many of the shops and businesses were forced to close for part of a day.

Diana set that paper aside and looked through the next one. Now that she was looking more closely, she saw that another article had been circled in a different paper...and another in the next paper, and then another, and so on. Each paper that Belinda saved had something circled—most often, items of little interest. Many times, it was the score of a sporting event or an obituary.

By the time she had waded through the first pile of papers, it was almost six. Her stomach growled, reminding her that lunch had been forgotten. She’d have to wait for the barbeque, for Ethan would be there in less than an hour to pick her up.

Her stomach tingled at the thought, and Diana frowned at herself. It wasn’t as if it were a date.

Of course it wasn’t a date. She was engaged to Jonathan. Wasn’t she?

With a start, she realized it was the first time she’d thought of him all day, and then in the next moment, realized that she and Ethan shared a similar experience—that of an unfaithful mate. She wondered if Ethan had had the choice whether he would have forgiven his wife and stayed married after finding out about her affair.

And whether she would ever be able to move on from her own experience.

Despite the fact that she shouldn’t be concerned about how she dressed, after her shower, it took much too long to decide what to wear. Finally, she chose a simple maxi-dress from a hanger. It was sea foam green with a halter tie that left her back bare. The skirt was long, just skimming the ground, but the dress flowed and fitted enough to more than hint at what it covered.

She’d barely finished dressing when she heard the front door open. “Hey, anyone in there? It’s me,” called a familiar voice.

Would the man ever learn to knock? But she felt only mild irritation at his presumption, along with a tingle of anticipation that she had no business feeling. “I’m coming,” she called.

When she started down the hall, she didn’t see him anywhere, and it wasn’t until she came upon the den that she realized he’d walked in there to look at the two cards sitting on the ottoman.

“I’m ready to go.” Her voice was cool, but it trailed off when he looked up at her. In fact, her whole insides turned inside out. He sure cleans up well.
A boxy maroon-and-cream woven shirt clung to his chest and shoulders, unbuttoned just enough to show a hint of dark hair under it. His face was tanned from working outside, and his hair was damp and combed into some casual disarray. And that mouth...it tipped up in a faint smile, echoed by the crinkles at the corners of his eyes.

Ethan stepped away from the ottoman, looking less guilty than satisfied—like the Cheshire cat, she thought suddenly. “I had a thought,” he said, taking the sweater she held.

“About...?”

“Let’s go by water instead of by land.” He closed the front door behind them and waited as she locked it. “Reardon just lives a little way south along the lakeshore. My canoe is down at your dock.” He grinned. “What do you think?”

“Canoe?” Diana stopped. “Oh, I don’t think so—what if we tip over? I don’t want to get wet.”

“We won’t tip over if you don’t stand up. I’m an expert at this.” His eyes danced as he said, “It’ll be relaxing to just paddle down the lake, don’t you think? And it’s a more direct route.”

“That does sound nice,” she said, smiling back at him. “All right.”

His smile turned warmer, and for a moment she wished she hadn’t agreed. It suddenly sounded much too romantic to be paddling down the lake with a man who wasn’t her fiancé. But, geesh, it was just a boat ride.


“What a beautiful place you have,” Diana said as Reardon greeted them at his dock.

Ethan couldn’t argue that. The house and grounds were very welcoming—the perfect place for an outdoor party. The patio stretched a good twenty by twenty feet, and was graced along its edges by large terracotta planters overflowing with bright red flowers (he had no idea what they were called). Several benches were built into the sides of the patio, providing a comfortable place to sit and watch the sun set.

“How long have you lived here? Did you put the patio in yourself?” Ethan’s ears found Diana’s voice unconsciously—even over the screeching greeting of Helen Galliday, who came hobbling up to him with such speed that he feared she’d bowl over mousy Betsy Farr with her cane. Martha Woden trailed along at a much slower pace in the wake of her co-quilter, squinting behind her glasses and carefully placing her own walking stick firmly in the dead center of each tile.

“Good evening ladies.” Ethan gave a little bow and his best charming smile, listening with half an ear to Reardon’s cultured voice. The man had a slight accent, probably from the northwest, but combined with his precise speech it made him sound like a nasally snob.

Or so Ethan thought, listening as the physician explained, “I’ve been here for three years, and the patio was the first thing I did when I moved in. It seemed a shame to waste such a beautiful view of the lake on a mere deck off the house.”

They were skirting along the edge of the patio, and soon they were out of earshot. Ethan, unaccountably irritated that Diana had allowed herself to be led off without a word to him, decided to put her out of his mind and enjoy the evening.

“...so glad you could make it,” Helen Galliday was trumpeting. She curled her claw-like fingers around Ethan’s wrist and started to lead him across the patio. “You must say hi to Doug Horner and his niece, who’s here on vacation and helping out at his office for a few weeks.”

Ethan paused and offered his other arm to the near-sighted Martha, who took it gratefully. Thus, he was able to slow Helen’s freight-train pace and save a few people from having their toes smashed by her helter-skelter cane. Summer was a particularly precarious time to be in the way of Helen’s cane, since sandals and bare feet abounded.

At one end of the patio, Pauline Whitten had settled her generous self in a wrought-iron chair facing Doc Horner, who was effectively blocked into a corner by her. He shot Ethan a look of gratitude as Helen stormed up with her charges.

“Ethan, great to see you again,” Horner said. “How’s that black lab of yours?” He stood, a short, stout man with a bristling moustache and a shock of straight white hair. Ethan thought that if Albert Einstein had been caught in the rain and his famous bushy hair gone flat, he’d have looked just like Doc Horner.

“Cady’s just fine—swimming in the lake, chasing her tennis balls every day, barking at the squirrels and chipmunks. You know, the usual.” He turned to take Pauline Whitten’s soft, pudgy hand tipped with pearl-colored nails. “How are you tonight, Mrs. Whitten?”

“Just fine, Ethan, just fine. What a lovely sunset it’s going to be.”

“Why don’t you sit yourself down right here.” Helen fairly pushed Ethan into a chair she’d wrangled over to their corner, cane and all. “I’ll go fetch Mindy so’s you can meet her.”

Doug Horner gave Ethan a helpless glance and sank back into his chair while Helen stomped off. With a shrug and a good-natured smile, Ethan, too, sat, knowing that his fate—for the time being anyway—had been sealed.


Marc insisted upon giving Diana a complete tour of his large, brick home, and encouraged her to call him by his first name. They finished in the kitchen, where he offered her something to drink.

“White wine would be wonderful,” she accepted, turning toward the four large windows that overlooked the patio. There were about fifteen people out there, many of whom she recognized from the other evening at the restaurant.

“How are you coming with the work at your aunt’s house?” Marc asked, handing her a glass of clear white wine. “I’m sure that den of hers is a project in itself.” He poured his own glass and sipped, then swished it about before swallowing. Pleasure lit his handsome face. “Ah, wonderful. Mantigua, Sonoma Valley, 2003. Beautiful.”

Diana took an experimental drink and silently agreed that it was a good vintage. She stepped toward the windows, automatically seeking Ethan. At first, she couldn’t pick him out, but then she found him sitting in a group of people. His dark head rose above the others clustered in the corner and, through the open window, she heard his laugh carried in on the wind. He seemed comfortable and at ease in the crowd from an older generation. In fact, he always seemed at ease around everyone.

“What were you saying?” she asked politely, turning back to Marc.

“I was merely commenting that your aunt’s den in itself would be quite a project to organize. The last time I was there,” he added, “it was quite...er ….”

“A mess?” Diana laughed. “It still is, although I have started to tackle it. I can’t imagine why she kept all those papers and magazines for so long. I’ve half a mind to just toss it all in a recycling bin.”

Marc relaxed, leaning back against his counter. “That’s probably a good idea—what’s worth something to one person isn’t necessarily a gold mine to the next. Besides, I suppose the fire marshal might have a few concerns if he were to see the condition of that den.” He rolled the stem of his glass between two fingers. “Now, my dear, tell me if I’m being too forward, but what exactly is the situation between you and Dr. Wertinger? Have I even the slightest chance of capturing your attention, or has it all been gobbled up by your cardiologist?”

Diana thought she detected the slightest sneer in his voice at the mention of Jonathan’s profession, but she was more surprised by his forthright question. She’d never imagined someone as handsome and distinguished as Marc Reardon might have any interest in her. “Jonathan and I are engaged,” she told him, ignoring the pang of uncertainty that came with the thought. They were going to get past this bump in the road. Weren’t they? “Although I’m flattered by your interest.”

“Is that so? I thought I detected a bit of...tension between the two of you when we were together on Saturday.” He gave her a warm smile that produced two long creases, one in each cheek, and only slightly warmed his blue eyes. “Perhaps there’s a chance for me after all, no?”

Diana looked away. “You flatter me,” she said evasively, trying not to consider whether he was right or not. Her attention slid to the patio, landing once again on Ethan’s dark head. Silly.
“I’ll wager I’m not the only one who’ll be disappointed in the news that you’re attached.” He took another sip of his wine, his eyes holding hers over the rim of the glass, a spark of humor lighting them. “Helen Galliday has it in her head that it’s her civic duty to match-make the two of us. So consider yourself forewarned.”

Diana smiled. “I’ll try to let her down easily.”

Marc gave a genteel laugh. “That, my dear, is an impossibility—Helen Galliday does not allow herself to be let down. Well, let us rejoin the others, as it’s time to see that the steaks aren’t going to be overcooked. You do like your steak cooked in a civilized manner, and not burned into a hockey puck, I hope?”

Diana couldn’t help another smile. “The bloodier the better,” she agreed. “As long as it doesn’t walk off the plate, I’m fine with it.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” He took her arm to lead her out, but she slipped away.

“I’m going to dash into the powder room before I come out,” she explained, somehow uncomfortable with the idea of re-entering the party on his arm. For some reason, she felt as though he was trying to brand her as his personal guest.

“Of course, my dear. Help yourself to another glass of wine if you like. And why don’t you choose some music to play—the music system is over there.”

Diana chose Frank Sinatra then joined the party, making her way toward Ethan and the group of people with whom he was chatting. As she drew nearer, he looked up at her, then away and back to the young woman sitting next to him.

As Diana approached the group, Helen pulled herself to her feet, obviously preparing to do the appropriate introductions.

“Come on over here, dear,” she ordered, then turned to look over her shoulder at Ethan. “Get her a chair, young man, so she won’t have to stand during Pauline’s long-winded stories. I declare, a body don’t have the energy to wait while she rambles on at the mouth.” Her claw hand gestured toward Diana, while the other grasped her walking stick. “Sit yourself right here, honey, and let me introduce you to Doc Horner and his niece Mindy.”

Mindy was the young woman sitting next to Ethan, and seemed to be looking at him as if she wanted to eat him. Not that Diana could blame the girl. Objectively speaking.

“Now, Doug, say hello to Belinda’s niece,” ordered Helen as she fairly pushed Diana into the chair.

“Glad to meet you finally.” Doug Horner smiled beneath his bristling moustache. “Belindy used to talk about you all the time, and your own law practice down in Boston, and how you’d visit every summer when you was a little girl. She always said her cats would just love to see you—they’d probably want you to take’em home with you to live in Boston.” He gave a wheezy chuckle and his basketball belly shifted.

“Love me?” Diana laughed. “Those cats haven’t come out of hiding for more than ten minutes since I arrived last week. In fact, I don’t know how I’m going to get them to your office Thursday morning for their shots.”

Doug looked at her with a gleam of humor in his gray eyes. “You just tell them you want to take them for a ride. They’ll come quick enough.”

“You said you have a law practice in Boston?” The mellow voice came from the young woman who sat between Ethan and Doc Horner. “What type of law do you practice?”

Diana looked at her, noticing how her long, sleek hair brushed against Ethan’s arm as she leaned forward in interest. And how Ethan didn’t seem to mind. “Medical malpractice, defense,” she replied, trying not to think about how messy her own hair looked. She barely refrained from trying to smooth it with her hand, a nervous habit that stemmed from years of sly comments from her mother—and one that did absolutely no good.

“You defend doctors?” Helen Galliday cried in an accusing voice. “I don’t go to no doctors—they’re all a bunch of charlatans. Belinda told me all about’em. Except for Dr. Reardon, and it took two years before I’d go to see him.”

“I haven’t run into too many physicians that I’d be uncomfortable defending.” She pushed away the thought of Roger Merkovitz, reminding herself that just because he had the personality of a hyena with a stomachache didn’t mean that he wasn’t a good surgeon. When he was sober, she thought sickly. What am I going to do about his case?
Feeling everyone’s attention on her, Diana continued in what she hoped was a low, modulated voice and not a babbling one. “A lot of lawsuits, unfortunately, are brought about by people wanting to make a quick buck. And many patients don’t understand that everyone’s body is different—even inside. The best planning or the most experienced physician can’t guarantee that something unexpected won’t happen.” She glanced at Ethan, who seemed unaccountably interested. “Even though medicine is a science, it has its unknowns—even in routine procedures. So just because something goes wrong, or something unexpected happens, doesn’t mean it’s the fault of the surgeon.”

“Bravo!” A sharp clapping behind drew Diana’s attention to see Marc. “At last, someone who understands the plight of physicians.” His eyes were shrewd as they looked at her with an intensity belied by the smile on his face. “And how long have you been defending those of us who practice the humble art of healing?”

Diana craned her head to look up at him. “I’ve been in practice for seven years, four of which have been solely medical malpractice defense.”

“Why so curious, Marc? Are you in need of Diana’s services?” Ethan’s drawling comment drew her attention toward him.

“No, of course not,” the doctor laughed heartily. “Do you think these ladies here would let me get away with anything untoward?” He winked at Helen Galliday, then turned to glance across the patio. “I see I’d better check on Robert and make sure he’s not burning those steaks.” He turned his wrist to look at the Rolex there. “I’d say another ten minutes, and the food will be done. Until then, please excuse me.”

Diana heard a burst of low laughter next to her and turned.

“I think you’re probably right,” Mindy was saying as she looked up at Ethan with bright eyes. Surprised to feel a funny twist in her stomach, she turned at a sharp pain in her shoulder.

“Aren’t you listening to me, young lady?” The pain in Diana’s shoulder was from Helen Galliday’s iron fingernail. “I said we’d like it if you’d stop by the shop next time you’re in town to see what we’re working on.”

It was clearly not a request.

“That would be lovely,” Diana gushed, studiously ignoring the low-voiced conversation between Ethan and Mindy—but trying to listen at the same time. “I have to bring Motto and Arty in to see Doc Horner on Thursday—are you ladies in on Thursdays?”

“We’ll make sure we are,” Pauline Whitten promised before Helen could speak. “I can reschedule my Scrabble game so I can be there. I don’t generally like to miss my games on Thursdays—I have a 1500 ranking, you know—but I’d make an exception for you, dearie. Either way, I’d sure like you to do a couple stitches on Bee’s block, if you could spare the time. She spoke often of you, and it would be nice if you could lend a hand in her memory.”

Diana nodded. “I’ll do that. But, remember,” she said, raising her eyebrows at Helen, “I can’t promise any expertise with the needle.”

“Don’t you worry none about that,” she grumbled, “it’s not as if the rest of them know what they’re doin’ anyway.”

And on that note, the chime of a gong reverberated, calling them to dinner.


Some time later, Ethan gathered up Diana’s purse and the sweater she’d left by the group of quilters. The sun was low and the sky had become a dark, rich blue. Reardon had lit outside lanterns along with citronella candles, and the loud voices of the party had begun to wind down.

Diana had been sitting by Marc and another couple since the food was served. Ethan told himself he wasn’t the least bit irritated that she’d barely spoken to him all evening, but it was time to leave. Cady needed to be let out—or at least, that was the excuse he’d use. The lab had an iron bladder and could go for ten hours if necessary.

His so-called date craned her head back to look up at him as he approached. “Oh,” she said, rising immediately, “I was just thinking about you.”

He looked into her eyes, dark now in the low light. “Were you?” He didn’t mean for his voice to rumble low and be filled with meaningful interest, but there it was. And her response—eyes widening in surprise and a little confusion—was just fine with him. There was something about Diana that made him want to set her off balance whenever possible. Shake up that stiff lawyerly attitude and give her something to think about other than the boring cardiologist. “Want to give me the details?”

“I meant I was thinking about getting back,” she said. “Thank you for a wonderful dinner,” she told Reardon.

The doctor rose and extended his hand to Ethan. His grip was smooth and his palm dry as a bone. “I hope you enjoyed yourself.” He turned to Diana, a smile crossing his lips. “I’m glad you were able to make it, my dear.”

Reardon made a point of settling Diana in the canoe, facing the rear and Ethan climbed in the back. “Good night,” he called, pushing them away from the dock.

“Good night.” Their host’s voice carried easily across the widening expanse of water as they drifted out into the silent, black lake. Even the wave-runners and motorboats had gone in for the night.

For a moment, there was only the fading sound of the last of Reardon’s guests, and the light shining down from his patio. Then, the soft plop of the paddle into the water and a quiet dripping as Ethan changed sides with the oar. The light from shore grew fainter, leaving only the moon and stars and the disappearing sun to light the darkness.

Tall trees made a dark, forbidding fringe along the shoreline, and there were occasional splashes of light from houses or docks. But most of the illumination came from the quickly darkening western horizon. A streak of bright red glazed the sky where the sun had just dropped behind the forest, and then it, too, faded.

A loon called out, sending a shiver of familiarity down Ethan’s spine, and its cry was joined by a whippoorwill and chirping crickets: the sounds of Maine in the summer.

They moved silently through the water, the oar cutting into its blackness with clean, smooth strokes. After awhile, he drew the paddle from the water and rested it across his thighs, letting the canoe drift. He was, he realized, in no hurry to get back.

Diana’s silhouette only hinted at her features in the dim light, but he could picture the wide, full curve of her mouth with no trouble at all. The moonlight gleamed over her ivory shoulders, and earlier, he’d admired the slender line of her back bared by the halter dress as she walked away with Reardon. Now she sat on the canoe bench, facing him with her knees drawn up and her feet resting on one of the boat’s struts. He could see the soft ripples the breeze made, playing with her skirt and that thick, sexy hair.

She’d surprised him yesterday with her integrity, apologizing for thinking the worst of him—perhaps even restoring a bit of his faith in the female gender. Watching her tonight talking passionately and intelligently about her work, and the way she kindly yet firmly managed the abrasive Helen Galliday had further eased his misgivings about her. And the exchange in her kitchen yesterday, when they were talking about his divorce...there’d been something there.

Something he hadn’t felt for a woman in a long time. Ethan drew in a long, deep breath.

When he shifted in his seat, the boat rocked slightly, making a soft little splash. He hadn’t felt this depth of attraction for a woman since he first met Jenny, and the knowledge that Diana was with another man was the only thing that kept him from making a move. Moratorium or no.

Rerouting his thoughts, he reminded himself that he was spending time with her only to further his research. “Would you like your sweater?” he asked, breaking the silence as he donned his scientist’s hat.

Diana turned from her contemplation of the stars, bringing her classic profile into a full-faced view. Now he could make out the dark recesses of her eyes and a hint of chin and lips. “I am a little chilly, thanks.”

She didn’t ask him why he’d stopped paddling, nor did she seem to mind that they simply drifted—odd for a woman so hesitant about taking the canoe in the first place. Not that he minded in the least. She was a lot more approachable now that she’d mellowed out a bit.

“Did you enjoy yourself tonight?” Ethan asked as he picked up the sweater and leaned toward the center of the boat to hand it to her.

She shifted in a delicate shrug. “The food was good, the atmosphere was beautiful, and Marc was an interesting host.” She draped the sweater over her shoulders, Jackie O-style, and clasped her hands in her lap.

“He’s more uptight than a robot. I’ve never seen the man unbend.” Ethan laughed quietly, but the sound still carried over the water.

Diana’s smile gleamed in the darkness. “I think that’s an understatement. For someone who’s making a pass at you to sound as though they’re chatting with the queen over tea is pretty bad.”

“Reardon made a pass at you?”

She giggled—an unlikely sound coming from the Diana he’d come to know—and he was charmed. Maybe that glass of wine she’d been holding had loosened her up a bit. “I guess you’d call it that. It was pretty formal to be called a come-on. I think it went sort of like, ‘if all of your affections haven’t been spoken for, may I have the opportunity to try for some?’ or something pompous like that.” She drew the sweater closer about her throat. “I can’t say I’ve ever been hit on so politely before.”

“You shut him down ruthlessly, I’m sure,” he teased.

She turned so that the wind caught her full in the face, allowing the breeze to lift and toss her thick hair. “I told him that I was with Jonathan.”

He zeroed in on the odd note in her voice. “Aren’t you?”

“Yes. Of course. That’s why I said that.”

But that strange tone was still there. Ethan couldn’t help but recall that he’d noticed some remoteness between Diana and her companion at the Grille on Saturday night. At the time, he’d chalked it up to her general aloof demeanor, but now he wondered. And he wondered how to broach the subject without sounding predatory or accusing.

Silence reigned between them for a moment. Again, there was only the cry of the loon and the occasional plop of the oar sliding into the water as he adjusted their path. He would have been lulled by the peacefulness if he weren’t so damned aware of her.

At last he spoke. “Have you looked up the meaning of those two cards you have lying out in the den?”

Diana’s shoulders drew up and he felt the tension emanating from across the boat. “Of course not. I told you, I don’t pay any attention to those things.”

“Would you like to know what they mean?”

Diana didn’t respond. Ethan continued to paddle, debating with himself. Was he pushing her too hard? He’d looked up the two cards when he got home after mowing the lawn yesterday. They’d still been sitting out in the den today when he picked her up for the barbeque, and he knew although she wouldn’t admit it, she’d been messing around with them.

“The Wheel of Fortune indicates a turning point in one’s life,” he spoke quietly, suddenly realizing that he very possibly was broaching the subject of her relationship with Wertinger. It gave him the determination to gently persist. “It suggests that one is experiencing a change—such as in a relationship—or becoming aware of a larger picture...or even learning one’s true role or purpose in life.”

When Diana didn’t speak, he continued, trying to keep his tone conversational. “The interesting thing is that the Two of Swords is an opposing card—it’s very odd that you should pull those two up together.”

“I didn’t pull them up.” Her words were defensive, but he detected a note of uncertainty in them. Her body language confirmed it, as her shoulders rounded and her hands fidgeted, drawing the sweater closer about her.

“The Two of Swords alludes to someone being at a stalemate, or having blocked emotions and denying one’s true feelings. It can even mean that someone is avoiding the truth.” He let those words sink in for a few moments, struck again at how oddly appropriate those two cards could be for her now. A little zip of excitement skittered down his spine. There could actually be something to this. Were the cards actually guiding her without her conscious participation? “What were you concentrating on when you drew those cards, Diana? Think about it.”

She bent forward, resting her head on her raised knees. “I didn’t draw them, Ethan.” Her voice wavered, muffled in her skirt. “I didn’t!”

He noticed with a shock that her shoulders were quaking. “Diana, are you all right?” he asked, setting the oar aside and moving toward the other end of the canoe. He balanced himself with one foot on either side of the gunwale, holding onto the sides of the canoe. Crouching, he took careful steps until he reached her. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

Any other words he may have uttered froze in his throat as he became wholly, startlingly aware of her—her nearness, her scent, the soft brush of her skirt against his legs. Ethan tentatively touched her head, his fingers sinking into the depths of her hair and sliding down the back of her skull. “Diana, I’m sorry.”

She raised her face, inches from him, and he could see tears glittering in her eyes. He was shocked that the cool facade had been stripped from her face, and naked emotion—fear, pain, confusion—shone in her moonlit features.

“My head hurts,” she managed to say, agony lacing her voice. “It’s pounding...so badly...and I think I may be going to get sick.”

Guilt surged through him. All the time he’d been badgering her, the migraine had been working its way to the surface. Why hadn’t she said anything? “Honey, I’m sorry,” he said again, taking another excuse to touch her. “Can I get your meds out of your purse? Can you take them without water?”

She shook her head, huddling back into her lap. “No.” Her voice was muffled with pain.

Ethan turned quickly, gingerly, and hurried back to the end of the canoe as the boat rocked with his haste. But he was careful—the last thing she needed was to get dumped in the lake. He picked up the paddle and began to make clean, strong strokes. The boat surged through the water.

Fortunately, they weren’t far from Belinda’s dock and only moments later, he was helping her out of the tipsy canoe. “This way,” he said, putting an arm around her warm, bare shoulders.

Through a haze of pain, Diana made her feet move in the requisite direction, and she stumbled as they started up the gravel path. Before she could protest, Ethan swept her up, gathering her against a solid chest. As his strong arms encircled her, she allowed her head to drop onto the front of his shoulder. His steps were sure and smooth, and she closed her eyes, trying to relax against the pain.

She felt the bob and sway of their progress up the path, the easy ebb and flow that jolted her close to him then lifted her away. Her cheek rested on the nubby material of his shirt, and when she drew in a deep breath centered on diffusing the pain from her temples, she caught his scent—that deep, masculine essence that seemed comforting and invigorating all at once. She was huddled in his arms, one arm around the back of his neck and the other flat on his chest, and she felt his stride changing as they neared the top of the incline.

“Almost there.” His voice was quiet and steady in her ear, unencumbered by labored breaths, and whispering over the sensitive skin of her cheek. Diana shivered as a sensation zipped down her spine, causing him to ask, “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” was all she could say. Her mouth almost brushed the warmth of his neck, and she turned slightly away, acutely aware that beneath her overriding misery was a strong flare of attraction toward him.

“I’m going to have to set you down,” he said, stepping onto the porch. “Do you know where your keys are?” His voice was more gentle than she’d ever heard it, and he set her carefully, as if she were made of the most fragile glass, on the porch swing. “Are they in your bag?”

Diana had managed to unzip the small leather pouch and pulled the jangling mass of keys from its depths. Ethan took them as she continued to rummage in the bag, searching for the bottle of medication that she always carried with her. By the time he had the door open, she’d found it and pulled herself to her feet.

Diana tottered into the house, the nausea welling more strongly now that she was ambulatory. Ethan brushed past her on his way to the kitchen. “Sit down,” he ordered. “I’ll get you something to drink.”

She turned gratefully into the nearest room—the den—and stumbled over to the settee. She pressed her hand to her mouth to keep from gagging as nausea surged and roiled. By the time she’d settled herself on the sofa, Ethan was there, fitting a glass of water into her palm.

She gulped two capsules and the water and allowed Ethan to take the glass from her limp fingers. Resting her head back against the couch, she closed her eyes as she heard him turn on the lamp with a soft click. “Thank you.”

Without speaking, Ethan sat next to her, jolting the small sofa. She became aware of his hand resting lightly on top of hers, and the warm, solid weight was surprisingly comforting.

There was silence for a long while, and if he hadn’t been sitting next to her, Diana would have thought he’d left. When the pain eased and she opened her eyes, she found him watching her steadily from his end of the settee.

“Better now?”

Diana nodded, suddenly very aware of his nearness and the blatant heat in his eyes. In the low yellow glow of the lamp, he looked even more handsome than usual, his even features soft and sensual. She shifted in her seat to shake off the intense awareness, her heart thumping crazily, and looked away from him—anywhere but at those steady, deep brown eyes fringed by thick, curling lashes.

By some misfortune, her gaze landed on the two Tarot cards that remained in their places on the ottoman, and Ethan’s attention obviously followed hers, for he said, “Those cards are very interesting.”

“Coincidence,” she said firmly, leaning forward to scoop them up despite the flashes of light still blurring her vision. She bent further to pick up the mahogany box on the floor and, flipping its lid off, slid the cards into the recesses of the small chest.

“How often do you have migraines like this?”

“Hardly ever anymore,” she replied, relieved by the change of subject. “But I’ve been having them much more frequently in the last week. And they’ve been more intense, coming on more quickly than I can ever remember. Maybe there’s something in the air up here,” she added with a little laugh that choked off when she realized what she’d said.

Ethan gave her a significant look. “I was thinking the same thing.”

But Diana was already violently rejecting the idea—whatever it was. “I’m under a lot of stress,” she explained. “With work, and...other stuff.”

“Diana...at the risk of infuriating you, I’d like to suggest something.” He grinned crookedly, but his eyes became wary.

“Infuriating me?”

“Sometimes migraines are the result of an inability, or an unwillingness, to allow parts of the unconscious to surface to the conscious mind.” His gaze searched hers as he continued, “It’s possible you have migraines because you’re suppressing something from your consciousness.”

Diana drew herself up, a hum of disbelief starting to sing through her veins. “What are you saying?”

Ethan didn’t mince words. “It’s possible you’re suppressing any precognitive abilities that you may have, and the result is your migraines. Wait, wait, wait.” He held up a hand to ward off her heated reply. “Will you just listen to me for a minute? I’ve never met anyone so stubborn,” he muttered to himself.

“Look,” he continued, “you seem to be having them more often lately, and they’re stronger. Now, take a look at what’s changed in your life. Your aunt passed away, you’ve come to the country...and you’re trying like hell to believe that what’s happening with these Tarot cards means nothing.” He leveled a steady look. “I believe it’s more than likely these things are related, whether you want to concur or not.”

“Your theory is absurd, Doctor Tannock—it has so many holes in it, I could use it to drain pasta,” she said coolly. “There are many things happening in my professional and personal life right now that could cause an excess of stress and tension. It has nothing to do with those cards, or anything here. I’ve been having these migraines for years—long before I ever picked up the Tarot.”

Just then, a shrill brrrringg! cut the silence, causing Diana to jolt. She eyed the ugly black phone, which was on the table next to Ethan.

It was either Jonathan...or it wasn’t. But it was after eleven o’clock. Who else would be calling here? She remembered the phone call from last night, when there was no one there. It could be another prank call, or the caller could be Jonathan. Either way ….

“Answer it. Will you?” she said in a rush, fully aware of what she was doing.

With an odd look of comprehension, Ethan picked up the phone. “Hello.” There was a pause, then he said, “Yes, she’s here. Who’s calling?”

Diana didn’t need Ethan to convey the message, for Jonathan’s irate tones were audible. Her insides were jumping and twisting, for she knew she’d just crossed a chasm, making a leap from which she and Jonathan might never recover.

Wordlessly, she held out her hand for the receiver. “Hi Jonathan,” she said.

“Who is that?” he demanded. “I’ve been calling you all night, and you haven’t answered your cell phone either. What’s a man doing at your house this late?”

“Definitely not the same thing Valerie the Voracious Vixen was doing in your hotel room in Atlantic City,” Diana said much more calmly than she felt.

“Diana,” he gasped, his shock reverberating over the wire. “When are you going to let that go? I told you, I made a mistake. Is this—is this some revenge play? So you can get even with me?” He heaved a deep, wounded sigh. “I guess I can understand it, Diana-baby. And if that’s what it takes for you to get over this, then I guess I have no choice.”

She avoided looking at Ethan as she replied, “Think what you like, Jonathan.” Then she lapsed into silence—a powerful place to be. Waiting for him to speak.

“Diana,” he said again, a little more strongly this time. “When are you coming home? I miss you,” he added, his voice softening. “Please...I don’t know how you think we can work this out with you gone like this.”

“I don’t think I’ll be here for more than another week,” she said.

“Another week?” His voice rose. “What’s Merkovitz going to say about you ignoring him?”

“Merkovitz? I haven’t been ignoring him,” she retorted. Her insides tightened at the unpleasant reminder. “And what does Merkovitz have to do with us?”

“If he’s not happy, then word gets around,” Jonathan warned. “It could affect your reputation.”

“Merkovitz’s case is well in hand. Thank you for your concern,” she told him. “Now, I’m tired and ready to go to sleep. Is there anything else?”

“No,” he said flatly. Then, again, his voice softened, “I miss you, Diana. I love you. Come home soon to me. Please?”

“Good night, Jonathan,” she said, and reached across Ethan to hang up the phone. Only after the receiver settled into place did she look at him.

“Valerie the Voracious Vixen?” he asked, raising his brows.

Diana couldn’t contain a little smile. “That’s one of the more polite things I’ve called her.” She bit her lip and then, suddenly feeling utterly awkward and exposed, rose from the settee. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything tonight.”

Ethan stood, still watching her. She could fairly feel the curiosity and unspoken questions rolling off him, and appreciated it when he only said, “I guess I’ll be heading home now.”

She started out of the den, intent on walking him to the door and sending him on his way. But her palms felt damp and something alive seemed to be squiggling around in her stomach, not at all unpleasantly. In fact, it was warm and expectant, and it made her feel flushed and on-edge.

The cool air of summer night wafted in the front door, bringing the scent of lake and tiger lilies. She paused, waiting for him to walk past her and out so she could shut and lock it. But instead of walking through, he stopped next to her.

Diana’s heart began to thump harder as she looked up at him, and it was all she could do to keep from backing away. His eyes were dark, glittering with some intense emotion. “Have a good night,” she said nervously. “Thank you again.”

“Don’t you think we ought to make this mutually beneficial?” he asked, his voice low and tinged with irony. His gaze seemed to pin her there, against the wall in the narrow hallway.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I mean, if you’re going to use me as a deterrent to your boyfriend, or a pawn in your game of revenge, I think it’s only right,” he said, reaching for her, “that I actually earn the reputation.” He closed his hands around her elbows, tugging her so close that her skirt flowed around his legs. “Don’t you, Diana?”

She couldn’t move, even when she saw that his attention had fixed on her mouth—the mouth that she knew was parted slightly, moist from the tip of her nervous tongue...and waiting in anticipation for his to close over it. “I...I ….” she breathed, unable to find the words to silence him. Her heart was ramming hard and loud in her chest, and a flush of heat surged up through her body.

“That’s what I thought,” he murmured, his face moving closer, filling her vision.

His lips were soft and sensual, coaxing her to relax against him. They caressed her mouth lightly at first, teasing her, playing with the taste and texture of her lips.

Diana settled her hands against him, against his solid chest, feeling the warmth and firm shift of muscle beneath. That lively squiggling in her belly turned to heat and pleasure, rolling through her, spiraling down to her core. Embraced by firm, powerful arms, she turned her face up to receive his mouth fully, their lips and tongues tangling in a sleek, passionate dance. His hair felt soft and thick around her fingers, his shoulders spanned wide and muscular beneath her palm.

When he moved from her mouth, trailing his lips to the curve of her jaw, to whisper her name near her ear, Diana realized she was sagging weakly, her body plastered to him, the wall pressing into her spine. Shocked at the way she’d lost track of herself, she pushed against him, stepping out of the circle of his embrace.

Ethan looked down at her with hot eyes, his chest rising and falling, his lips full and damp from her. She pressed a hand to her own swollen mouth and tried to pull her emotions and thoughts back to where she was.

“Well, then,” he murmured in a low, rough voice. “That was a good start.” He started to reach for her again, but she slipped away.

“Do you feel better now?” she asked with a little bite in her voice.

“Not precisely,” he replied, still looking at her with dark intensity, and she felt her stomach flip over at the desire in his gaze. It couldn’t be meant for you, she heard a nasty little voice say. “But if that’s what’s going to happen when you use me to get back at your boyfriend, I’m not going to complain.”

“I didn’t—I wasn’t ….” Her voice trailed off. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry for that,” he said. His eyes slid over her, as sure and heavy as if he touched her with his hands. “I’m not.”

“Ethan,” she said, struggling to keep her composure. “I didn’t mean—I mean, this doesn’t mean anything. Jonathan is still—” She crossed her arms over her middle as a shield against him. “Everything was innocent until...you ….” Her voice trailed off. Her lips were still throbbing, and there were other areas of her body that were pulsing as well. “I think you’d better go.”

He gave her one last steady look, then a curt nod. “All right. Good night, Diana.”

SEVEN
 
Diana glanced at the shiny black phone as she stirred the pasta she was making for dinner. It had been silent all day—the first time, she realized, since she’d come to Damariscotta just over a week ago.

No, she hadn’t expected Ethan to call. He wouldn’t. He’d just come over, and walk right into the house.

Not that he had any reason to do so. She reached up to touch her lips more than once, remembering that long, hot kiss. No, he didn’t have any reason to come here. Not while she was still tied up with Jonathan. And even if she wasn’t.

It was a kiss. One, simple, hot, crazy kiss.

Jonathan hadn’t called since Ethan answered the phone late last night...and she wasn’t certain how she felt about that. She wasn’t certain how she felt about anything regarding Jonathan anymore. Hard to believe that a month ago, she was deliriously happy that she’d found a man to marry her—something her mother had despaired of ever happening, something that Diana herself had wondered about. Which was why she’d thrown herself so firmly into building her practice.

But now, she realized, she was rather enjoying her life without Jonathan in it. She hadn’t missed him at all.

After working on the Desai case in the morning, Diana tackled more of the den in the afternoon as a way to distract herself from...things. She found a stack of Aunt Belinda’s private journals during her bout of cleaning—as well as some curious information.

She’d been going through the bills to find the most pressing ones and found several statements for medical services. The odd thing was that none of them were for visits to Marc Reardon—they were all with a general practice physician fifty miles away, in Portland.

Diana recognized the procedure codes as ones for office visits and some general testing—blood work, a stress test, cholesterol screening and a hearing exam. Upon closer examination, she saw that they were dated over the last six months. Then, she found two more statements for recent physician visits with Marc Reardon. It seemed as if Belinda was being treated by two different physicians, making the drive to one fifty miles away for the same tests and consults she was having with Reardon. Second opinions were normal, but generally those were with specialists, not a general practitioner like Reardon.

As she made dinner later that evening, Diana mulled over those medical statements as well as her time frame for returning to Boston. Despite what she’d told Jonathan last night, she hadn’t made a decision about when she’d return.

She’d been telling herself she was preparing the house to be sold, but in the back of her mind, something bothered her about that plan. If she sold, she’d feel a little like she was betraying Aunt Belinda. But what in the world would she do with an old house in the middle of Maine?

A house on the lake and you wonder what to do with it? Her own thoughts surprised Diana and she stopped dead in the kitchen, holding her plate of pasta in one hand and a glass of wine in the other. She would never have thought it of herself, but the time away from the crazy stresses of her professional and social life back home was a welcome change. Despite the odd things that had been happening, she was actually enjoying the opportunity to relax and be carefree.

The thought struck her suddenly: The Fool.

Hadn’t that been the first card she’d seen from the Tarot deck? And hadn’t her first thought been that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt as carefree as the Fool seemed?

A shiver ran across the back of her shoulders and the hair on the nape of her neck prickled. She placed her dinner on the table and contemplated the absurd, ludicrous, impossible thought that the card—which had fallen randomly from the deck—had a pointed meaning in her life.

The second, and most insistent “random” card had been The High Priestess.
“Look beyond the obvious,” Ethan had said it meant. “Open your mind ….” And that card, Diana reminded herself as the queer feeling rumbling in her stomach became more insistent, had turned up five times.

Five times. For that to be mere coincidence stretched even the boundaries of Diana’s pragmatic mind.

Don’t sell the house,she thought suddenly. It would make a nice retreat. It’s not that far from Boston—only a few hours, and it would be nice to have a place to take the kids—
Whoa! She tried to stop the thought, but it roared in from nowhere and would not be ignored.

She slid into her chair at the table and looked unseeingly at her plate of food. Two children, she thought—maybe three...and suddenly, a picture, as clear and tangible as a photograph, flashed into her mind: two small dark-haired boys and toddling little girl chasing a big, dark dog, and Diana herself laughing at them, joining the chase over an expanse of green grass….

She shook her head with violence, dismantling the vision and refocusing on her dinner...but the pain had already started to throb behind her eyes.

“No,” she moaned, concentrating, concentrating so hard on wrapping fettuccine around her fork. But it was too late. Though she forced herself to eat some of her dinner, the migraine had settled in her head with a vengeance.


When Diana opened her eyes after the storm of pain, she found herself lying on the settee. Blinking, squeezing her eyes shut, then opening them again, she struggled to sit up.

It was dark outside and she could hear the chirping crickets and the faint cry of a loon. The house was in darkness, and there wasn’t enough moon to shine through the windows.

Nervousness clutched her middle as she swung her feet off the couch and fumbled for the switch of the lamp on the piecrust table. It took a moment, but she found the chain and yanked, and a soft glow broke the darkness.

“Motto?” she called, suddenly wanting to know that she wasn’t completely alone. “Arty? Here kitty!” This time, her falsetto wavered and cracked.

Silence hung over the house like a pall, and Diana stood, wondering why her mouth was so dry. She’d taken two steps toward the kitchen when the phone rang.

Her heart jumped into her throat at the sudden noise, and she hurried to answer the ugly black phone, just to hear another human’s voice. “Hello?” She picked it up, interrupting the second shrill ring.

Silence.

“Hello?” she said again, hating that her voice sounded desperate.

More silence.

“Is anyone there?” she tried again.

Suddenly, the dial tone blared rudely into her ear.

Her fingers were shaking when she let the receiver drop onto its cradle, and Diana had to swallow back a moan of fear. She ran to the front door and checked the lock, which was bolted firmly. All the windows were locked, upstairs and down, and the back door as well.

Diana turned on lights as she went, wanting the house to be a bright talisman against the night and against the ugliness of the voice out there. The remains of her uneaten dinner sat innocently in the kitchen, but all vestiges of hunger had disappeared.

Looking at the phone, she debated calling Joe Cap to report the incident, but decided it could wait until morning when she took the cats to the vet. It’s just a prank call. Some kids fooling around.
But someone broke into your house.
But they can’t get in. I’m locked up tightly. And I have Uncle Tracer’s gun.
Speaking of which...she went back to the den to get the rifle and turn off the lights. The sight of the settee reminded her of her earlier migraine. It had been the strongest one she could ever remember having, and it had obviously put her out of commission for hours.

A shiver jolted through her and queasiness started in her stomach. The image that flashed through her mind just before the onset of the headache—the vision of herself chasing three children and a big dog—flashed back. A big dog? She didn’t even like dogs. And she was afraid of the big ones.

She reached to pull the chain and turn off the light, but her attention was caught by the mahogany box and the small collection of books she’d placed next to it: Aunt Belinda’s journals.

Almost before she realized it, Diana had picked up one of the books and began to leaf through the pages from twenty years earlier. From when she’d been much younger, and so had Aunt Bee.

And she began to read.

Much later, Diana set the battered, leather-bound book down, her heart lodged painfully in her throat. She felt light-headed and queasy. The hair on her nape prickled, and blood hummed in her head. It can’t be, she thought frantically. This is too weird!
For once, Motto seemed to have found her presence acceptable, and he was curled up into a corner of the settee. Diana reached blindly for the cat, picking up ten pounds of dead weight and burying her chin in the fur. She stared across the room, seeing but not really seeing the stacks of papers and books, ignoring Motto’s low, throat-growls.

When the snobbish feline decided her presence was no longer necessary, she struggled out of Diana’s arms. The warmth that had been the bundle of cat left Diana, and she felt chilly, and lonely. She picked up the journal again, forcing herself to read the entry that had stopped her world.

“July 23, 1989. Diana has the Gift! Praise God, it is true without a shadow of a doubt! Little James Bettinger and his mama Rose were over, and the two children were playing with blowing soap bubbles.
Diana scampered up to me, cute as could be, and said, “Aunt Belinda, I know when Uncle Tracer is going to die. I saw it in a bubble.” I looked at her, surprised, and asked, “What did you see?” “I saw his gravestone and it said January 16, 1992.”
Before I could say another word, she ran off to blow more bubbles! My heart did not stop pounding for hours after—to have such a Gift! It seemed effortless for her. And my poor Tracer...I cannot hope but that she is wrong, but for her to see it with such clarity....
Well, I cannot write of my grief for his loss before it should happen, but I thank God that I have had this moment of foresight. At least I will have the chance to make our next two and half years together as wonderful as they may be...and should Diana be wrong, well, then I’ll be a relieved and happy woman on January 17, 1992. I shall write more on this later.”
Diana closed the journal, keeping her forefinger as a bookmark. Tears welled in her eyes. Thanks to Victoria, she’d learned long after the fact that Uncle Tracer had succumbed to cancer’s death grip on that date in 1992. But more importantly, she didn’t remember telling her aunt what she had seen in a bubble years earlier, at the age of ten.

“I couldn’t have known that,” she said aloud to Arty, who was just poking his salmon-colored nose around the corner of the desk. “Could she have been mistaken? Could she have misunderstood me?” The cat shot across the room, pouncing on Motto, ignoring Diana’s question.

She opened the journal again. Perhaps if she read further, she’d find an explanation for this unsettling entry.

The next few days’ entries were mundane, mentioning the things Diana had done with Aunt Belinda during that first summer’s visit—fishing, weeding the garden, swimming—as well as a few readings she had done using her Tarot cards. These last items were interesting enough—especially one entry which read:

“July 30, 1989. I had an odd vision today when I was doing a quick spread of cards. I saw a large explosion in my mind, near a big body of water. I had posed the question ‘What will happen today?’ as an experiment, and kept my mind blank.
After I laid out the cards, and I spent a moment concentrating, the explosion happened as if I were watching it on TV. It was a large building, perhaps a factory or a warehouse, and it was on a shoreline. There were other buildings next to it. I don’t know what it meant, or where it was, or even if it really happened.
And then, the entry for the following day:

“July 31, 1989. I was reading the New York Times today and saw mention of a large warehouse having burned down yesterday. I immediately thought of my vision—could that have been what I saw during that spread? It was near the docks, so the article said. I’ll never know for certain, I suppose, but it may be true.
There was little mention of Diana herself in the ensuing entries—little but passing references to what they had done on a given day—and certainly no further comment about her “Gift”.

As Diana read on, she found that Aunt Belinda learned that when she did a Tarot spread to answer the question “What will happen today?” she would often see a vision or get the impression of something that had actually happened. Aunt Belinda learned to scour the newspaper, looking for reference to her vision—and when she didn’t find an answer in the New York Times or the Boston Globe, she began to increase her subscriptions to periodicals from all over the country. There seemed to be no particular geographic location or type of event that figured in the spread of cards.

That explains the piles of newspapers, and the circled articles, Diana thought, glancing at the papers stacked against the far wall of the den.

She read on, covering several years, where Aunt Belinda’s journal entries had become sparse.

At last, she came to another entry, this written in the angry scrawl of an unhappy person.

“August 14, 1991. Victoria is being ridiculous! After three years, I finally told her about Diana’s Gift and she told me that it was absurd and made me promise not to speak of it to her daughter again! She refused to listen to anything I had to say—she refused to even allow me to tell her about Diana’s prediction of Tracer’s death and about the car accident in Dublin.
‘I want your promise that you won’t show her those cards of yours anymore,’ she said, ‘and don’t even speak of fortune telling in her presence! I don’t want her to grow up like some kind of gypsy who thinks she can make a living reading crystal balls!’ Fortune-telling! I have never been so insulted—and so hurt!—in all my life! Is that what Geoffrey’s wife thinks of me? That I spend my time reading crystal balls in a dingy tent at county fairs? Or that I do séances in my office? I wish there was a way for her to understand that I did not ask for this Gift, nor did I even want it at first...but now I’ve come to respect it and have learned that I should thank the Lord for it.
“Tomorrow, Victoria is taking Diana home, and the last thing she said before she went up to bed was, ‘If you don’t promise not to speak of this again, I’ll not have her visit you again! I’ll find someone else to take her during the summer!’”
So that was the reason Diana hadn’t come back to visit Aunt Belinda the following summer, when she was fourteen. That would have been after Uncle Tracer died, after Diana’s prediction had come true.

Impossible. I couldn’t have known that.
She pulled abruptly to her feet, trying to shake off the unsettling feeling that her aunt was either delusional or that she, Diana, had at one time predicted her great-uncle’s death. A violent shiver overtook her limbs, then coiled around and around to settle, sharp and hard, in her belly in the form of queasiness. She felt light-headed, as though a chill wind was bearing down on the nape of her neck.

It can’t be true, she told herself over and over—repeating the mantra as she made her way from the den and its eeriness to her bedroom. Even if at one time I did predict Uncle Tracer’s death—it could have been a guess, or a coincidence even, but even if I did predict it, I don’t have the ability any longer. I haven’t seen any visions in bubbles, or puddles of water, or mirrors—or crystal balls, for that matter—since then. It must have been a fluke.
Diana pulled on her nightshirt and walked into the bathroom to brush her teeth. She went through the motions automatically, in a fog, trying to banish the unsettling thoughts. How could it be?

As she returned to her room, still unable to escape her horrified thoughts, the answer came...and suddenly all of the tension drained out of her.

Aunt Belinda! It was Aunt Belinda who’d had the prediction of Uncle Tracer’s death—and because it was so traumatic for her, she somehow projected it upon Diana.

A relieved smile curved her face as she once more crawled into bed. That explained everything—why Diana had never had a vision or image since then, and why she didn’t remember telling her aunt about the prediction. That was because she’d never had it!

Diana drew in a deep breath and let it out in a welcome, soothing sigh. That explained it all. She wasn’t crazy, there was nothing going on with her mind that she couldn’t control—she wasn’t making predictions about people dying.

It was all Aunt Belinda.

That night, her dreams took a different approach. Real and unsettling, but not the least bit frightening ….A scrap of newspaper appeared in every venue of her nocturnal images—first in what must have been Aunt Belinda’s den, but was designed more like a Dr. Seuss world, with curving buildings reminiscent of Manet’s “The Scream” painting and in bold, ugly colors...and then in her own office back in Boston, this one more realistic but still a bit warped...and finally, fluttering through a room crowded with people celebrating something: Aunt Belinda, Jonathan, Ethan, Pauline Whitten, Marc Reardon, Doc Horner and Mindy, his niece...and even the cats.

The cats.
Diana awoke, sitting upright with the dread realization: somehow, she had to get the aloof felines to the vet. Today. She collapsed back onto her pillow and closed her eyes. Ugh.


Ethan tossed the tennis ball straight into the air so high that it sang through the topmost branches of a pine, then caught it when it came whistling back down. He threw the neon yellow ball up again, flickering a glance at an at-attention Cady, who was frozen, poised to take off after it should he pitch it horizontally.

“Ready?” he asked, excitement tingeing his voice. Cady’s ears perked up and her eyes brightened even more, riveted on the ball. Ethan wound up and fired the ball over the lab’s head, toward the lake.

Cady was after it like a shot, thrashing through the forest down to the water. Ethan stood, hands on his hips, watching her black tail spiral down the incline. It was only mid-morning, and he felt like he needed to do something worthwhile today...something worthwhile like seeing Diana Iverson.

Ethan looked up at the towering pines that enclosed the clearing that was his yard. He was more than a bit disgusted with himself and the wayward thoughts that continued to creep back to that night—only two nights ago—when he’d taken the perfect opportunity to kiss her. And since then, he’d been distracted from just about everything productive—including sleep.

Hot damn. What a kiss.
But beyond that delicious interlude, Ethan wasn’t certain how he felt about being manipulated. Sort of, anyway. He had been closer to the phone. It was logical for him to answer it.

Still, he knew she’d made the decision deliberately.

Obviously he was correct that there were issues between her and Jonathan, and while part of him would relish it if Diana dumped the pinhead’s ass, he didn’t want to be party to it. Even though his presence with her that night had been completely innocent—well, on her part anyway—he didn’t want to get involved.

But Ethan’s tolerance for infidelity was nil, and clearly Jonathan Wertinger had already crossed that line. So the guy should get what he deserved.

But Ethan didn’t want to be Jonathan Wertinger’s leftovers, either. Regardless of how appetizing they were.

Cady came racing up the slope, dripping wet, ball clutched in the back of her jaws. She pranced proudly in front of Ethan, circled him four times, squatted to pee, then paused to shake the water from her short fur. Then she dropped the ball at his feet.

Ethan picked up the ball, firing it toward the woods in the general vicinity of Diana’s house, and wondered what the chances were of throwing it the half-mile to her yard. Maybe he’d surprise her sunbathing or doing something equally as interesting.

Then, he remembered Diana mentioning something to Doc Horner about taking the cats in to see him today.

He grinned a slow, easy grin.


Diana struggled to pull Motto’s carrier from the back of the Lexus. She was sprawled across the seat, her feet on the pavement, her arms and shoulders stretched to the middle of the car where the carrier had somehow become entangled with the seatbelt. “You vicious cat,” she scolded Motto, certain that the recalcitrant feline had done it purposely.

“My, what a pretty sight,” drawled a voice behind her. It was a very familiar voice, and it startled Diana so much that she jerked her head and hit the ceiling.

She struggled to pull out of the car, crawling her hands backward across the seat, and whipped around to face him. “Didn’t your mother teach you it’s not nice to sneak up on people?” she said, a warm flush exploding over her face.

“Do you need some help?” Ethan asked courteously, ignoring her glare and leaning into the back of the Lexus. Within moments, he’d extracted the carrier and placed it on the pavement next to Arty’s cage.

“What are you doing here?”

“You mean besides helping damsels in distress?”

“Is that what you call sneaking up on me?”

“I had to bring Cady in to see Doc Horner. What are you doing here?”

Diana looked up at him, squinting in the sun that blazed over his shoulder. “Aunt Belinda’s cats are due for their shots. Who’s Cady?”

“My dog.” He turned to point toward an old white pickup. Diana saw a gigantic, black dog with huge white teeth sitting in the cab of the truck. He—or she—looked terrifying.

Her heart thudding in her throat, she picked up the cat carriers. “Oh, well, great. I guess I’ll see you later then.” She hurried toward the door of Doc Horner’s office, anxious to get away from the ferocious dog and its unsettling master.

She pushed open the doors of the veterinarian office with effort, attempting to keep the cat carriers upright and their cargo from hissing angrily.

“Good morning, Ms. Iverson.”

Diana felt her stomach plunge when she saw who greeted her behind the receptionist desk. “Hello, Mindy.” No wonder Ethan had decided to bring his dog to the vet. “How are you?”

“I’m fine. Have any trouble getting the cats ready to go?”

“No, not at all,” Diana lied, plunking the cat carriers down on the floor. She wasn’t about to admit that she’d tried, and failed, to bribe them with tuna, kitty toys, begging and pleading on her knees in the front hall before remembering Doc Horner’s suggestion to announce they were going for a ride.

The door to the outside opened behind her, and she turned to see a huge black dog charging across the room, towing Ethan on the other end of the leash. Diana gasped and, grabbing the carriers, scooted behind the counter with Mindy.

“Well hello, you!” crooned Mindy, slipping out from the other side of the desk to greet the big dog. “Hi, Ethan! Good to see you again. Who’s this?”

“This is Cady.” Ethan tossed an amused look at Diana, who still cowered behind the desk and tried not to look as terrified as she felt.

Wrapping the lead around his fist, he said, “Cady, park it.” Instantly, the lab’s rump settled onto the floor, even though she was wriggling in delight at the attention from Mindy. When the beast stood again almost immediately, Ethan lowered his voice to a more menacing tone and reminded her, “Cady, I said park it.”

The dog sat again and Diana watched from her safe haven as Mindy and Ethan petted the lummox of a dog, accepting kisses from her long pink tongue. “Ugh!” she muttered to herself, aware that her heart still pounded at the sight of that ferocious hound. You won’t get me close to a dog that big in this lifetime.
Just then, Doc Horner emerged from one of the back rooms. “Well, Diana Iverson, I’m so glad to see you and those cats of Bee’s! And Ethan. What are you doing here? Come along with Diana?”

“No,” she told him firmly.

Ethan stood, shooting a look at her, and answered, “Naw, I need you to take a look at one of Cady’s paws. I think she may have strained it.”

“Chasing tennis balls again?” asked Doug Horner, crouching next to the dog-petting party.

Diana leaned against the counter, wondering how long she was going to be waiting for her appointment. Motto yowled as if she was wondering the same thing, but no one seemed to notice.

“Which leg is it?”

“Front left,” Ethan told him, then stood to lean against the other side of the desk from Diana. “I hope she’s okay,” he said, watching the vet palpate Cady’s leg.

“Seems fine to me. I don’t feel anything, and she’s not wincing at all. Walk her a bit, Min, and let’s see if she’s limping.”

Mindy obliged, and Diana found herself watching Ethan study the pair as they paraded around the office. She wondered if he was admiring the dog, or the vet’s niece, who was wearing brief shorts and a t-shirt cut off to show her navel.

Her navel. Diana shuddered. She couldn’t imagine showing off her own navel in public. Especially at work, in a professional office.

“Well, she doesn’t seem to be limping,” Doc Horner pulled himself to his feet. Diana thought she might have seen him shoot a knowing glance at Ethan, but then he just smiled. “Well, now, if she seems to be having any problems, you just let me know. And now,” he turned to Diana with a broader smile, “let’s take a look at those cats of yours.”

She followed him back into one of the examining rooms after a brief farewell glance at Ethan, who didn’t seem to notice her exit at all.

Getting two cats inoculated wasn’t as much of a trauma as she’d expected it to be. Doug Horner was calm and certain and he had them in and out of their carriers before she could say boo. In fact, he gave them their shots in less time than it had taken her to get them loaded into the carriers.

“There you go—all set.”

Just then, Mindy poked her head around the door. “Uncle Doug, it’s Pauline Whitten on the phone for you.”

Doc Horner’s already pale face seemed to drain of all color. “Can’t you tell her I’m with a patient?” His calm demeanor disintegrated into one of nervous anxiety.

“Uncle Doug, you’ve been having me lie to her all day. You just come on out here and take this call—she’s a sweet old lady. Totally harmless.” Mindy took her uncle’s arm firmly and steered him out of the room. “Excuse us, Ms. Iverson, but my uncle’s fiancée needs to speak with him.”

Diana heard his squeak of protest. “She’s not my fiancée!” she heard him exclaim as he was propelled down the hall.

“Yes she is,” she heard Mindy say reproachfully. “You just haven’t gotten around to asking her yet. I sure hope you do it before the Harvest Ball.”

Diana chuckled as she turned to pick up the cat carriers. Just then, the door to the examining room opened and Ethan came in, minus Cady. “Let me help you get those out to your car,” he offered, taking Arty’s carrier before she could say anything.

“Where’s your dog?” Diana asked, looking around anxiously.

“In the truck.”

“Ethan,” she said suddenly. He paused in front of the door, and she spoke rapidly, “Listen, I wanted to apologize for the other night. I didn’t mean to make you feel manipulated, or used. It was irresponsible and immat—”

“Hey,” he said, looking down at her. “No sweat. I was closer to the phone. It was innocent. Until I made it otherwise,” he added, his voice dropping so low it seemed to slide along her skin. He held her eyes for a moment, then added, “So maybe I ought to be the one apologizing.”

Diana felt alive and hot all at once. He didn’t look the least bit sorry, and, to tell the truth, she didn’t feel it either. Holding Motto’s carrier with two wrists crossed in front of her, she tried to ignore her thumping heart. “Apology accepted,” she said, her own voice shamefully husky. “No big deal.”

She started to brush past him, but he stood firm, forcing her to take a step backward or to be standing right on top of him. Oh God, was he going to kiss her again? Right here?

He looked down at her, his brown eyes warm and steady. “The quilting group is expecting you to stop by, don’t forget. I’ll walk over there with you if you don’t mind—I need to pick out a quilt for Fiona’s wedding.”

Why had she never noticed how disgustingly long and thick his lashes were? “I can’t leave the cats in the car ….” she said.

He shrugged, and Arty’s carrier shifted and rolled. “Doc Horner would let you leave them in the back—he has kennels for the animal shelter in that barn, you know. And he’d probably be tickled if you went to visit the ladies and got Pauline Whitten off his back for a minute.” He grinned, and heat flooded Diana so that she forgot her hesitations. His smile was so devastating it sent all lucid thought scattering from her mind.

Then, she forced herself to get serious. “What about Mindy?” Diana asked coolly. Maybe he was trying to make the other woman jealous—not that he needed to, from the looks she’d been giving him.

Ethan shrugged again. “What about her? Come on, I’ll help you put these in the back. You can’t disappoint those ladies—Helen Galliday will never forgive you.”

He took the other carrier from her with ease, and turned to walk toward the back of the veterinary hospital to a white steel barn. Diana had no choice but to follow him, and as they drew nearer, she heard the clamor of cats and dogs waiting to find new owners. She realized that the inheritance from Aunt Belinda would be going directly to help these particular animals and she smiled in satisfaction. That was good.

A short time later, Ethan pulled into the parking lot of a little shop off Route 213. Diana had barely stepped out of the truck when Helen Galliday was thumping out onto the small porch.

“Well it’s about time you decided to show up, missy.” The old lady began her lecture before Diana had even pulled her purse from the truck. “We were beginning to think you weren’t going to come by and see our place! Now come on in, before all the bugs get in.” She gestured with her cane at the front door she’d left gaping behind her.

“Now, Mrs. Galliday, it’s only eleven o’clock,” Ethan said soothingly as he followed them up the steps to the porch. “You know Diana wouldn’t have missed this for the world, and you don’t close for another three hours.”

“She’s late. She left Doug Horner’s place over twenty minutes ago. And Pauline gave up her Scrabble game to be here.” Helen frowned, and turned just inside the front door to grasp Diana’s arm with her talons and pull her inside. “Come on in, young lady.”

Diana flashed an amused glance at Ethan. “Hello, everyone,” she smiled, stepping into the small shop.

It was just what one might expect of a small, country-crafts operation—blue geese adorned the shop in every possible medium: on stencils around the top of the wall, wooden ones hung on pegs scattered throughout the room, painted ones on heavy stoneware dishes, embroidered ones on finger towels, and even ones printed on linen and canvas cloths. And then there was the apple motif—hand-painted on cookie jars, appliquéd on napkins and placemats, woven into small area rugs. And, of course, there were quilts of all sizes, colors, and types on display everywhere.

“Diana, it’s so nice to see you again.” Martha Woden peered in her general vicinity from behind coke-bottle glasses.

“You can’t see nothin’,” Helen muttered, steering Diana further into the shop. “Come on back into the workshop and see our quilt.”

“Oh, yes, do come back,” Pauline Whitten hauled her bulk to her feet. Diana noticed that her nails had been changed to a blood-red color that matched the ruby on her right middle finger. Somehow, she managed to usurp Helen’s position at Diana’s elbow and murmur into her ear, “Douglas mentioned that he saw you and your young man up to his office today.”

Diana stared at her, feeling her face heat up. “He’s not my young man,” she hissed into Pauline’s ear.

“What did you say?” Helen pushed her way back to Diana’s side. “What were you saying?” she demanded again.

“It wasn’t nothing of any importance, Helen,” Pauline turned her nose into the air. “Just a bit of misinformation.” And she gave Diana a mysterious, arch smile.

“What about?” demanded the termagant.

Diana decided she’d had enough of this, and she stepped away from the bickering ladies into the back room of the shop. Just inside, she stopped, drawing in her breath. There were approximately a dozen quilts in several stages of creation, but the one that drew her attention was made of varying shades of cream and white, eggshell, pale beige and ivory. Detail stitching was done in sage green and beige, and the border of the quilt was made of a patterned fabric of pale green and cream.

“Beautiful,” she exclaimed, stepping toward the quilt where it was hanging on the wall. She smoothed a hand over it. The materials varied from silk to flannel to brushed cotton and lace, and even shantung. “This is absolutely gorgeous.”

Helen crowded up behind her. “It’s yours dearie, if you like it so. And because you’re Bee’s niece, we’ll give you a special price on it.” She named the price and Diana flinched. “That’s twenty percent off, young lady. You can afford it—you’re one of them high-priced ambulance chasers, and here we are these old ladies, living on a fixed income, our fingers crippling from arthritis. And jus’ look at ol’ Martha over there—her eyesight’s a-goin’ after spending all these hours on those little bitty stitches.”

Diana dashed a glance at Ethan, who was leaning against the wall, snickering at her. She frowned a look that said Just wait—you’ll be next. “Um, well—” she was just about to reply when she saw Ethan’s lips moving. It looked like he was saying, “Bargain with her.”

She blinked. Of course. “Well, you know, Mrs. Galliday,” she said slowly, with real regret in her voice, “business has been a bit slow. Those doctors just aren’t messing up as much as they used to. I could probably afford it if it were, say, fifty percent off.”

“Fifty percent!” Helen clutched her hand to her chest, her beady blue eyes widening in feigned shock. “Oh my heavens, why that’s like giving away the store! Oh my, oh my, oh, I just don’t think we could do more than...twenty-five percent off.” Her eyes grew shrewd as she appraised Diana, waiting but seeming not to wait, for her response.

“Oh, dear. Well,” Diana drew in a deep sigh and turned from the quilt. “I guess I’ll just have to wait then. I might be able to swing it at forty percent ….”

Helen gave up all pretenses. “Twenty-eight percent!”

“Thirty-seven.”

“Thirty!”

“Thirty-five.”

“Thirty-three!”

“Sold!”

Diana laughed and Helen manipulated her lips into what passed for a smile. “Well, now, Betsy, why don’t you package up that wedding quilt there for Diana while we look at the Crazy quilt.”

“Wedding quilt?”

“Of course—couldn’t you tell, what with all the white? You put it in your trousseau for when you get married.” Pauline winked at Diana and let her gaze slide to Ethan.

Deciding to get herself off the hot seat, Diana turned to Ethan, saying sweetly, “Ethan, weren’t you saying you needed a quilt for your sister? And what about one for your house?”

That was all she needed to say—Helen was on him like a pit bull, leaving Pauline free to take Diana over to the Crazy Quilt.

It was the largest quilt she’d ever seen, measuring, she guessed, ten by ten feet unfinished.

“Each of us does a block whenever we have some leftover materials,” Pauline was explaining. “This one I did with the pattern we used for a fund-raiser last year for a little boy who needed a liver transplant. See, I embroidered little hearts and rainbows around the edge of the block.

“And this one here Martha created using some of the material from her granddaughter’s wedding dress, and the dresses from her bridesmaids.

“Look at this block—we did this one for Damariscotta’s centennial celebration.”

Diana was fascinated, and the other ladies crowded around, eager to share the stories behind each of the unique blocks. And though they were each of different patterns and colors and materials, somehow they fit together harmoniously—just like their creators.

Rose Bettinger, who had been quiet until now, eased her way through the small knot of people. “Diana, this was the last block your aunt was working on before she passed. I’ve been trying to finish it for her so we can add it to the quilt.”

She turned from the main quilt to take the four-by-four-inch piece of quilting Rose offered. “Do you know what its story is?” she asked, looking at the square. It was different from the others in that it was composed of one large square of material with a narrow border of black and red patterned fabric. The center square had stars and moons appliquéd on it, along with two fish that looked like the symbol for Pisces.

“I don’t know much about it—she’d been working on it only the last few days before she died, and she didn’t give any description where or how she got the idea.” Rose patted Diana’s hand in her motherly fashion, “Now, dear, I wish’t I could tell you more. Only other thing is she had some notes she was making about it somewhere’s around here. But I don’t know where they went off to. And there are other squares that she’s done—look here at this one with the yellow and blue triangles and circles. She said that one reminded her of the pyramids of Egypt.”

Diana glanced at the indicated block, then back at the one she held in her hands. She was compelled to stare at it, to try and figure out what theme, what meaning Aunt Belinda had been using when she composed the odd-looking piece. “What do you suppose this is?” she asked, pointing to a group of small black stitches in one corner.

“Let me see that.” Helen snatched the scrap of fabric out of her hand, peering down at it. “Looks to me like a snake climbing a tree. Looks like ol’ Bee got a little Biblical on us!” She cackled and handed the scrap of fabric back to Diana.

“Could be,” Diana looked at it again, a niggling in the back of her head telling her that she should recognize it. Stars and moons. Pisces. A snake in a tree.
She was jolted from her thoughts by Ethan’s approach. “Well, I’ve got to get some lunch, and we’d better go get your cats. It’s almost one o’clock.”

Diana nodded, and absently handed the block back to Rose. “Thank you for showing this to me. I’ll be very anxious to see it when it’s all completed.”

“I don’t think it’ll ever get finished,” Betsy Farr ventured. “We just keep adding on to it.”

“I have your quilt—and mine as well,” Ethan smiled at her. “They’re already in the truck.”

Helen led the way to the front of the shop. “Now, you stop by again,” she admonished with a curved forefinger. “Quilts make great gifts for Christmas and weddings, you know.”

Ethan and Diana agreed they would be back, but as they started down the steps, Diana heard him mutter, “If I buy many more of those, I’ll be bankrupt.”

She slid into her spot in the cab of the truck just as he opened his door. “Hungry?” he asked. “Want to grab some lunch?”

She shook her head. “No, thanks—I need to get back to the house. I’ve got a million things to do there.”

He shrugged. “All right, then.”

But when they returned to the back lot behind Doc Horner’s office, a surprise awaited them.

Diana’s Lexus sat on ribbons of slashed tires.

EIGHT
 
“They must have done it while Doc Horner’s office was closed for lunch,” Ethan told Joe Cap as they sat in his office. “She had it parked in back by the animal shelter barn.”

The lanky, straw-haired officer sat back in his chair, tilted so that he could look up at the ceiling, and folded his arms over his chest, listening as they told the story.

Diana’s face was drawn so tight her cheekbones were almost skeletal in the fluorescent lighting of the station’s office. “Last night I received a prank phone call, too. It was the second one.”

Ethan swiveled in his chair. “You didn’t mention that.”

She ignored him, speaking only to Cap. “I didn’t think much of it—I answered the phone and no one was there, both times. I figured it was some kids playing around. But now...I’m rethinking that.” Her hands were curled in her lap, but other than that and the whiteness of her face, she showed no other sign of emotion. Something he’d come to expect from her.

“You didn’t feel, after a break-in last weekend, that it was important enough to call the police?” Ethan said harshly. “He was probably checking to see if you were home. For whatever reason.”

Again, she ignored him. “I planned to stop by today and let you know about it,” she told Joe. Her hand shook delicately as she brushed a thick lock of hair behind her ear.

Joe’s chair thumped as he allowed it to right itself. He looked across his desk at them and said, “There’s something more to this.” His pale eyes probed Diana seriously. “I don’t think this is just some kids messing around,” he said.

“You said the other day you thought something was odd,” said Ethan.

Joe nodded and returned his attention to Diana. “I remember thinking that when I found your aunt’s body, there was something odd about it. She was in her bed, and had died probably of heart failure in her sleep—which was substantiated by Marc Reardon, who was treating her heart condition. There were no signs of forced entry, no signs of struggle, no robbery...nothing. But ….” He drew in a long, deep breath and faded into silence. Of course with Joe and the way he talked, one couldn’t be sure he wasn’t just pausing between words.

“Smothered. She was smothered.”

Ethan spun to look at Diana, who’d spoken abruptly. The words sounded as though they had been dragged from deep within her. “Smothered? What makes you think that?” he demanded, knowing he was on the verge of learning something important—about Diana, about her abilities, about Belinda.

“I...just...know it.” Her voice was steady but barely discernable as she forced the words from her lips—lips that moved stiffly and were white around the edges.

“I dreamt it.” She seemed to brace herself, as though in protection of any ridicule they might send her way, but she didn’t retreat from her words. Her eyes sat, huge and sunken, in her delicate face—blue-gray irises ringed with black, dark lashes fringing the deep lids, accented by dark brows.

“The bed was just too neat,” Joe Cap said. “I wondered later how anyone could have slept without even wrinkling the sheets.”

“And no reason to do an autopsy, hmm?” Ethan mused. “An elderly woman with a documented heart condition dies in her sleep, and no one thinks twice about it.”

“Yep.” Joe Cap scratched his head, then flattened the ruffled hair into a smooth sheen. “Shoulda gone with my gut. There were some faint bruises on one wrist, but they coulda been there awhile. Marc checked her over too, and said it was a heart attack. Coulda assumed too much there.”

“We’re talking about murder here.” Ethan spoke the words flatly, aloud, to make certain he could believe it.

“Yep. Murder.”


Ethan insisted on buying Diana lunch at one of the outdoor seafood places in town before giving her a ride home. She’d agreed that Belinda should be exhumed for an autopsy to determine if their suspicions were correct. There’d been miles of paperwork to complete, so it was nearly two-thirty by the time they left the police station, and he was ravenous.

As they sat at a picnic table shaded by a green-and-white-striped umbrella, Ethan watched Diana stare into space. He wished there was something he could do or say to take that stone-like, taut expression from her features.

The only part of her that seemed to have life was her dark hair: the breeze played with it, toying with a curl here, tossing a wisp into her face there. He loved that it was so full and soft, but left her neck and shoulders bare. Once, a few strands caught at the corner of her full lips and he reached over without thinking to brush it away, sliding his fingers over her smooth, warm skin. She came out of her reverie to look at him in surprise, then with a faltering smile settled further back on her bench—away from him.

“You have such beautiful hair,” he said. “I couldn’t resist.”

She clapped a hand to her head, pushing the tousled mass flat, and looked at him as if he were crazy. “It’s always so out of control and messy. My mom used to say—well, I always think of it as my worst feature,” she added with a wry laugh. “But thanks for saying that.”

“It’s definitely not your worst feature,” he said. “I think it’s one of your best features. That and your eyes. Every time I look at them, they seem to be a different color. From blue to gray and everything in between.”

Diana looked supremely uncomfortable. “Thanks,” she said.

He saw her throat convulse as she swallowed nervously and he admired the long line of her neck, thinking how much he’d like to slide his mouth along and nuzzle its warm, intimate curve. But of course, that was out of the question.

“And then there’s the rest of you,” he continued, wondering whether she was uncomfortable because of the compliments, or because it was he who was giving her the compliments. “Including your mouth. I think it’s pretty fantastic too—including what comes out of it.”

He was certain it wasn’t the sun’s heat that made her face pinken, and he settled back and admired the view. Why an intelligent, beautiful woman like her was so blown over by a few compliments he couldn’t understand.

He heard their number called from the restaurant counter and stood to retrieve their food. But before he went, he looked down at her and said, “Do you want to know what your worst feature really is?”

Diana went still, and he could see even her breathing stop. “What?” she asked, sort of shrinking away. Her whole demeanor changed: walls went up, eyes went flat, body went stiff.

Wow. Hit a soft spot there. “As far as I’m concerned,” he said, “your worst feature is Jonathan Wertinger.” And he walked away to get the food.


When they returned to Diana’s house, Ethan turned off the truck and gallantly got out to help her carry the cats inside. Ordering Cady to “park it,” he hurried over to take both of the carriers from Diana.

She unlocked the door and stepped in, turning to take Motto’s carrier. After letting the cats out of their cages, he followed her into the kitchen, where the distinct odor of tuna reached his nose. “What’s that?”

Diana looked embarrassed as she noticed the open can of tuna on the counter. “A bribe for the cats—I guess I forgot about it because I was so relieved to get them ready to go. I’m going to put the mail in the den,” she said, and left him in the kitchen.

Ethan leaned in his favorite spot against the counter, noticing that the Tarot cards were no longer in their regular spot under the phone. He wondered what she’d done with them, and was just about to ask when he heard a startled cry.

He bolted down the hall toward the den, and found Diana in its doorway, leaning against the wall. Her hand covered her mouth and she pointed, wordlessly, into the room.

It was trashed.

The stacks of magazines and periodicals had been thrown everywhere. Torn paper littered the floor, books had been flung and lay, binding-side-up, pages crushed, every which way. A penholder rested on its side, with pens, pencils, and markers in a jumble on the desk and onto the floor. Even the settee had been destroyed—cushions torn open and tossed around, and the back slit open.

Diana sank onto the floor, cross-legged, and stared silently into the room. “What is going on?” she whispered. “What are they after?”

From her place in the doorway, she looked up at him—her eyes wide, frightened and very blue, her thick dark hair in disarray, her features etched with confusion. He dropped his hand to touch her hair, gently massaging its warmth and softness, while at the same time fighting stunning, encompassing anger.

“I don’t know,” he breathed. “But we’re going to find out.”


It was after dusk by the time Ethan pulled into his driveway, Diana and her overnight bag in the front seat next to him.

He’d been unshakable in his insistence that she not stay in Belinda’s house alone tonight. Joe Cap had agreed, and Diana, to her credit, didn’t argue. Once Joe started using words like unauthorized entry and murder, her initial hesitation evaporated. Although, to be fair, Ethan suspected Diana’s reluctance stemmed more from staying with him than from being evacuated from her house.

Cady leapt out of the kennel in the back of the truck as soon as Ethan flung the door open, shooting into her yard to sniff around and make sure nothing had invaded her domain. He didn’t miss the fact that Diana eyed the dog with trepidation before hurrying toward the cabin while the lab was sniffing at the base of a pine tree on the far end of his yard.

“I take it you don’t like dogs,” he commented, feeling a bit crestfallen that it was so.

“No, not really,” she replied, still eyeing Cady warily. She looked as if she expected the dog to come barreling over and attack her at any moment. “Especially big ones.”

Ethan whistled for his pet, and she came trotting across the lawn, grinning happily that there was another human about to give her attention. Poor thing was bound to be disappointed.

“Come on in.” He gestured Diana into his high-ceilinged living room. “Cady, snooze—right there,” he said, pointing to a worn, Navajo rug in front of the fireplace. The lab looked at him with her big brown dog-eyes as if to say What did I do? He went over to give his best friend a pat on the head to let her know that he still loved her, then said to his guest, “Would you like something to drink? Beer, wine, soda, coffee, juice? Water?”

“Um...” she paused for a moment, looking up at him with eyes dulled by stress, “A glass of wine? Red if you have it.”

He brought Diana a glass of garnet-colored wine and popped the cap of the beer he favored. Then he rummaged through the fridge and found some cheese, hummus, raw carrots and tomatoes. “Have a seat,” he invited, gesturing to the long, sienna-colored leather sofa. “And here’s something to nibble on. The tomatoes are from my garden.”

“Thanks. I just realized how hungry I am,” she said, reaching for a small plate and filling it up. As she ate, she found herself gazing around the cabin, noticing every little detail.

The room wasn’t overly large, but the high ceiling gave it a spacious feel. All the floors and exterior walls were a deep, honey-colored wood, in keeping true to the sense of a log cabin. The bar from a galley kitchen separated cooking from living space, and there was only a small table and chairs for eating tucked into a corner.

A fieldstone fireplace dominated the wall opposite the sofa, with a large television placed strategically so that it could be viewed from most places in the room: from the sofa, from a well-worn armchair, from the small dining table. The floors were polished, and covered with a variety of rugs. Bookcases were built into the diagonal wall that hid a staircase leading to the second floor.

Diana was struck by the sense that the place was a home. Comfortable, welcoming, neat but not sterile. Something she wouldn’t have expected from a bachelor. Certainly nothing like Jonathan’s sleek, red and black condo—at least before she moved in and softened it up.

Four rectangular windows faced the direction of the lake, and as she watched, Ethan walked over to pull their blinds partway down.

She admired him and appreciated how his rugged good looks fit in this setting...the way his denim shorts hugged his rear and showed off tanned, muscular legs...the thick locks of hair that brushed the collar of his shirt and fell onto his forehead...his solid, toned arms and fine, chiseled mouth ….

And she realized she felt at ease, even in the presence of such masculinity. Not only did she feel at ease with him, but she found she didn’t have to censor what she said. Like she did with Jonathan.

Diana sipped from her wine, watching Ethan in consideration over the rim of the glass. As he came back around by the couch and sat on the other end she asked, “Have you lived here long?”

“I’ve had the place for almost seven years, but I just finished remodeling it last summer. I spend most of my time in Princeton, you know, and only make it up here during the summers and for long weekends—more’s the pity.”

“Did you get it in the divorce?” she couldn’t help but ask, wondering if it was Jenny who had made the place so welcoming, picking out the pillows on the sofa and the thick, bold-colored rug in front of the fire. She found the possibility unaccountably irritating.

His expression shuttered just a bit. “No. Jenny was never here for more than a couple weekends. This has always been my haven. I like to fish,” he added. “She didn’t like to be away from civilization. Or, now that I think about it, she was probably using the time I was up here to fuck my friend Bruce. And God knows who else.” He took a long swig.

“I only asked because it’s such a comfortable, homey place,” Diana told him, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut. “It doesn’t seem like Jenny the Jerkette’s style.” Then her eyes widened. “Did I say that out loud?” Where was her filtering censor when she needed it?

But he was chuckling now, his eyes dancing as he looked at her from the other end of the sofa. “You certainly did. Jenny the Jerkette? That’s pretty lame. I’ve called her a lot worse.”

“I can only imagine,” she murmured, feeling a little uncomfortable that she’d said something so thoughtless—and silly. But he wasn’t looking at her as if she were an idiot either, so maybe it was okay.

“Thanks anyway,” he said. “I’m glad you like the place. I was going for homey, as a matter of fact.” He shrugged, looking down at his beer, wiping off the condensation on the bottleneck. “I think it’d be a great place to raise a family. I was kind of hoping I’d already have one by now. But, well...in the end, it was a good thing we didn’t have any children. Jenny the Jerkette and I.” He flashed her a wry look. “That really is pretty bad, even with the alliteration.”

Diana stifled a little laugh. “Well, give me time. I’ll come up with something better.” She took a drink of wine and realized her glass was nearly empty already.

“Although I’m not sure how anything could follow Valerie the...what did you call her?”

“Which time?” Diana retorted. “I generally refer to her as Valerie the Wonder Slut, but Jonathan didn’t appreciate that.”

Ethan sobered. “I’ll just bet he didn’t.” He looked as if he were about to say something else, then abruptly lifted his beer to drink, effectively muzzling himself.

“He said it wasn’t a dignified thing for me to say,” she said. “I told him it wasn’t very dignified of him to be playing fuck-buddy with a bimbo surgeon while wearing a surgical mask and gloves. He was, you know. When I found them in the hotel together.”

He gave a short bark of laughter that had the big black dog sitting up and giving its own high-pitched yip. “’S okay, Cady,” Ethan told the canine. “Relax.” Then he looked at Diana, still laughing. “You said that? And...he was?”

“Yes, he was. And what’s so funny about what I said?”

“It’s just that it doesn’t sound like you,” he said. “Not that I know you all that well,” he amended quickly. “But you’re so...you’re not ….”

“Yes, I know. I used the F-word. Which is reserved for use by men only. But I was mad. And it slipped out. And I’m not all that dignified, if you really want to know the truth.” Diana clamped her mouth shut. Had he put something in the wine, to get her talking like this? Or was she just over-exhausted, over-stressed, and disturbed beyond discretion?

He gave her a long, slow smile that made her insides go all hot and squishy. “I kind of like you when you’re undignified. You’re a lot more interesting.”

And then, before she could formulate anything to say that wasn’t going to sound inane, he stood. “Would you like to see the rest of the house?” Ethan casually held out a hand, and after a brief hesitation, she offered her own and allowed him to pull her upright.

To her relief, he didn’t try to keep hold of her fingers, releasing them from his large, warm ones as soon as she was upright. Glass in hand, she followed him into the kitchen to check out its layout, next to his small office and then the guest bedroom—where she’d be sleeping tonight—along with its bath.

“The master suite is upstairs,” he said, his voice very nonchalant. “You have to see it if for no other reason than for its deck and the view. It’s my favorite part of the house.” He gestured, and Diana climbed the stairs ahead of him, fully aware of his presence behind her...and excruciatingly sensitive to the fact that they were going to be in his bedroom.

In keeping with the rest of the cabin’s décor, the master suite was done in heavy furnishings with bold colors. Diana tried not to look at the king-sized bed, and tried to ignore the lingering scent of Ethan mixed with male grooming products—but whatever they were, they smelled good. Fresh, clean, and masculine.

Very aware of the intimacy of being in his bedroom, more than a little uncomfortable, Diana gave it only a cursory look before walking across the thick, wool rug to the large sliding glass door.

Outside, a cool night breeze caught her by surprise. “Wow, it got chilly,” she said. Nevertheless, she stepped toward the rail and folded her arms at her waist, taking a moment to look out over the darkness as she breathed in the lake air.

Hints of the water were visible as glistening reflections of the stars that spangled in the sky. The tops of tall trees brushed the heavens, whispering among themselves in answer to the call of a loon.

“It’s so beautiful here,” she murmured. “And so peaceful. How do you ever go back?”

He was standing so close she felt him shrug behind her. “There are many days when I wish I didn’t have to.” His voice was low, sending shivers down her back. “I’d give an awful lot to be able to live here year around. In fact, I’m working on a project that may turn into a book. If so, I’ll take a sabbatical for a couple years and live here while I’m finishing it. Then hopefully I’ll find another way not to return to the city.”

“I don’t think I could live this far from civilization,” Diana said firmly, trying to convince herself that Boston was the place for her. “It’s too far away from everything.”

“I guess it depends what you mean by everything.”

Crickets chirped and something rustled in the forest below. Cady gave a short yelp from downstairs, but said nothing more.

She felt him draw near, felt his warm hands cover her bare shoulders, then slide down her arms. “What a beautiful night,” he said near her ear, cupping her elbows. For a moment, a wild instant, she wanted to turn around and face him. To go into his arms and see if his kiss was as good as she remembered.

Diana closed her eyes, heart pounding, her insides swirling with indecision and anticipation, her senses heightened and pinpointed to where he touched her. She could turn around...it would be so easy. And they’d kiss. And ….

His hands moved up her arms again, then dropped as he stepped back. “You’re cold, Diana. Let’s go inside.”

She opened her eyes, the moment gone, and went back inside. But when he lingered in the bedroom, she walked briskly past him and toward the stairs. “I think I need a refill,” she said, gesturing with her empty glass, grateful that she hadn’t done anything she’d regret.

“Sure.” He thumped down the stairs behind her.

The kitchen’s bright lights and the solidness of appliances and countertops dispelled Diana’s discomfort. She perched on a bar stool and watched as he poured more wine, then took a second beer from the refrigerator.

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the countertop across the bar from her, his expression sober. “So, did you suspect Jonathan was having an affair? I,” he said, looking down at his beer bottle as he slowly turned it in his hands, “didn’t have a clue. About Jenny.”

Startled by his choice of topic, Diana was nevertheless willing to follow it. “I didn’t suspect at all. I showed up to surprise him at a convention hotel—it was a weekend, and I’d just won a really big case—and when I stopped at the registration desk to find out his room, they gave me a key, calling me Mrs. Wertinger. That was my first clue, and let me tell you...that elevator ride to the fifth floor was the longest ride of my life. I kept hoping I was wrong...but you know, hotels don’t give out keys unless they’re told to. And so at that point, I knew he was expecting someone else. Mrs. Wertinger. Who didn’t happen to be me.”

“That would have sucked,” he said, his face grim.

“It did. I puked in the bathroom.” Her stomach roiled even now, thinking about how her world had collapsed when she walked in on that scene. “Let me clarify—I puked after I chased Valerie the Strumpet Surgeon out of the room.”

His lips twitched. “You should have horked all over her.”

Diana grinned and took a sip of cabernet. “Too bad I didn’t think of that.” Then her smile faded. “Jonathan wants to work things out, but I ….”

Ethan was looking at her intently, his gaze warm and heavy. Then suddenly, he reached across the counter and lightly brushed a finger over her lower lip. Diana didn’t move as tiny tingles exploded beneath his touch, heat rushing over her face.

“You had this,” he said, lifting his finger to show a droplet of red wine. He looked at it then looked at her and all at once she was even more hot and trembly and her heart was racing. He gently traced the rim of his beer with the wine-dotted finger then lifted the bottle to drink.

She couldn’t look away from his long, strong throat as he tipped his head back. Just watching him made her weak in the knees, fluttery in the belly. Jonathan had never made her feel that way. But then, as nice-looking as Jonathan was, he wasn’t as darkly handsome as Ethan. Nor as...easy, she guessed was the word. Easy, casual, informal. And it was rubbing off on her.

“I think I’m ready to go to bed now,” she said suddenly, sliding off the stool.

Ethan rested his beer on the counter and nodded. “I’m sure you’re exhausted—I’m pretty wiped out myself. Let me run upstairs and grab some fresh towels for you. For the morning.” He turned and dashed up the steps.

Diana stared after him and his seemingly easy capitulation. She’d expected him to at least try to make a pass at her—and she wasn’t certain she’d be able to handle it.

I have to figure out how I feel about Jonathan before anything can happen with Ethan. And then all at once, she was irritated about the very thought. There wasn’t any future here, with Ethan. He lived in New Jersey, she lived in Boston. And surely he didn’t intend for anything more than a summer fling. Why would he?

Ethan returned with a stack of towels. “I think there’s a robe in the closet in the guest room, and there’s an extra blanket in there too, in case you get cold.”

“Thanks.”

“Is there anything else you think you might need?” When she shook her head, he continued, “Well, then, good night. Sleep well, and sleep as late as you like. And if Cady barks in the night, don’t worry—she just likes to let the squirrels know she’s still holding the fort down.”

“Okay. See you in the morning.” She watched as he turned off the lights and darted up the stairs, leaving her at the door of her room, safe, sound, and solo.


Ethan lay in his bed, thankful that sunlight was at last streaming through the sliding glass door. It had been a long night.

He folded his hands over his chest and glanced at the clock. Seven-thirty, it read. The last time he’d looked at it, it had been four-thirty. And the time before that, it had been four-twenty-five.

He smiled wryly to himself and scratched the hair on his chest. Served him right, inviting her to stay and being determined to be the perfect gentleman, unwilling to take advantage of her when she was emotionally drained. He’d behaved, but at the cost of a good night’s sleep.

Ethan rolled over onto his side so that he could look out at the sunny day. His thoughts wandered to the moment last night, out on that very deck with Diana. He’d been close enough to smell her hair, and when he’d touched her chilled arms, he’d felt her flinch against him. There had been a moment when he’d almost forgotten all of his scruples, and turned her about in his arms to kiss her. Fortunately, she’d been smart enough to leave his bedroom when they came inside.

He felt himself shift and harden, now, remembering the way she’d looked at him with heavy-lidded eyes. Ethan squeezed his eyes shut. He had to stop thinking about her. He wasn’t ready to get involved with a woman again, especially one who was clearly not fling material. Lexie and Jenny had done a good number on him. And Diana lived in Boston, anyway. And she was clearly conflicted about Wertinger.

And he was really only supposed to be spending time with her for research purposes. He had to get something done this summer, or he might have to go back to teaching full-time.

This is not the time, and Diana’s not the—

Before he could complete the thought, a bloodcurdling scream rent the air.


Diana had been sleeping soundly, curled up in one of the most comfortable beds she’d ever experienced. She’d rolled over, up against a warm body...Ethan, her sleep-fogged mind told her. The thought fluttered through her in a wave of heat, and she smiled lazily in her sleep. However he’d come to be here, the memories couldn’t be bad, she thought...and opened her eyes. Then she screamed.

Diana stumbled out of the bed as Cady’s head shot up and she looked at her with startled brown eyes. The sound of a heavy thud upstairs, then faster, staccato thumps down the stairs alerted her to the fact that Ethan had heard her.

The door to her room burst open and he flew in. “What is it?” he exclaimed.

Diana gawked. He was naked, and absolutely magnificent in his natural state. For a moment, she couldn’t say a word—she was caught between embarrassment, shock, and admiration.

Cady hadn’t moved from her place on the bed, and Ethan’s gaze fell on her. Understanding dawned on his face at the same time as he realized his state of undress. A tinge of redness colored his cheeks and he slipped into the bathroom to grab a towel. “Sorry,” he said as a smile tugged at his mouth. “Did Cady startle you? I should have warned you to keep the door closed if you didn’t want her in here.”

“It’s—it’s all right,” Diana managed to stammer. Although she’d averted her eyes as soon as she saw his nakedness, she could still picture his broad, muscled chest and flat stomach...and the evidence that he didn’t sunbathe in the nude. Deep breaths, Diana, deep breaths. “I hope I didn’t wake you,” she added weakly.

Ethan gestured and Cady jumped off the bed, then paused to stretch with her tail in the air. “I’m sorry about that,” he said again, tightening the towel around his waist. “No, you didn’t wake me—I was already up. Did you sleep all right?”

“I slept like a log,” Diana replied. There was no need to let on that she’d thrashed about sleeplessly for hours after he’d left her to go upstairs.

“Glad to hear it. Well, I promised you breakfast—we can eat out on the deck.”

By the time Diana got out of the shower, the smells of something delicious were wafting under the door of the guest room. Her hair was still wet, and she considered blowing it dry, but decided that there was no reason to put any effort into her appearance for Ethan. It didn’t matter what she looked like to him, Diana told herself, even as she inspected herself without makeup and hesitated before holding firm with her decision not to primp. He thought her hair was pretty? Wait till he saw it completely out of control. He’d change his mind quickly enough.

Taking a deep breath, she opened the door to the bedroom and found Cady lying there across the threshold. The black lab sprang to her feet, tongue lolling in excitement, and Diana looked down at her distastefully. “Get away,” she suggested, beckoning with her hand.

The dog didn’t move, just looked up at her with mournful brown eyes, and stood expectantly, blocking the doorway. “Move,” she tried again weakly.

Cady licked her chops, sending a shiver of warning up Diana’s spine. “Um...nice doggie,” she said, and was relieved when the dog let her tongue hang out again. I’m not moving until you greet me in a proper manner, she seemed to say.

“Oh, all right.” Diana gave in and patted the top of her head clumsily. The fur, a shiny blue-black color, was surprisingly soft—not coarse as she’d expected. Cady still didn’t move, so Diana tried again, this time petting the dog’s forehead. “Watch out,” she said, and finally pushed past the lump of fur.

When she came around the corner into the kitchen, Cady was at her heels. “Good morning, ladies,” Ethan greeted them. He was now modestly attired in a pair of twill shorts and a dark red t-shirt, and stood at the stove. “Blueberry pancakes okay with you?” he asked, brandishing a spatula. “The berries are fresh from the market.”

Diana sighed deeply, inhaling the aroma of fluffy pancakes. “Wow,” she said, sliding onto a bar stool. “You can cook.”

“Yeah. I know how to crack a couple eggs and stir up a mix,” he said, gesturing to a box on the counter.

“That’s good enough for me.” She watched as he expertly flipped each flapjack, then added them to a growing pile on a plate in the oven. She’d never had a man make breakfast for her before. She’d never even had a man cook for her before. Jonathan’s idea of cooking was calling for takeout and putting it on a plate.

All at once, it struck her, like a bucket of cold water. The calm realization that she wouldn’t care if she never saw Jonathan again.

It was odd, the way her decision came—in such an unexpected way, at this moment over breakfast—and with such vehemence and clarity. And freedom. She came back to the present, to the smell of coffee and frying cakes, and settled back in her seat.

I’m going to break it off. Today.
She’d call Jonathan when she got back to the house—and that was when she remembered what she had been able to forget for several hours. A heavy weight settled over her shoulders, and the cheer of the day disintegrated. Aunt Belinda...murdered. Maybe. Diana’s tires slashed. Her house broken into.

“I was thinking,” Ethan said, gesturing for her to follow him to the patio, “if you want, I could put some safety locks on all of your ground-floor windows today...and maybe add some extra dead-bolts, if it might make you feel more comfortable.”

Diana sat on one of the wrought-iron chairs and gave him a surprised, grateful smile. “That would be great. You don’t mind taking a day from work to do that?”

“Not at all. My projects can wait. And I don’t know about you, but I wouldn’t feel comfortable sleeping in that house unless something was done to make it safer.” He slopped syrup on a stack of pancakes as he settled into his own seat. “I’ll run into town to the hardware store after I drop you off, and get the stuff.”

“Thank you so much,” she said, suddenly feeling as if she wasn’t alone—that she didn’t have to deal with this whole terrible mess on her own. She smiled at him, he smiled back, and Diana felt a little bubble of warmth burst in her middle.

After breakfast, she cleaned up while he showered. Diana tried not to think about how domestic it all felt. After all, this was a temporary situation.

Ethan’s thudding steps down the stairs, punctuated by Cady’s four-pawed-gallop, came just as she finished wiping the counters. His hair was damp, he was clean-shaven, and he carried a pair of athletic shoes. “I’ve got to throw the ball for Cady for a few minutes, then we can go.”

Diana followed him outside and sat at the picnic table, watching as man and dog played together. She even clapped a few times when Cady caught the tennis ball neatly in her mouth, then pranced around happily. Once, the lab even brought the ball over to Diana and dropped it at her feet. Diana couldn’t disappoint her expectant look, and reached to pick it up. She almost dropped it when she felt its sloppy dampness, but managed to ignore the wetness long enough to toss it toward the lake.

It didn’t go as far as when Ethan threw it, but Cady chased after it gleefully. “Uh-oh, now you have a friend,” he said when the lab brought it back and dropped it at Diana’s feet again.

Diana acquiesced and threw the ball a few more times, then Ethan called Cady to go inside. “Let’s hit it,” he said, heading for the truck.

When they reached Diana’s house, he insisted on taking the keys and opening the door. Leading the way inside, he started down the hall, looking in each room.

Nothing else had been disturbed overnight, and Diana felt a wash of relief. She’d been afraid to come back and find even more destruction.

Ethan took charge in the den and Diana gratefully followed his lead. He turned on the radio to a station which blasted ’90s rock by The Spin Doctors, Sheryl Crowe and Nirvana, and they talked about the differences in their childhood—his growing up in a commune, hers in a staid suburb of Boston—from that decade as they worked in efficient tandem. His conversation made it easy for her to forget why they were there and what had caused the mess, and for that, she was supremely grateful.

When they’d bagged the last paper bag of periodicals and the den looked cleaner than it had probably been in years, Ethan loaded the garbage into the back of his truck. “All right, then, I’ll drop this off at the recycle place and get the locks and come on back. I’m going to leave Cady here, with you—outside,” he added when she felt her face freeze up. “You don’t have to let her in, and she won’t go anywhere, but if—well, anyway, she’ll be here. Let me count the windows, and I’ll be on my way.”

After he left, Diana took a deep breath and dialed Jonathan’s cell phone from the phone in the den. She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to answer or not. It was Friday, and he didn’t usually schedule surgery on that day when he could be on the golf course. But before she could get anymore nervous, he answered.

“Diana!” The relief in his voice came through the phone. “How...how are you?”

Her heart gave a little bump. This was the first time they’d talked since the other night, when Ethan had answered the phone. Jonathan sounded sincerely happy to hear from her. And unusually tentative. Her palms became damp and she closed her eyes, aware of an unpleasant surging in her belly.

“I’m fine,” she told him. “Fine.”

“Diana, I want—will you come home? Please? I miss you. I’m—sorry about the other night. I was...well, I was jealous. And I want us to work through this, and we can’t work through this if you’re way up there in the middle of nowhere.”

“I’ll be home by Sunday night,” she said, gripping the phone tighter. Now was the time. She had to tell him. “To pack up my things. I’m moving out.”

“What?” The soft, empathetic tone changed to one of shock and dismay. “Diana, you can’t—”

“Jonathan,” she interrupted him, forcing herself to speak. “I’m moving out. It’s over.” She was aware of the unsettled feeling sinking over her, the deepening twist of nausea. What am I doing?
“Diana,” he said, his voice sharper now. Then he drew in an audible breath and she could tell he was trying to force himself into calmness. “Okay, okay, then, if you want to move out, take a little space, a little time to work things through, I can understand that. I can work with that,” he said. “We can do that.”

That little bump of nerves in her pulse grew stronger. Maybe that was the way she should approach it. Just move out for a little while, try to work things out. Not just close the door without trying again. “Okay,” she said.

“Okay,” he repeated. “Good. You’ll be home Sunday.”

“Yes. But I’m packing my things,” she said—as much to remind him as to remind herself. Her palms were clammy and the phone felt heavy and hot against her cheek.

“Where are you going to stay?” he asked. “There’s no rush, Diana.”

“Don’t worry about me. I have a place to stay,” she said, figuring she’d find a place. A hotel, at least, until she could find somewhere more permanent. Or with Mickey and her husband Dominic, if she got desperate. Her assistant had never been fond of Jonathan and would welcome the news that Diana had dumped him.

“All right. Whatever you need to do. Diana. I love you,” he said.

“All right. Jonathan, good-bye,” she said, forcing the words from her suddenly dry throat. She replaced the phone in its cradle and sank onto the settee. Numbness crept over her. Numbness and emptiness and a little fear.

What have I done?
Her fingers were trembling, and Diana clenched them tightly as if that would stop them from doing so. I did the right thing. I don’t feel anything for him anymore. I don’t know if I’ve felt anything for him for a while.
That thought shocked her, like a blinding white light in a room of darkness illuminating some ugly truth. Had she just been going along with him, with his pressure to get married? The pressure to be in a relationship, because it was something she’d despaired of ever happening?

Her attention fell on the familiar mahogany box, still in its place on the piecrust table. It beckoned, and she reached for it, a little prickling lifting the hair along her arms. The wood was smooth and surprisingly warm, and she lifted the lid. Then slammed it back into place.

“What am I doing?” She spoke aloud this time. She shoved the box back onto the table, aghast at whatever had compelled her to even think about pulling out those cards.

But she wasn’t paying attention, and somehow the box landed cattywonker on the table, then tumbled off and onto the settee. Cards spilled out, over the table, the sofa, and onto the floor in a slick, haphazard pile of red and blue diamond patterns.

All except for one card, which landed face-up. Right on the sofa next to her hand.

Death.
Diana went cold. Then hot. Her fingers trembled as she reached for it. The image was unmistakable: a skeleton wearing black armor, riding slowly on a dark horse. Death carried a flag with a rose depicted on it, and a man, woman, and child collapsed before him.

The Death card portends the end or cessation of something: a phase, a journey.
A relationship.

Ethan finished putting safety locks on all the first floor windows as well as deadbolts on the two doors by three o’clock. Diana thanked him profusely, but when he tried to talk her into joining him for dinner, she declined.

She needed some space...to think about the change in her life. She didn’t need Ethan Tannock distracting her.

She wanted to be alone.

After he left, Diana paced around the house feeling out of sorts and off-kilter. Part of her felt guilty for not joining him for dinner after he’d done so much work for her. She had the sense that he was lonely and would have liked the company...but she couldn’t do it. If she did, she’d tell him about Jonathan. And she wasn’t really ready to talk about it yet.

It was still too new—this sense of freedom and apprehension. And she didn’t want him to think that he’d had anything to do with her ending the relationship with Jonathan. A guy who looked like Ethan, with his ease and charm around women, could easily assume that.

“What you need,” she told herself finally, staring at her reflection in the mirror of the bedroom, “is some shopping. A dinner out...and maybe a movie. Anything to keep from thinking about this mess.”

The idea brightened her. If she left now, she could be in Portland by three-thirty—plenty of time to shop on a Friday night. Diana threw open her closet door and found a casual dress and a pair of sandals. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done something so carefree and unplanned. She and Jonathan rarely went to the movies...in fact, she had a sinking suspicion that the last time they’d gone had been when they’d first started dating. A year ago.

The realization that she was about to do something spontaneous reminded her of the Tarot cards, and of The Fool. And of Death.

Nervousness prickled down the back of her neck and upset her insides.

So far, she’d managed to ignore the fact that she’d actually told Joe Cap and Ethan that Belinda had been murdered. Ethan had broached the subject once today while they were cleaning the den, but she cut him off and changed the topic. She couldn’t go there. Not yet.

How could she have known what happened to her aunt? It wasn’t a random Tarot card spilling out of a box. It had been a dream. A real, horrifying dream.

Was she really right, or was it some figment of her imagination? Or, could it have been just an intuition, an impression that garnered credibility when Joe Cap began talking about his suspicions of Belinda’s death? Or was it a product of imagination after these other things had happened?

Her head began to pound, and Diana shook away the thoughts before they turned into another migraine. She gathered up her handbag and car keys, ready to get away from the house. But as she started for the front door, she had an insistent niggling in the back of her mind.

Something compelled her, urging her into the den. She’d replaced the Tarot cards before Ethan returned with the locks, and they sat in their mahogany box right next to Aunt Bee’s journal on the desk.

She picked up the box and the journal, and walked out of the den, realizing that her compulsion was to put them somewhere else. She didn’t want to leave them sitting out.

The kitchen wouldn’t do, Diana thought, hesitating as her hand hovered over the counter. Nor did she want to put them in her bedside table. She picked up her laptop case and unzipped it to add the slim mahogany box and the diary.

And, when she left the house for her shopping trip, she felt the need—the insistent, niggling need—to bring the laptop with her.

NINE
 
Ethan flipped through all two hundred of his satellite television channels for the third time in fifteen minutes. He yawned, muttering, “Can’t believe there’s nothing good on any of these.”

The truth was, there probably was something good on one of them—after all, it was nearly nine, and it was Friday night—but nothing seemed to catch his interest. It was all the same—either sports, sit-com reruns, or bloody, violent movies. Normally, any one of those categories worked for him on a Friday night...but not this one.

He’d tried to work at the laptop, making notes and pulling the pieces of his research together, but he hadn’t been able to concentrate. He’d even spent a few minutes writing notes on his observations of and conversations with Diana in the last few days.

The subject showed vehement disbelief when the topic of her relative’s psychic ability was broached...It remains to be determined whether the migraines are a result of the suppressed workings of the unconscious...The subject will bear more observation and tactful interview…. The subject, adamant about disbelieving in such tools, looks askance upon the Tarot cards and denies having interacted with them.
In light of all this, Diana’s revelation in Joe Cap’s office about her aunt having been smothered was a shock—but not completely unexpected. While Ethan’s scientist side needed to ask more questions and find out more of what had happened to prompt her to make that statement, the compassionate side knew he couldn’t push her. She was fragile enough without him manhandling her on the way.

But either way, no matter what he did he couldn’t stop thinking about her. Despite having been well and truly burned by not one but two women in his life, here he was, unable to distance himself from yet another. And this one was a lawyer—used to manipulating information and facts in order to do her job. God, he’d be putty in her hands if she put her mind to it.

He wasn’t even certain what it was that attracted him so strongly. She could be frosty, emotionless, and condescending...but she had a softer, more relaxed side with an odd sense of humor. And when she looked at him with those blue eyes, so grateful for his simple offers of help, he couldn’t account for how it made him feel inside. Protective, yes, but hot and needy too.

Except that she was still tied up with that dickwad Wertinger. And much as he hated to admit it, Ethan knew he didn’t want her to give in to the raging attraction between them. Because if she did, that would make her no better than Jenny—or Wertinger himself, for that matter.

And that was one thing Ethan couldn’t tolerate, wouldn’t be party to.

So, much as he wanted to pursue getting to know her in a more intimate, less scientific way, he shut those thoughts right down. It was a good thing she’d opted to go to Portland tonight. That way he wouldn’t be tempted to insist she stay the night again.

Cady whined for the millionth time in the last half hour, smearing her nose against one of the windows. Her hackles stood on end and she growled faintly, then turned and charged toward Ethan. She whined again, bumping her damp nose under his arm, trying to lift it off the armrest of the chair in which he’d reclined.

“Oh, all right,” he muttered in exasperation, folding up the recliner and hauling himself to his feet. “You see a squirrel out there or something? Hope it’s not another skunk,” he added, opening the door for the lab to shoot out into the shadows.

Just then, he saw the faint bob of light coming up the narrow drive. Ethan frowned, squinting into the darkening night as he heard the rumble of a car. Who the he—

Diana.

Damn, but his heart gave a little lurch as her sleek, expensive car came around the corner more rapidly than was prudent considering the condition of the road and the low light. The vehicle crunched over the stones and then jerked to a stop. The engine had just turned off when Diana bolted out, her stricken face illuminated by the yard light.

“Ethan,” she cried as he moved toward her, demanding, “What is it? What happened?”

Cady burst out of the trees, circling the vehicle and doing a whiney sort of bark, but Ethan ignored her as he went to Diana.

“He came back,” she said, her words rapid and her hands clamping onto his arms. “And he left me a w-warning.”

Hearing the wobble in her voice, Ethan dragged her into his arms and wrapped her up close. Anger and fear had him squeezing her probably a bit too tightly, but she made no protest. “What happened?” he asked again. “Did you see him? Did he hurt you?”

She shook her head vehemently against his chest, and thus assured, he kept her there. Right where he wanted her. Her words muffled by his shirt, she said, “I got home from Portland and when I got out of the car...I saw it. Spray paint, all over the f-front of the house, on the door and window. Get out was what it said. And—and You’re next.”

“You didn’t see anyone? You didn’t go inside, did you?” he demanded sharply. “Diana, you didn’t, did you?”

Again she shook her head against him, and he heard a faint sniffle. “No, I’m not that stupid,” she said with a wry laugh. “And I’m too chicken anyway.”

“Good thing,” he said, grateful for that at least. “The bastard’s probably long gone—damn coward—but there’s no sense in taking any chances.” He pulled away enough to sling his arm around her shoulders and ease her toward the house. Cady paced with them, giving a short, sharp bark, but she seemed less agitated than before. “I’m going to get my rifle.”

“Why?” She stopped dead still in the middle of the yard and looked at him, her eyes wide with shock. “You don’t think he’ll come here do you?”

“Not a chance. A guy like that only terrorizes helpless women. Or, at least, women he thinks are helpless,” he added quickly. “Plus, Cady wouldn’t let him near us. Damn,” he swore. “That’s why she’s been whining and climbing the walls all night! I should have let her out earlier.”

“Then what do you need your rifle for?” she asked, and in the distance, he saw a flash of heat lightning.

“I’m going to go over there and see what the bastard was up to. See if he broke in or took anything, or if he left anything behind. And if the cats are all right.”

“Ethan, no, please don’t. What if he is there? And it’s going to rain, and—and we can go back tomorrow. When it’s daylight. We can call Joe Cap then. I don’t want to go there tonight. And I don’t want to be left alone.” She gave a violent shiver. “Besides,” she added, looking up at him, “those cats don’t even show themselves to me. He probably doesn’t even know they’re there.”

He paused, standing on the threshold of his cabin. He’d never seen her look or act so vulnerable in the short time he’d known her, and the pleading in her voice gave him pause. She’d been through so much in the last two weeks. She had the right to be shaken up.

“All right, but I think we ought to call Joe,” he said, opening the door for her. Cady gave a last rally of barks into the darkness, then streaked in ahead of them. She’d be much calmer now that everyone was inside.

“It can wait till morning, can’t it?” she said. “I just want to sit down and—and watch TV and not think about all of this. Aunt Belinda, and my tires...and everything else. Just for tonight.”

“I’m going to call him,” Ethan said firmly, “but I’ll tell him you aren’t going to make a report until tomorrow morning. All right? How about a glass of wine—or something stronger? And I think I saw an old chick flick when I was flipping through the channels...does that sound good?”

She looked at him with those blue eyes, her lips full and soft with worry, and Ethan felt his scruples waver. “Thanks,” she said, “I know I sound like one of those helpless females—”

“No, not really. You sound reasonably concerned—which anyone would be if they realized someone was trying to chase them away from the house in which a woman was murdered.”

“Ethan,” she said with a short little laugh, “you’re not helping the situation.” But she gave him a quick smile and slipped from beneath his arm. “I’m thinking something stronger than a glass of wine would be in order. And a mindless, funny movie. Definitely not a thriller.”

He poured a small glass of Scotch and called Joe while Diana flipped through the channels and sipped her drink.

“I’m going to go over and check the place out,” Joe Cap decided. “No, you don’t need to come—you should stay with her.” There was a sly tone in his drawl that had Ethan deciding not to pour himself a glass of whiskey.

“Okay, let me know what you find out. We’ll be down to see you in the morning,” he said, and hung up the phone. From where he stood in the kitchen, Ethan could hear Diana chuckling at something on the tube.

Her face, always classic in its beauty, was even more beautiful when she laughed because it wasn’t so perfect. Her nose crinkled a bit, her eyes lit up, and when the smile faded, her lips drew back into a brief pout before relaxing. Hoo boy. He sure wanted to kiss her.

Instead, Ethan settled for a beer and the armchair, rather than the other end of the couch. This not only placed him near the long, open windows that allowed a strong, cool breeze to skim over him, but it also put her out of his direct gaze. The fewer the distractions, the better.

“Thanks for letting me stay here again tonight,” Diana said when the movie was over. She stood, giving a little stretch that had Ethan’s imagination going off in all sorts of sordid directions. With her sleepy eyes, courtesy of a long day plus the Scotch, and her short mop of tousled hair, she looked as if she’d just rolled out of bed.

“Anytime,” he said, his voice probably a little more suggestive than it should have been. Damn.

There was the flare of reaction in her face, but he wasn’t sure what it meant. Her eyelids seemed to droop a bit more, and he swore she skipped her gaze over him in his loose (thank God) cut-off sweats and t-shirt, but he wasn’t certain.

“Can you think of anything else you need?” he asked, then wanted to bite his tongue. Get a grip, Tannock.

“No,” she replied after the slightest of hesitations that had him looking at her closely—but this was Diana Iverson. From what he could tell, she’d never flirted with a man in her life. So he was reading the heat in her gaze totally wrong. “I was shopping and bought some sleepwear.”

“Okay, well, then I guess I’m going to head up,” he said, wondering what a woman like Diana considered “sleepwear.” A floor-length, high-necked nightgown, or at least something loose that reached to her knees. Definitely not the lacy red thing he’d instantly pictured.

Bummer.


A loud crack of thunder woke Diana in the middle of the night, pulling her from swirling dark dreams into a dim reality. She turned to look at the clock next to her bed and it was illuminated suddenly by a great flash of lightning. It was three-thirty.

She stared up at the ceiling, watching shadows come and go as lightning flickered in the distance, then closer as a boom of thunder shook the house. She tried to push away the dark thoughts that threatened to pull her back into the maelstrom of nightmares, forcing herself to concentrate on the storm, and on the events of the day.

Her evening in Portland had been relaxing and fruitful—in more ways than one. Diana found herself looking at clothing she never would have considered in the past—bright colors that weren’t always suitable for an attorney, flowing Bohemian skirts and even a pair of low-slung jeans in the style she’d seen Mindy Horning wear at Marc’s barbeque. Not that Diana would show her navel—and definitely not her butt crack—but at least she could wear something other than chinos or a pencil skirt.

She attributed this new perspective to the fact that she suddenly realized she didn’t have to please Jonathan—or anyone. She could dress how she wanted, wear her hair how she wanted, even, possibly, use the bright blue nail polish she’d bought. That had been an impulsive purchase, but Diana couldn’t stop thinking about how pretty it would look on her toes.

Perhaps The Fool had taken hold of her after all.

All at once, another crack of thunder shook the house and a gust of wind sent hard, sharp rain against the window. Suddenly Diana remembered the row of tall windows open in the living room, and she flipped the blanket back and hurried out of the room. Brilliant flashes of lightning helped her find her way, and just as she was getting to the windows, she heard a clumping coming down the stairs.

It sounded like an army, but it was really just six feet: Ethan and Cady.

“Oh, hi,” he said, seeing her struggling to close the windows. The wind was blowing in through them and their panes were wet. “I’ll get them.”

She moved out of his way and walked toward the screened-in porch to see what the storm looked like. She and Cady slipped into the enclosure and peered out to see trees bending and swaying with the wind, and jagged white lines of lightning spearing into the forest and onto the lake. Another boom shook the house and Cady whined, pushing her damp nose into Diana’s leg, which was bare under her short silky nightgown. The chill of it startled her, but she bent down to pat the dog on the head.

She heard a noise behind her. It was Ethan coming out onto the porch to join them.

“Looks pretty nasty,” he said as he approached.

Diana nodded, folding her arms across her middle, and looked back out at the storm. It was cool but not uncomfortable on the porch, but Ethan’s presence sent a shiver through her body. His hair was standing up in endearing tufts, and he hadn’t bothered to put on a shirt.

“I love storms,” she murmured, peering into the darkness as she tried to swallow in her suddenly-dry mouth. “Especially at night.”

“Me too.” She felt him step closer to her and she drew in a breath, holding it. Though she wasn’t facing him, she could feel how close he was. She shivered again.

“Are you cold?” Ethan asked, resting his hands lightly, very lightly, on her bare upper arms.

Diana held her breath again. She could feel the imprint of each of his fingers around her arms, almost brushing the sides of her breasts. “A little,” she managed to reply. She let her breath trickle out.

Just as he’d done on the deck off his bedroom, Ethan slid his hands down to her elbows and back up to her shoulders...once, twice, three times...and then they paused, cupping her elbows.

A crash of thunder made her start and Cady whine, but Ethan said nothing.

“It’s beautiful in its power, isn’t it?” she said in a low voice, trying not to move for fear he’d think she was moving away...or that she’d turn around in his arms and launch herself into something she wasn’t quite sure of. “Nature always amazes me.”

His hands moved again, up to her shoulders, and she felt his fingers brush the ends of her short hair, brush over the sides of her neck. Little shivers erupted over her skin and down her spine. His fingers skimmed her shoulders and then fell away. “I saw a tornado once.” His voice was soft and husky in her ear. “It was one of the most incredible things I’d ever witnessed. I should have been in the cellar, but I had to see it...and I made it down there just in time. My mother was furious with me,” he chuckled quietly.

“How old were you?”

She felt him shrug behind her. “Oh, twelve maybe. Thirteen.”

“You were brave to be out in that weather, especially at that age.”

His hands settled on the curve of her shoulders, as if unable to keep from touching her. “My sister Fiona said I was an idiot—but she was standing there peeking right around me the whole time too.”

They both chuckled at that, the short, husky laughs winding around each other, and then another boom of thunder filled the air. “I guess I’d better head back to bed,” Diana said. But she made no move to go.

“I’d like to join you.”

His words, unexpected, soft and heavy with desire, speared her middle and caused her to draw in her breath. “Ethan,” she began, and then suddenly she felt his lips on her bare shoulder. Sensation exploded through her body, hot and delicious, and she caught her breath, smothering a sigh.

His mouth was warm and light and as his lips moved tenderly up the side of her neck she felt her knees begin to weaken and her eyes sink closed. Goosebumps erupted everywhere, her nipples surged and hardened, and she gave a soft sigh.

Ethan stepped closer as he pulled her so that she leaned back against him. Now his mouth was near her ear, kissing a vulnerable spot just behind her lobe, still gentle, coaxing, erotic. His hands slid around to cover her breasts and she heard his intake of breath as he found her ready nipples where they jutted through the silk of her nightgown. She stiffened in surprise then eased as sharp, hot pleasure jolted through her.

“Diana...I want to make love to you,” he whispered. “Let me make love to you.”

She shivered against him and felt the warmth of his torso seeping through her nightgown. His strong arms surrounded her, pulling her back along his body, and his lips nibbled on her earlobe. He found his way beneath the vee of her neckline, feathering the tips of his fingers over her sensitive nipples as if coaxing her into submission.

She might have tried to turn and face him, to slide her hands up over those broad shoulders...but he didn’t allow her to move. Instead, he gently bit into the tender spot on her neck, and, gasping at the intense pleasure-pain, she sagged back into him. The silk of her nightgown was clinging to her everywhere, and although the cool rain’s breeze filtered through the windows, she was warm and liquid...and yet very much awake. Alive.

“Mm...yes,” he murmured as she closed her eyes, resting her head back onto his shoulder, his mouth close to her ear. “Come with me, Diana,” he said in a mellow voice, hot and velvet against her skin.

One of his hands eased down over the clinging silk to its hem, and the next thing she knew, his fingers were sliding up her bare thigh. Light and sure, his hand moved to the warm, moist center between her legs and Diana found herself sagging even more as he covered her most intimately. A dull, pleasurable throb reverberated through her body, swelling and pounding as his fingers went slickly to work, exploring and teasing her into a shivering mass.

Now, his fingers hiked up the hem of her nightgown over her bare thighs, and he lifted his face from her neck. Diana opened her eyes. In the window in front of her she could see their reflections: she, with her dark head flung back, exposing a stark white throat and white thighs, he with a shadowed face, staring into the reflection. His hands pinned her against his body in some erotic game, and as she watched, their eyes met in the mottled image.

Behind her, she felt his chest move with ragged breaths and he pulled a strap off her shoulder so that one white breast slipped out from the nightgown. Her nipple, full and tight, was dark in the center of her white skin beneath the long expanse of her throat. In that moment, instead of herself, Diana saw some exotic movie starlet, flush and lush with passion, captured in place by a pair of solid brown arms.

The image aroused her even more, and perhaps him as well, for all at once, two probing fingers slipped deep into her wet sheath.

He groaned from deep in his chest as she gasped and pulsed around him. “You are so ready,” he muttered into her ear. “Come with me now, sweetheart. Come...with me.” He slid his fingers in and out and around, massaging her own tiny, swollen erection, brushing over the plump, sensitive skin around it.

Diana felt herself gathering up, the heat rushing and surging through her as his rhythm never faltered. Her toes curled into the wood floor, her fingers closed around his arm as she bit her lip, trying to keep from crying out as she drew closer and closer...and then all at once, she went over the top, her world exploding like a bright flash of lightning.

She gave a cry of release, of triumph, as the pleasure undulated through her limbs. Her knees gave out and she clung to his arms as he chuckled softly, deeply into her damp neck.

“That’s what I meant,” he said, pleasure and delight evident in his voice. “ Ah, Diana ….” He turned her suddenly and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her up close as he bent to kiss her. His hand came to brush the hair from her cheek, and she could smell her own muskiness on his fingers.

Diana raised her face to meet him, to take his lips, and she felt his trembling from pent-up desire. His mouth was as sensual and his kiss as beautiful as she’d remembered, but grew hot and sleek as their bare skin connected. At last her hand could slide up his arms, over his broad, warm shoulders, her fingers tracing the curve of his collarbone, pressing her hips into his.

“Diana?” It was a question, breathless, low, a little desperate.

“Yes ….” she sighed. Suddenly, she was in his arms as he turned to take her off the porch.

Ethan, intent and nearly blind with desire, stumbled over Cady, who’d collapsed on the floor behind him. But he was able to right himself before disaster, Diana giving a little huff of a laugh as she jolted in his arms. His veins thrummed with heat and he had one thing, only one thing, on his mind. With long strides, he carried his burden across the living room and up the stairs into his cool, dark bedroom.

He let her feet slide to the floor in front of the bed, and, pinning her there with his thighs, kissed her long and thoroughly as he yanked his shorts down with one hand. Then, he pulled away just long enough to whisk that soft, silky gown up and over her head.

“Ah.” Ethan drew in his breath sharply at the sight of her nude body, pale in the dim light, warm under his palms. He thought again how beautiful she was, how perfect her breasts were with their small, tight nipples, how smooth and flowing the lines of her torso were. He filled his hands with her, touching, caressing, fondling as he bent to kiss her again. Ready. So ready...but thorough. He’d be thorough.

He tumbled them onto the bed, onto the wad of blankets and mussed sheets he’d left earlier, and settled against her. Hot damp skin to hot damp skin, curves pressed up against firm muscle and coarse hair. They fit together well, and she welcomed him as he eased her legs apart.

Lifting himself away just enough to reach into the drawer of his bedside table, he pulled a condom free from its depths. With one movement, he ripped the package open, then bent to take one of those perked-up nipples into his mouth. Diana gave a sexy little tremor as he closed his lips around her, sucking and teasing her with his tongue, getting her all worked up again so that she’d be sleek and ready for him.

She was mumbling things he couldn’t understand, but they sounded good: breathy and desperate, and he made short work of slipping the condom in place. And then, shifting up to kiss her full and long and hard on her parted lips, he fit himself into place and at last...ah, yes.

She made a soft, erotic little sound that stoked him, grasping at his shoulders and lifting herself up to meet his thrust. And he began to move with long, slow strokes, trying to keep them easy and deep, she whimpered and shifted on the bed. In the back of his mind, he heard the boom of thunder, and was faintly aware of the flashes of lightening mingling with the soft sounds of pleasure she made beneath him. Her sudden cry, low and husky, nearly undid him, and but he kept his mind for a moment longer...just long enough to make it last. To listen to her rough, addled breathing and feel her orgasm shuddering around him.

And then he stopped thinking. He slipped into his own pleasure and let go. And when it came, the release rolled through his body in a sharp, hot wave.

He smiled with long-awaited contentment as he eased down next to her, the thunderstorm still raging beyond the windows as they edged into slumber.


Ethan opened his eyes to a damp, gray morning and an empty bed. There was still a warm spot from where Diana had been, and he could hear her running water in the bathroom.

Which was just as well, because it gave him time to pull his head back together. He felt good. More than good. Better than he had felt in a long time.

Except for the fact that he’d had amazing, toe-curling, explosive sex with a woman who’d done to her fiancé exactly what Jenny had done to Ethan.

The selfish part of him didn’t give a shit—obviously, Jonathan Wertinger was a douchebag who’d already cheated on Diana and deserved whatever he got. Not to mention the fact that they didn’t belong together—it was obvious to anyone with a brain that Wertinger wasn’t the right man for her.

But.

It was the “but” that had Ethan’s insides feeling hollow and scraped empty when he should have been figuring out how to coax her back between the sheets. Either Diana had used the opportunity last night for a sort of revenge against Jonathan, or she’d easily succumbed to her own form of betrayal.

Either way, that made her just the sort of woman he loathed: manipulative, opportunistic, and unfaithful.

The fact that Ethan had played the role of seducer in her infidelity didn’t make him feel any better. It certainly did take two to tango, and he was just as culpable. Nor could he blame it on the fact that he’d had a long, empty dry spell when it came to women and sex.

Nope. He’d wanted Diana. Not just anyone. Diana. Only Diana.

The bathroom door opened, and there she was, wrapped in one of his robes, her thick, short mop of curls just as tousled as he’d imagined they’d be after a night of hot sex. Her face was damp, as if she’d just washed it.

“Good morning,” she said. Hesitation hinged in her voice, making Ethan even more disconcerted.

So now she regretted it? Damn straight she should.

“Hey,” was all he said. He knew his smile wasn’t as warm or natural as it should have been, but he couldn’t help the cold, sinking feeling sliding down his spine. He’d never been very good at deception.

“Hey...uh ….” Her gaze skittered around the room, and her attention landed on the wad of blue silk that lay crumpled on the floor. “Oh,” she said, and went to pick it up.

He hadn’t noticed the color last night, and although it wasn’t red—or lacy—it had certainly done the job. For a minute, his mind wandered back to the feel of that silk sliding over her curves, warm and clinging, and he felt a rise of desire again. No doubt about it, she pushed all his buttons, the very right way.

“We should probably talk about—uh—this,” she said, clutching the blue silk to her chest. Her eyes, nearly the same shade of midnight as the lingerie, focused on him.

“Talk?” he said, forcing a casual little laugh. “What’s there to talk about?” He patted the bed next to him and mustered up a warm grin and seductive look. “Aren’t you cold standing there?”

“No,” she said. “I’m fine. I—uh—Ethan,” she said, her words coming out rapidly, as if she needed to push them through, “I don’t know what happened to me last night. I mean, I don’t normally do things like...that. I—I really—it was wonderful, really amazing, but I’m just coming out of a relationship and I don’t think I’m ready for anything...new. So, um, could we just pretend...I mean, I’m good with just leaving it as one wonderful night, and—that’s it. No, uh, expectations. Okay?”

“Yeah, sure,” he said automatically. His mind was spinning as he tried to make sense of her rushed, tumbling words along with his own feelings about the situation. Wonderful, amazing—he caught that. That was good. I don’t do things like that. Okay, he’d buy that, based on her obvious discomfort.

“Okay, good,” she said in a rush, hurrying out of the room. She closed the door behind her.

Wait.

Just coming out of a relationship?
Ethan bolted upright and stared at the door. What the hell did that mean?


Diana rushed down the stairs, her face hot and her insides churning, but her dignity intact. That went well.
She felt like a complete idiot, yet she couldn’t banish the memory of Ethan sprawled all over his bed, oh so naked and gorgeous. Dark and muscular, with a few tan lines and just the right amount of hair, he was magnificent with the muted light spilling over his long, lean body. She’d never been this close to such a perfect specimen of masculinity, let alone been intimate.

And yet she managed to say just what she’d practiced in the bathroom, in a relatively coherent manner, she thought. No expectations.
Even though those words made her insides twist and churn all the more, she figured it was the best way to approach the situation. She was going back to Boston, he was heading to Princeton, and aside from that, Diana was under no illusion that she was anything more than a summer fling for a guy like Ethan Tannock.

Just as in When Harry Met Sally…, it was better that she’d had the opportunity to say first that it was just a one night thing. And, based on the expression on his face when she came out of the bathroom, it had been the right thing to say. Despite the beauty of his tanned self among the rumpled sheets, the expression on his face had clearly been one of regret and discomfort.

Not that she hadn’t had similar feelings. Yesterday I was engaged to Jonathan. And today, here I am, rolling out of another man’s bed. Now who’s the Wonder Slut?
As she reached the bottom of the stairs, she realized Cady was right behind her. The lab went to the door and whined. Clutching Ethan’s robe more tightly around her, Diana let the dog out and then turned to go to her room and get dressed. She had to file a report with Joe Cap—another unpleasantness to deal with, although this one should be easier than telling a delicious hunk of a man that she was letting him off the hook for last night.

Maybe she should have gone for one more night before she walked—if for no other reason than to wipe away any lingering memory of Jonathan. Not that that had been hard to do, at least with Ethan.

Geesh. Even now, her knees weakened when she thought about what he’d done...how he’d touched her and teased her, brought her up and over the edge so easily. He was...amazing.

As she headed toward the guest room, she glanced into Ethan’s office. The windows had been left wide open all night, and papers were blown all over the floor. Probably rain had come in too, for it had been a fierce storm.

She walked over to see if anything had gotten too wet, picking up the papers as she went, and as she set them on the desk, noticed they were typed notes, with dates on them. Unconsciously scanning them, she paused when she saw Belinda’s name appear on the top of one page, and then her heart stopped. And she stared.

July 10: Diana Iverson.

The sight of her own name sent a queer shiver over her shoulders, and, although she knew she shouldn’t, she did—she began to read, her attention darting around the page, catching phrases that caused her hands to go cold.

“The subject appears to be at least wary of Tarot cards, although she denies any belief in their ability to assist in precognitive—or other—abilities....The subject, adamant about disbelieving in such tools, looks askance upon the cards and denies having interacted with them....The subject insisted that the cards had dropped onto the floor, and became clearly uneasy when pressed for further information.... It remains to be determined whether the migraines are a result of the suppressed workings of the unconscious. The subject will bear more observation, and tactful interview, as the subject is unaware of this research.”
Diana allowed the sheaf of papers to slide onto the desk, aware that her eyes had begun to burn.

The subject.
Emptiness seeped into her bones, numbing her mind, as she turned toward the door. How foolish she’d been to think that perhaps he’d been interested in her for herself. How preposterous to consider that she—awkward, shy Diana Iverson—could attract a man like Ethan Tannock.

In the sanctuary of her room, she dressed slowly, aware of the thumping footsteps when Ethan came down the stairs moments later, and the excited clatter of claws when he let Cady in from outside.

“Di?” There was a knock on her door that had her freezing. “Do you want something to eat?” His voice sounded low and mellow, and sent little remembering shivers up her spine.

Or at least, it would have if she weren’t so angry with herself for being so damned stupid. No, wait, she was angry with him for using her.

But...had he really used her? Or had it been a mutual using?

Either way, she was not going to tell him what she’d seen in the office. She wasn’t going to let him know how being labeled a “subject” had effectively deflated any feelings she might have begun to have for him. Better to let him think she’d always intended this to be a summer fling. Not that she’d intended anything with him anyway ….

She sank on the bed, rubbing her temples vigorously. I need to get out of here. Go back to Boston, go back to my work, to my real life.
“Diana?” he said, knocking again. “Are you all right?”

“I’ll be out in a sec,” she said, straightening up, putting on her game face.

She could do this. How the hell many times had she been torn apart by a judge’s snide, Good-Ol’-Boys’ comment? Or been slyly insulted by the opposing legal team? “I’m not all that hungry,” she added. “Just coffee for me.”

“That’s too bad, because, you know, breakfast is my best meal,” he teased through the door.

Yeah, I’m sure it is. After all those one-night-stands a guy like you has.
“I’ll be out in a minute,” she called.

By the time she finished dressing and brushing her teeth, a miracle occurred: Joe Cap had driven up into the yard and was waiting outside, chatting with Ethan as they waited for her and took turns throwing Cady’s ball.

“I went over and checked things out last night,” he drawled as she approached. “Did a real good number with that spray paint. Looks as if someone was inside, too—broke right through a window.”

“Sonofabitch,” Ethan muttered. “Guess the locks didn’t do much good.” He glanced at Diana, his expression a lot less regretful than it had been earlier. In fact, the intensity there made a warm flush rush over her face.

She hoped Joe Cap didn’t notice.

“Ethan says how you were gone all afternoon, and night,” he said, looking at her blandly. “You got back around nine?”

“It was just getting dark. Around nine-thirty, nine-forty-five. I didn’t see anyone,” she added before he could ask. “And I didn’t even go in the house. As soon as I saw the paint, I came here.”

“Someone must’ve known you were gonna be gone, because whatever they did happened before dark,” said Joe. “That’s more’n a bit ballsy if you ask me. Someone’s getting a little desperate.”

“Jesus, Joe, you sound like a bad cop show,” Ethan said, clearly frustrated with the whole situation. “And you can lay the blame for spilling the beans on me. I was in the Grille for dinner yesterday and happened to mention that you’d gone to Portland for the evening.” This last was directed at Diana, his face grim with disgust. “I was talking with Bella and Tommy, and then Helen Galliday came up.”

“You need say no more,” Joe said, shaking his head. “Durn busybody probably had to know every breath the both of you took all day yesterday. And from Helen’s lips, it wouldn’t have taken long for everyone in Damariscotta to know that Diana was going to be in Portland for a few hours.”

“She did make a point of mentioning that there were plenty of shops here in town, and why did Diana have to go so far just to buy clothes,” Ethan admitted.

“You think it’s someone here in Damariscotta?” Diana asked, her head beginning to pound. Great. This is the last thing I need.
“I don’t know who else it would be,” said Joe. “Someone’s got to be around here, watching your every move. And surely it’s someone who knew Belinda.”

Ethan glared at him as a shiver caught Diana. Neither of them liked the thought of her being watched all the time.

“How about we head over and you can check around and see if anything’s missing, or been disturbed,” suggested Joe. “And I can finalize the report.”

“That’s good. I can pack up then too,” she said, and Ethan went still.

“Pack up?” he asked.

“I forgot to tell you...I’m heading back to Boston tonight. I need to get back to my practice, and...I’ve got other things to take care of. I’ll go get my keys and stuff,” she added, and started off to the cabin.

As she walked away, Joe gave his friend a long once-over. One eyebrow lifted and he shook his head. “Naw...you didn’t.”

Ethan’s lips tightened but he declined to answer. What the hell was going on? She forgot to tell him she was leaving? Today? No way that was true. No wonder she’d allowed him to seduce her last night. His mouth flattened grimly.

Was she broken up with Wertinger or not? And why did he feel as if Damariscotta, his favorite place in the world, was going to be much less interesting once she was gone?

“Damn, Tannock, you did, didn’t you? You ended your dry spell and slept with Bee’s niece. Jay-sus. What the hell happened?”

“I wish to hell I knew,” he replied with an unaccountable surge of anger. He picked up the tennis ball and fired it into the forest with all his might. Cady tore after it as he struggled to keep his expression blank in front of the much-too-perceptive police chief.

“Well,” said Joe as Diana came back out of the cabin. “At least if she’s back home, no one’s gonna be trying to chase her away from Damariscotta. Or worse.”

Yeah. That made him feel so much better.

TEN
 
Even after the five-hour drive, Diana had to resist the urge to stop at her office—her haven, her lifeblood—before going to the townhouse she and Jonathan shared in the Back Bay, despite the fact that the office was not on the way to her house.

It was as though now she’d returned to Boston, her job had once again become the sum of her existence. Odd how being in Damariscotta had not given her the panicked feeling that she was missing something, unable to check in all the time and be on her computer constantly—as usually happened when she traveled or vacationed—but that she’d allowed her work to take a back seat.

The Fool.
She’d been acting the Fool—in more ways than one—and now she had to put those carefree days (if one could call having one’s house broken into and tires slashed carefree) away and get back to work.

Especially now that she didn’t have a wedding to plan.

Diana tightened her grip on the steering wheel. She’d had hours of solitude in which to think and mull—something that rarely happened in her busy life. And if she’d expected the return to Boston and her life there to make her second-guess her decision to end things with Jonathan, she would be disappointed. In fact, when she thought about her former fiancé, she felt weightless and relieved for some reason.

Maybe it was because she no longer had the burden of needing to learn how to trust him again. How to forgive him for his betrayal. Or maybe it was because she’d never really needed him in her life after all.

But it wasn’t Jonathan who filled her thoughts much at all during the drive. It was Ethan, and the way he’d said goodbye to her...if one could call what he did a farewell.

Joe Cap had done his review of the house, taken her statement and that of Ethan’s, and was putting his notebook away as the three of them stood on the porch at Aunt Bee’s. “I’ll be getting in touch with you with any information we get about the vandal. And the autopsy results on your aunt should be in in a coupla weeks.” He shook his head at her surprised look. “This ain’t New York or CSI or whatever shows you’re watching. We’ll be lucky to get word by middle of August.”

And then, with a long, meaningful look at Ethan, he shook Diana’s hand and trudged off to his vehicle.

“So you’re hitting the road?” Ethan said as Diana turned to walk back into the house. He stood, blocking her way.

“I’m not going to stay here,” she said, gesturing to the ugly red paint that warned her to go. “And I’ve been away from work long enough.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you’d broken up with Wertinger?” he asked, moving closer to her in the doorway. His eyes bored down into hers and she couldn’t tell if he was angry or...something else.

Diana blinked and recovered. “I didn’t realize I had to check with you first,” she replied tartly.

“Well,” he said, his voice slowing to a dangerous pace, “I guess I’d like to know if I’m sleeping with a woman who’s going home to her fiancé or not. The idea of sharing doesn’t appeal to me. I’m sure you can understand why.”

Diana’s heart was pounding like a tom-tom, and she was finding it difficult to read him. His brown eyes had gone cool and remote, just as they’d been the day he realized she’d changed the locks on him. She put on her lawyer hat and removed herself and her emotion from the situation, placing her closing arguments out on the line. “Let me clarify for you, then, Ethan. I have indeed ended things with Jonathan, so you’re off the hook for sleeping with a cheating woman. Although the fact that you thought you were does give me pause—”

“What was I supposed to think?” he asked, again in that dangerous voice.

“As you might recall, I was a little distracted and distraught last night. I’m sorry that it wasn’t top of mind. And also, you’re not sleeping with me. We slept together, and it was mind-blowing, I’ll give you that, Ethan. But it’s past tense. Right?”

“Right,” he said. His eyes raked over her as he at last stepped aside to let her go into the house. They were cold and flat.

Diana started to walk by him, but as she brushed past, she felt him exhale deeply. Then suddenly, his arms closed around her and with one fluid movement, he flattened her back against the edge of the doorway. His mouth settled over hers with a surprising fierceness, his lips forming to hers in the same way they’d done the night before—but with an edge. The kiss was warm and hot and slick and intense and Diana couldn’t keep from succumbing to the renewed flare of desire that swarmed up and over her body. Ethan’s mouth was firm and soft, coaxing and demanding, and his tongue licked her insides in a way that had her fairly collapsing into the wall.

Strong arms pinned her against the door, fitting her between muscular thighs and the ridges of the doorjamb. Solidness, strength, heat and wildness covered her, and she allowed herself to feel the range of emotion to her every last nerve ending. She wanted him as much here, now, with this dangerous edge, as she had last night when he first touched her.

Then, suddenly, he released her and stepped back. He looked down at her with eyes that were flat and emotionless, even as he reached out to touch her cheek in a light caress. “Safe travels, Diana. Good luck back in Boston. I hope you’re happy there.”

And with one last, long look, he spun and walked away—off the porch, heading home.

She almost called him back. Even now, as she finally reached Boston, Diana remembered how she’d had to curl her fingers into the edge of the door to keep from going after him. She’d bit on her lip to keep her mouth closed.

The subject, she reminded herself. You are the subject.

She’d had enough hurt and pain in the last month and a half. Why expose herself to more?

Why indeed.

But more than once during her drive, she’d lifted her fingers to brush over her cheek just as he’d done. And remembered how kind and efficient he’d been during her migraines, how solid and sure he’d acted when all of the vandalism had occurred. And she thought about the way his face eased and his demeanor changed after their first frank conversation, when she apologized to him for thinking he was a shyster and they talked for a long time in her kitchen. And how he’d teased her about her nicknames for Valerie, enjoying her being undignified—even including her bold use of the F-word.

Ethan Tannock was a good man. He just wasn’t the man for her.


Drawing in a deep breath, Diana went up the sidewalk to their townhouse—Jonathan’s townhouse—and she could hear his voice through the open windows. Her heart lodged in her throat. What if Valerie the Surgery Slut was there with him again?

But she didn’t hear any other voices and so she slipped in the front door as quietly as possible.

“I’m working on it.” She could hear his voice coming from the den, where his office was. He sounded stressed, tense, more strung out than she’d ever heard him before, and he was coming closer. “Yes. Yes, I just need more t—” He stopped when he came out of the office and saw her standing there.

Diana balked at the expression on his face. He looked gray, almost sick, and his skin was damp with perspiration. His hair, already wispy and thin, was flyaway and uncombed. He was wearing an untucked shirt, half-buttoned, and workout pants—an uncharacteristic uniform for the proper physician. “I’ll be in touch,” he said quickly into his cell phone and disconnected. “Diana, what are you doing here?”

“I’m here to get my things,” she said. “Are you all right? You don’t look very good.”

“I’ve been sick,” he said a little sharply. “Food poisoning. This is the first time I’ve gotten out of bed in two days, and it was to deal with this,” he added, gesturing with his phone. “Antoni is at it again.”

“Oh,” she said. And realized that not only did she not care about the latest problem with the partners in his practice, but that she didn’t have to listen to him talk about it and pretend to be interested. Ever. Again.

“I didn’t expect you until tomorrow,” he said. “Is everything all right? Did you change your mind?” he added, hope lighting his face as he stepped toward her. “Please tell me you changed your mind.”

“No,” she said, putting her suitcase down. “I haven’t changed my mind, Jonathan. I’m going to pack up a few things and get out of your way.”

“There’s no need to do that, Diana. It’s late and there’s an extra bed. Why don’t you just stay here tonight? I promise, I won’t impose my presence on you,” he added. “You can take a few days to get your things packed and ready to go.”

That sounded reasonable. Very reasonable, and Diana nodded gratefully. “Thank you. I appreciate that. I’ll just go out and get the rest of my things.” Maybe this wasn’t going to be as difficult as she’d imagined.

Once outside, she walked around to the back of her car to retrieve her shopping bags from the trunk, and then remembered her all-important laptop, her lifeline to her work, her world...the one she hadn’t touched in days. Not until I went to Portland and put it in the car, she remembered with a sudden burst of clarity.

Diana stopped, there in the middle of the street, shopping bags dangling from both arms, and realized she’d put the laptop case in her car before heading for Portland the night of the vandalism and second break-in. That was odd—odd that she’d bring the computer on an evening out. And odder still, she reflected, that she’d felt compelled to put the Tarot cards in the computer case before doing so...along with Belinda’s journal. Possibly saving them from being stolen or vandalized in the break-in?

She broke out in a cold sweat as she stood on the quiet Saturday evening street. Diana remembered feeling a strange, strong need to bring the computer with her. It was almost as if she’d known...or that someone was telling her what to do.

She shivered and carried the laptop case into the house, setting it on the kitchen table where she usually worked.

Diana took her time arranging her things in the guestroom, unwilling to have to interact with Jonathan more than necessary. She’d find a place as soon as possible, and in the mean time, she’d spend as much time at the office as she could.

It was almost dark by the time she left her room in search of something for a late dinner. Diana walked into the kitchen, but the sight that greeted her made her stop short.

Jonathan had the countertop television on, but he wasn’t paying any attention to it. Instead, he had opened a familiar mahogany box and spread the black silk to pull Aunt Belinda’s Tarot cards from its depths. He was flipping through them, tossing them into careless piles onto the table in front of him.

Irrational rage swept through Diana at the sight, tinting her vision with red.

“What are you doing?” she demanded. She pulled the cards out of his hands, scooping up the ones off the table in a second hasty motion.

“I was just looking at these cards.” Jonathan stared up at her. He appeared to be feeling better, for the odd cast to his skin had faded.

“Those are Aunt Belinda’s—they’re mine now—and they shouldn’t be touched by anyone but the user. Unless you’re having a reading done.” Her breath was coming in quick shallow gasps, and even as she berated him, Diana realized she was overreacting. But the sight of his hands on the cards made her so angry.

Jonathan’s expression didn’t change, but his voice became sharp. “What’s the matter with you? They’re just cards.”

“I know that,” she snapped, carefully straightening them into a neat pile. She picked up the box. “What were you doing, digging through my computer bag anyway?”

“I was looking for a pen and I found them in the case.” He stood and brushed past her, his bewildered expression giving way to irritation. “I’m going to bed. Good night.”

Diana stared after him for a moment, then she walked into the living and sank onto the sofa, still holding the mahogany box in one hand and the oversized deck of cards in the other. The sudden force of anger had blinded her to reason, and now, as it faded, she was shaken. What was that all about?
She looked down at the cards. She held them face down in her hand, and for a moment, she was tempted to turn the whole deck over and see what the bottom card was. Diana set the box carefully on the table in front of her, still holding the cards. Clutching them.

She felt a trembling begin in the base of her spine, shivering up to her tense shoulders and down her arms. She saw the hand that held the cards begin to shake as queasiness roiled in her stomach.

Drawing in a deep breath, she forced herself to relax.

Then, in a sort of daze, Diana opened her mind to the swirl of images and thoughts from Damariscotta, and Boston, and everyone she’d seen and spoken to in the last month. And then she cleared her thoughts, closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and looked down.

She rested the deck on the table, cut it, and stared at the card she was to turn over.

She swallowed heavily, the nausea becoming more intense, the tom-toms of a migraine starting in the base of her skull.

She turned the card over.

The High Priestess.
Her steadiness wavered. Again. Yes, again. She drew in a deep breath, reminding herself what it meant.

Accessing the unconsciousness...opening the doors to the unknown...seeking what is concealed.
She nodded, swallowing back the lump in her throat. Okay. Now what? The pounding became harder, sharper, more violent.

She cut the deck again, closed her eyes, and selected a card. Opened her eyes.

Death.
A sudden rush of terror surprised her at the sight of the black-armored Death on his horse. Irrational, deep, and cold, the fear swept over her, leaving her shaking and ill. All at once, darkness tried to suffocate her, and she struggled to breathe, to shake off the powerful emotion.

“No,” she said, and shoved the cards roughly into their black silk covering. “No.”

Half-blind with pain and smothered by shadows, she slammed the top back onto the box and shoved it back into her computer bag next to the journal, hands shaking, stomach roiling, head pounding.

She staggered to the bathroom, making it just in time to be violently ill into the toilet. Her head throbbed and felt as if it were being squeezed in a vise as darkness cloaked her vision. Tears came as she held onto the cold porcelain, then at last she collapsed on the floor in misery and pain.


Diana wasn’t certain how many hours later she dragged herself off the bathroom floor, but it was very dark and quiet in the house. Her skin was clammy and her muscles trembled, and the remnants of the migraine—or whatever it had been—still throbbed in the back of her skull.

Either Jonathan hadn’t heard her getting sick, or he didn’t care—and either way, she was grateful for the fact that he hadn’t come around trying to be solicitous. The only person she wanted comfort from was Ethan.

And that thought had her gritty eyes popping open wide with shock and fear. That was not a good thing to be thinking at all.

Trying to banish the frightening thought, she climbed between the sheets of the guest bed, weak and shaky, and tried to fall asleep. But whenever she closed her eyes, those horrible dark images pressed down, smothering and stifling her, hot and heavy. She tossed and turned, trying to stay awake and then giving in, succumbing to sleep. But each time, the nightmares grew darker and more insistent, wrapping her in what seemed to be long, snakelike tendrils of evil, thick heavy ropes of horror, and she clawed her way back to wakefulness.

Through it all the black-armored Death rode slowly and steadily through her nocturnal images. His flag snapped dully in a nonexistent wind, ominous in its incessant rhythm. Like the sound of an army approaching, or that of a death knell. Thwack, snap, thud...thud...Di-an-a...Di-an-a….
“Diana?”

Her eyes peeled open and she saw that the world was light once again. Someone was pounding on her door. Jonathan.

She couldn’t answer; her brain was still fogged, smothered by the dreams. She looked at the clock. Two. In the afternoon?

“Diana,” Jonathan said again, and this time he cracked the door.

“What?” she croaked.

“I’m—leaving for awhile. Thought you might want to know.” His gaze traveled the room lighting on her suitcases. “I hope you’re still here when I get back,” he added, looking at her hopefully.

She didn’t respond with more than a little wave. Her hand trembled noticeably and her head still thudded. Mercifully, the door closed and moments later, she heard Jonathan leave the house.

Only then did she feel able to pull herself from the bed on shaky legs and make her way to the kitchen. Coffee didn’t appeal, but she had juice and then went to retrieve her cell phone from its pocket in her purse.

No missed calls. No texts.

Not that she’d expected any from anyone. Ethan didn’t even have her cell phone number...did he? Not that he’d call her.

Why would he call her? She was nothing more than a summer fling who also happened to be a subject. The nausea returned in full force and she directed herself back into the kitchen to find something on which to nibble, realizing she hadn’t eaten since yesterday on the road.

With a few crackers in hand, Diana sat herself firmly down at the kitchen table with her laptop and the intention of working. Tomorrow was Monday, and she’d be back in the office bright and early, ready to get back to her normal life.

No more thoughts about Tarot cards, no more worries about someone breaking into her house, and certainly no more daydreaming about a handsome, dog-loving parapsychologist.


Two weeks after her return from Damariscotta, Diana was in her office trying to concentrate on a brief when her assistant poked her head around the door. “Got a minute? It’s the Merkovitz case,” Mickey said.

A twinge of unease shivered over her. She’d been avoiding spending any time on the case, justifying it by the fact that she had months before the hearing. But she couldn’t ignore it and its difficult client forever. “Of course. Come in.”

Mickey, who was, as always, dressed at the height of trend, clomped in on her chunky-heeled shoes and proffered her boss a stack of manila folders as she took a seat.

She was as close to a best friend as Diana had had in a long while—next to Jonathan. They were the same age but their lives leading up to their current positions were completely different.

Raised in the North End among the Italian Catholics, Mickey had married at age seventeen immediately out of high school, bore her first child at eighteen, her second at twenty, her third at twenty-one, and got her tubes tied shortly thereafter over the vehement protests of her mother Salem. Now, her children were in school—the youngest was eleven—and she’d decided to pursue the career she’d never had a chance to start before. Her husband, Dominic, had been surprisingly supportive. Mickey maintained it was because she was such an awful cook, and that with her at work, his mother could cook for them.

Regardless of how or why she’d come into this position, the fact was she was the best assistant, confidant, and friend Diana had ever had working for her...even though Mickey tended to be a bit too outspoken.

“What’s the update?” Diana said from her seat on the other side of the mahogany desk.

“Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you’ve been avoiding this case. And Merkovitz’s calls,” Mickey said, tossing a cloud of frizzy blond hair behind her shoulder.

Diana bit her lip. She couldn’t hide much from Mickey. “That obvious, huh?”

“Not that I blame you—the guy’s still the biggest dickwad I’ve ever met, and that’s saying a lot, coming from the North End. And having five brothers.”

“Your brothers aren’t that big of jerks,” Diana protested, remembering many a dinner overrun by the big, loud, Italian-Catholic family. Except maybe Leo, who’d once stuck his hand up her shirt after too many glasses of Chianti.

“No, but they have a lot of friends who are.”

Both of them chuckled and then Diana returned her attention to the matter at hand. “So tell me the latest. You met with the CNA and the nurse?”

“Right. They were in the surgery that Merkovitz allegedly screwed up—Jenkson is the patient’s name. They were only willing to talk off the record, but I’m sure they’ll be subpoenaed. They both stated, independently, that they were certain he was intoxicated during the surgery. Slurred words, a bit of a stumble, shaking hands—the whole nine yards. But they didn’t smell anything on him, so ….”

“Damn,” Diana breathed, placing her hand softly, firmly on the desk. What had always been a prickling annoyance about the previous case, one that she’d forced herself to ignore, expanded into full-blown comprehension. “I knew it.” Anger and disbelief warred inside. He’d lied to her. She’d even asked him point-blank if he’d been under the influence of any drugs or intoxicants, and he’d lied.

No, she’d allowed him to lie to her.

Diana rested her head in her hand, feeling as if blinders and shutters were falling away. Now all she saw was cold, empty realization. “I suspected as much in the last case. I knew something was wrong. And I got him off then—dammit. And someone died.”

She sat there for a moment, furious with herself and with Roger Merkovitz, and stunned that she could have been so blind—or allowed herself to be. This was what gave attorneys a bad reputation.

“What are you going to do?” Mickey asked after a long moment.

Standing, Diana shoved her chair away from the desk and it rolled back into the credenza. Her heart was pounding, her world in flux...but she knew what she had to do. “I’m going to call him and tell him I can’t represent him in this case.”

“You’re his attorney—you have to defend him even if he’s guilty. And you don’t know that he was at fault in the previous case. You could get disbarred for saying otherwise,” Mickey said. Her expression was serious, but not condemning. There was no judgment in the woman who’d worked closely with her on the previous case. She knew just as much as Diana did.

“I won’t be his attorney any longer.”

“He won’t like that. He’s our biggest client.”

Diana’s stomach pitched. “It doesn’t matter. I can’t do this. I have to have some integrity.” She looked at her friend. For some reason, an image of the High Priestess flickered into her mind. “Even if I can’t pay the bills.” Her heart was pounding, her palms going slick. But she’d made her decision. She was listening to her instincts.

“Word,” Mickey said, softly vehement. “I’m a hundred percent supportive. It’ll work out.” She stood and started to leave, then paused, her hand on the door. “Jonathan’s not going to be very happy.” Her steady gaze was both challenging and filled with question.

“It doesn’t matter what Jonathan thinks,” Diana said shortly. She’d moved out more than two weeks ago, but hadn’t mentioned anything to Mickey. Although, clearly, her assistant suspected something was up—particularly since several bouquets of flowers had arrived at the office in the last few weeks. All from Jonathan.

“It doesn’t?” pressed her friend. Her eyes had narrowed and were looking at her sharply. “Anything you want to tell me? Li-ike...the fact that you moved out?”

Diana sighed. “Fine. I moved out. I told him it was over.”

“Hot damn, woman! I knew it!”

Diana blinked and looked at her. “You sound very pleased.”

“You know I was never that crazy about him. There’s just something...off about him. Something that bugs me. And of course the fact that he’s a cheating asshole doesn’t help.”

Diana didn’t even ask how Mickey knew about Jonathan’s indiscretion. She just gave her friend a look and said, “Get Merkovitz on the phone so I can end this.”


Late in the afternoon three days later, the intercom on Diana’s desk blared, interrupting a meeting with Mickey.

“Diana, Jonathan’s on line three for you,” said Corey, the receptionist. “He says it’s urgent and he’s been trying to get your on your cell.”

Damn. Yes, she’d been avoiding him. She sighed and capitulated. “I’ll take it.” Diana picked up the phone, and looked up just in time to see Mickey’s eyes roll. She shook her head and pushed the button for line three. “Diana Iverson,” she said in a businesslike tone.

Jonathan didn’t even greet her. “I just got off the phone with Roger Merkovitz and he was so irate I could hardly understand what he was saying. It sounded like he said you’d dumped him.”

Faintly surprised that he wasn’t calling about all of texts he’d sent, and the notes with the flowers, she replied calmly, “That’s correct. I had to drop his case. As you can imagine, he wasn’t pleased.”

“You did?” Jonathan’s voice rose to a volume she’d never heard before. “Why would you do such a stupid thing? What’s going on?”

Diana pulled the receiver away from her ear and stared at it. “I had to drop his case,” she repeated, falling back on her calm, emotionless persona that served as a thick shield in such situations. “I’m sorry if I’ve upset you.” Her voice remained steady and cool, but inside, she was shocked and bewildered. Jonathan had never raised his voice in this manner—she knew he had a temper, but it had never yet, in the last year, been directed at her.

“Why?” As if realizing his irrationality, Jonathan calmed his tones. “Diana, do you know what this will do to you? To your reputation? Merkovitz will have it in shreds. You won’t be able to practice law in this town—”

“Stop it, Jonathan,” she interrupted. “Roger Merkovitz does not make or break my career or my practice. And if I make the decision to drop a case, it’s my decision, not yours. I’m sorry you’re friends with him, but I can’t represent the man. And might I remind you that we’re no longer a couple anyway, so it really shouldn’t reflect poorly on you—if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“But why?”

Diana gripped the phone tighter. “Ask him. I was very up-front about my reasons. If he wants you to know, he can tell you himself. Now, I really have to get back to work. Good-bye.”


Ethan had been back in Princeton for more than three weeks. He didn’t mind being on campus so much, but he’d come to prefer Damariscotta. There weren’t any young fresh-faced, manipulative students trying to trick him into bed up there, nor the undercurrents of gossip related to Jenny and Bruce—but nor were there many other prospects for a man who’d been sleeping alone for much too long. Much as he loved his cabin tucked away in the woods, he was lonely.

He’d left for New Jersey the Monday after Diana rushed back to Boston, looking for a change of scenery and to take care of some business regarding his latest co-published journal article. Aside from that, he didn’t want to have to be answering any questions from Helen Galliday or avoiding Joe Cap’s meaningful looks about Diana Iverson.

He got back to his office after a long lunch with some of his friends and found the voice mail light blinking on his desk phone. And then he heard a soft buzzing sound, and realized he’d left his cell phone in his jacket pocket, and his jacket slung over his chair.

Someone was trying to get in touch with him. A faint, derisive, ridiculous hope that it was Diana, begging to see him again, was quashed when he pushed the buttons to access his office voicemail and Helen Galliday’s sharp, unmistakable voice pierced his ears over the phone lines.

“Ethan? Ethan Tannock, is that you? …. I tell you, I don’t like these confounded machines, you know …. Are you there?...Young man, I don’t know where you’ve been off to for the past few weeks, but there’s trouble brewin’ up here and you need to do something about it! …. Can you hear me? …. The autopsy’s come back an—”

Something cut her off at that point, but the indomitable Helen was not about to be stopped, for the second message was the same strident voice. “...Ethan?...Ethan, this blazin’ voicemail of yours is abominable! Why can’t you answer your phone yourself? It turned off on me last time!...And I was tellin’ you somethin’ important!...You best get back here right away...They’re saying Belinda was murdered! Murdered in her bed!...D’you hear me?...I was going to say that in the last message but that infernal machine turned off...you come home right now!” And that second message had been terminated by the unmistakable sound of a phone receiver being slammed into its cradle.

The third and final message was short and to the point: “Where the hell are you? Call me.”

It was Joe Cap.


Boston’s on the way back here from Princeton, Joe had said. Cady’s having a great time here with me and Penny. You can stop off and give Diana the news. It’s better that she get it in person, Ethan.
Yeah, right. And since when was Ethan a member of law enforcement, and required to deliver such bad news? But here he was, against his better judgment, standing in the hallway in a high-rise in Boston’s financial district. It was just before five o’clock, later than he’d anticipated thanks to Friday afternoon traffic, but here he was. He knew she’d be there: a dedicated, workaholic lawyer like her wouldn’t be turning off the lights until she’d hit her 70-plus-hour a week billable time.

Diana’s office suite was separated from the hall by a large, mahogany door and a discreet gold-lettered sign: Diana M. Iverson—Medical Malpractice. There was a narrow band of window running along one side of the door, and Ethan could see an efficient-looking receptionist busily answering phones. Of course—Diana would suffer nothing less than efficiency.

He still couldn’t believe he’d agreed to help Joe. When Diana had driven away in her shiny gold Lexus, he told himself he’d be happy to never see her again. Manipulative, secretive, frosty Diana, who’d shut him down with a cool, lawyerly argument right on the front porch of Belinda’s house.

But now, here he was, and he was already regretting it. He supposed he could just leave without seeing her, and tell Joe that he’d not been able to connect with her...then he stopped. Why should it bother him so much to talk to her? And he owed it to Belinda.

That was the real reason he was there, he told himself. And that was the last twist of Joe’s knife that had convinced him to agree.

He’d purposely chosen to come late in the day, and not to make an appointment. Since he had no desire to be there himself, he didn’t want to give her any choice in the matter either.

Strangely nervous, he opened the heavy door and the young woman looked up with a pleasant smile. She was wearing a headset obviously attached to the phone, for she was talking with someone, and she nodded in greeting at him, holding up a pink-manicured finger to let him know she’d be right with him. Corey Geisoff, read her nameplate. She was seated at a desk behind a high counter that almost hid her face, but was of the right height for someone to stand at and rest one’s briefcase or planner atop it.

While he waited for Corey to assist him, Ethan scanned the small waiting area, noting two black leather armchairs separated by a small mahogany table and a matching loveseat. A telephone, a calla lily, and several daily newspapers were within easy reach of anyone waiting to meet with Diana or her coworkers. Several old maps of Boston decorated the walls, and other than that, the area was comfortably plain.

By the time he’d finished assessing the room, Corey had finished her phone call. Just as she looked up at him, a whirlwind of blond, neon green, and jangling silver bracelets shot around the corner from the back of the suite. “Corey—oh, excuse me!”

The streak stopped short and Ethan smiled at the bundle of energy topped by an incredible mass of frizzy blond hair.

“No problem,” he said as he flashed a charming grin, knowing he had to get them on his side if he was going to get in to see Diana without a fight. The woman returned his smile, slapping a stack of manila envelopes onto the counter. “Go ahead,” he offered, “I’m in no hurry.”

She was wearing a suit of neon green, silver bangled earrings and bracelet, and chunky white shoes. Despite her state of activity—which equated, Ethan thought, to that of a tornado—she was the picture of trendy professionalism and efficiency. “Thanks,” she said, and he saw the hints of crow’s feet at her eyes and the lines in her cheeks and realized she was not the young, recent college graduate he’d assumed. She turned to Corey and gestured to the stack of envelopes. “Can you get these couriered over to the court a-sap? And let me know if Gerald Deets calls back—Diana wants to talk with him.”

“Absolutely,” Corey replied, taking the envelopes and then turning her attention back to Ethan. “I’m sorry for the delay, sir, what can I do for you?”

“I’m here to see Diana.”

The receptionist smiled regretfully. “I’m sorry, but Ms. Iverson is tied up at the moment. Was she expecting you?”

“No, she’s not expecting me.” Ethan lounged against the high counter. “Is she here? I’ll wait for her.”

The older woman in the neon green suit had been listening to the conversation and now she stepped in. “I’m Diana’s assistant, Mickey. Is there something I can help you with?”

“Unfortunately, no. It’s Diana that I need to see.”

“She is here, but she’s in a meeting. I’m not sure how long she’ll be—would you like to make an appointment to come back?”

“That’s all right,” he replied, just as pleasantly. “I’ll wait.” He gave them both his most charming grin and walked casually over to the rounded leather armchairs.

“You’re certainly welcome to wait until she’s free. In the meantime, could I get you anything? Coffee? Soda? Water?” she offered, her eyes scanning him with candid—very candid—interest.

“No thanks. I’ll be fine.”

Mickey started to go, then paused, looking at him again. “Can I let her know who’s waiting?”

Again, his grin was meant to disarm. “I’d rather it be a surprise, but thanks.”


Ethan was only halfway through today’s Boston Globe when he heard her voice. It was low and sounded stressed, but he recognized it right away. He looked up in time to see Diana come around the corner and pause to talk seriously with Mickey.

“...called as well. I’m sure Merkovitz is involved in all of this.”

She didn’t see him at that angle, so he had a chance to observe her at his leisure. She was wearing a slim, short-skirted gray suit and black heels that showed off her shapely legs, and she carried a shiny, gold-plated pen that she flicked nervously against her palm as she spoke. Her hair was more tamed than he’d ever seen it—the thick, dark waves smoothed into a black helmet that cupped her chin and neck. She looked different...but not in a bad way. His lungs felt as if they’d constricted and he was shamefully aware that his heart thudded harder.

Mickey, as though realizing they could be overheard, directed her boss’s attention toward Ethan. “He’s waiting over there.”

“Hello—” Diana turned to face him and the greeting froze in mid-air. “Ethan.”

He had to give her credit—she couldn’t have been more surprised, yet she handled the shock with cool aplomb. “Hi, Diana,” he said, rising to his feet.

“I—have you been waiting long? I’m sorry about that, but we seem to be in crisis mode at the moment.” Her words were pleasant, but her face bore a tension and worry that concerned him. If this was what she was like in her work, he pitied her for having a job that wore on her so heavily.

“I haven’t been waiting more than fifteen minutes. I’m sorry to drop in without an appointment,” he made certain his words didn’t sound too sincere, then continued, “but I was on my way home from Princeton and needed to talk with you. Actually, Joe Cap wanted me to stop by and talk to you.”

“Oh.” The simplicity of her response indicated how confused and stressed she was. “It’s about—that. Why don’t you come on back.”

Ethan followed her, getting his pulse under control as he watched the sway of her hips as she started down the hall into the depths of the suite. Mickey followed, once again offering him something to drink.

“Coffee,” he replied this time. “Black, please.”

“I’ll have some too,” Diana told her assistant.

Her space was a large, corner office with a stately mahogany desk, large potted plants, a well-filled bookcase, and two walls of windows that looked into nowhere but the next buildings. Diana took a seat at her desk, which, although organized, was not clear of papers and folders, and gestured to him to take a seat.

He chose one of the barrel chairs that faced her desk—that piece of furniture that she probably used to intimidate when the situation warranted it, or, in this case, more likely, to separate herself from her guest. There was silence for a moment and he looked her over easily, carefully, noticing that she seemed tense and tired. He took a moment to admire the curve of her mouth drawn tensely down, realizing that, yes, he still wanted her—and he didn’t care that she might have used him to betray her commitment to another man, didn’t care that she might have done so in revenge or to assuage her ego—he just wanted. Damn it. He’d hoped whatever attraction he’d felt would have faded over the last month.

Diana looked up as Mickey opened the door and brought their drinks, then nodded her thanks at her assistant. She was obviously bursting with curiosity, for she asked, “Did you need me to sit in?”

“No, thanks. Ethan is here to speak with me—about Aunt Belinda’s death, I assume?” She directed this last part toward him, and he nodded once. “Hold my calls, please.”

“All right.” Mickey gave him one last appraising glance, and with a sudden understanding in her eyes and a faint smirk curving her fuchsia lips, left the room.

As the door closed, Diana spoke. “Well, Ethan, I don’t need to comment on what a surprise this is, as I’m sure you know it already. Have you joined Captain Tettmueller’s staff, or is it just curiosity that brings you here?” Her words were soft, unaccusing, but cool and steady.

“I’m doing this as a favor to him—and to your aunt’s memory.” He noted with a perverse satisfaction that her face tightened at his words. Chalk one up for me, he thought to himself, determined to have and to keep the upper hand in this unwanted interview. Although with the way his mouth kept wanting to go dry, he wasn’t sure how easy that was going to be. All of a sudden, he was like a geeky teenager trying to talk to the head cheerleader. Did she have to look so coolly beautiful, even in the uniform of her profession?

“Why didn’t Joe just call me himself?” She picked up that gold-plated pen and started flicking it again. “Ethan, I really don’t have time for this—whatever it is. I—oh.” Comprehension crossed her face and her eyes flashed to his. “It’s about the autopsy.”

Ethan’s reserve melted at her apprehensive expression, at the sudden fear in her eyes. Joe had been right to ask that he do this in person. “I’m afraid it is. And I’m afraid the news isn’t good.”

“Was I right?” she whispered. Her face had gone pale, almost gray, and her eyes lost their blue, turning dull and colorless.

“She was asphyxiated,” he said, holding her gaze. “Joe got the results yesterday.”

Diana was silent, and as the quiet stretched, he found he was having to force himself to remain seated. Not to go over to her.

“I’m sorry,” he said at last, offering comfort the only way he felt he could. “For you as much as for me. I loved your aunt. She was a great friend and more than a little bit of a mother. And to know that someone did that ….” Rage prickled through him. Joe had promised he was doing everything he could, investigating the break-ins, the vandalism, and now a murder. But it wasn’t fast enough. It wasn’t enough.

“Thank you for coming here to tell me,” she said at last. She hadn’t moved except to rest her pen neatly on the desk blotter.

He shifted in his chair, then rose to walk to one of the windows. He looked down onto the gray line of a street, studded with toy cars and dotted with people, and to keep his thoughts calm. But there were things that had to be said. “Diana, have you thought about the fact that you could be in danger as well?” He took a step away from the window, toward her, as she sat stiffly in her chair.

She rose. “That’s ridiculous. Whatever the person wanted they’ve either found by now, or determined it didn’t exist. Aside from that, they’ve got what they wanted—me away from the house. Problem solved, I’m out of the picture.”

Ethan shook his head. “No, Diana, problem not solved. They could think you have the item.”

“I’m here in Boston,” she said. “I’m not even in Damariscotta. Whoever it is couldn’t think I’d be a danger here to whatever their problem is back there.”

“Diana, you can’t know what this person is thinking. I’m not trying to frighten you, but you should be aware of the possibility that you are at risk. This isn’t simple vandalism and breaking and entering. Your aunt was murdered.” He searched her eyes with his, noticing that they were almost the same level with his, due to her heels. “What does your instinct tell you?”

She stared at him without speaking, her face etched with weariness, then turned to look out the window. “I pulled a card from the Tarot deck. I...was sitting there one night, and for the first time, I actually concentrated and drew a card.” She expelled a shuddering breath, touched her face with fingers that trembled. “It was The High Priestess again. She is showing up so often and seems to be adamant that I...open my mind. So, to answer your question: my instinct tells me that I should be worried.” She looked as if she was about to say something else, but she stopped abruptly.

Her breathing had become rough and when she turned back to look at him, he was shocked by the haunted expression in her eyes. “What is it?” he asked.

She looked away, out into the distance, somewhere far away. “Something happened...I wanted to call you ….”

He mercilessly shoved away a spark of hope and remained silent, waiting as she groped for the words. This was not the same woman who’d given him such a cool set-down the morning after they’d made love. This was one filled with anguish and confusion. Part of him wanted to gather her into his arms and help her work through it—all of this. But the other part forced himself to take an emotional step back. This was work...an addendum to his research. It couldn’t be anything more.

All at once, she blinked and her face changed. The reserve was back, accompanied by a distant cast to her eyes. It was as if a door closed, or curtains shuttered her face.

Just as well, Ethan decided. And he put on his scientist hat. “When you looked at the card, or later, when you thought about it, did anything pop into your mind? Was there anything else there?”

She swallowed audibly. “Nothing that meant anything. I thought about all of the newspapers that Aunt Belinda had in her den, and about the quilting group. I...thought about Jonathan...and ….” She stopped, her voice trailing off and she turned again to look out the window. “If...if...Aunt Belinda was right, and I do have some kind of...psychic ability, wouldn’t it be telling me something—who this is, or what they want?” Diana’s voice had risen a bit.

With effort, he kept himself detached and replied, “If it’s true, you’ve been suppressing the ability for years. You aren’t used to interpreting the feelings or thoughts that may accompany precognitive abilities. It’s not always—in fact, rarely is it—a clear vision or picture, like in a crystal ball. At least, that’s how it was for your aunt. If indeed you really are opening your mind, it’s a bit rusty, and it’ll take time for you to learn to interpret and trust your instincts. As I said once before, Diana, cards don’t read the future or tell us how to live our lives. People do. If they can learn to understand their instincts.”

She stared back out the window, and just as she turned, the intercom buzzed.

“Diana, I’m sorry to interrupt, but it’s Jonathan. He says he needs to speak with you. He’s insistent and is threatening to show up here if you don’t take the call.”

She hesitated for a moment, her face going from surprise to apprehension. Avoiding Ethan’s gaze, she replied reluctantly, “I suppose I’d better. Send it in.”

Ethan walked back to the window, up to the ceiling-to-floor glass, and stood against it, almost touching it, and listened unashamedly to the one-sided conversation.

“Yes...” she murmured, obviously trying to keep her voice down. “We’ve been getting calls all week …. Jonathan, I don’t—No. I’m not going to change my mind …. . I don’t expect you to …. You can tell him that. Good-bye.”

He waited until he heard the receiver placed on its cradle before he turned. She sat at the desk, staring down at her unmoving hands, as if oblivious to his presence. He saw that she was breathing heavily, slowly, as though trying to regain some control.

“Diana?”

She jerked, and raised her face to look at him. “Was there anything else?”

Her countenance had the life of a clay mask, her eyes like dull ebony pits. His insides dropped like a pile of stones. “Jesus, what is it?” he asked, coming to her, taking her cold hands.

She shuddered once, then withdrew her fingers, looked away. “He’s ruining me.”

“Jonathan?” Ethan was incredulous. Fury swept over him. “Over what? Over...us?” The words slipped out before he could catch them.

She stared at him in surprise, then her lips moved. “No, oh no, over nothing that trivial.” Her voice strengthened, gathering bitterness and sarcasm. “No, and it’s not my former fiancé who’s ruining me...it’s a colleague of his. Someone whose case I had to drop.”

“You dropped a case?”

She nodded. “I couldn’t defend a person who wasn’t innocent, and I told him so. I guess perhaps I...don’t have a true understanding of the law...a true belief in it. Everyone is entitled to representation, even the basest of murderers...I just found that I can’t argue for someone who doesn’t take his profession seriously, or cautiously.” She was speaking, but not looking at him. He thought perhaps she wasn’t looking at anything.

She drew in a deep breath, then let it out. It wavered. “Jonathan warned me that this man could make or break me. I guess he’s decided to break me.”

ELEVEN
 
Later, Diana wouldn’t be able to recount just how she ended up with Ethan at the house she was subleasing...but she did, and, at the time, she was distressingly grateful for that fact.

“Nice place,” he said, opening the door and gesturing her in as if it were his own place. “You’re not expecting Jonathan, I presume?”

“No,” she said, looking at him sharply. “I don’t see him anymore.”

“But you take his calls even after you told your people not to disturb you,” he reminded her. “Even after you said to hold all your calls. Interesting.” The tone in his voice was flat, almost accusatory.

She turned away, but not before she had the image of Ethan, standing tall and dark and strong in the foyer of her temporary home. He was taking in the details, just as she had done when she visited him. Her insides fluttered at the memory of his log cabin and what had transpired there, and she felt warm and weak all at once. This was not good. She did not want to succumb to the temptation of Ethan Tannock again, giving him more material for his work.

Pride—the only defense she had—kept her from telling him what she’d seen in his office. After all, if she admitted she’d seen those notes, admitted the hurt and the betrayal she felt, he’d know just where she stood. How vulnerable she was. How she’d begun to feel for him.

But the longer she was with him, the weaker her resolve seemed to become. And so she said, “Ethan, I really appreciate you seeing me home, but—”

He stepped in further and stood right by the open door to her bedroom. He gestured toward the kitchen. “Are you hungry? I’m starving. Do you want to order something in, or are you in the mood to cook?” He glanced into the bedroom, where the large four-poster bed sat, neat and made up, just as she’d left it this morning. Beyond, there was the door to the master bath, and across the hall was the second bedroom, or den. “Nice place. Is it yours or Wertinger’s?”

“Neither,” she said. “I needed a place to stay after I moved out, so I’m subleasing it from the parents of a colleague. They’re in Alaska for the summer.”

That made him stop and look at her more intently. “You did end things with him.”

“I told you I did,” she replied.

His face relaxed a bit. “Good. At least I don’t have to worry about him showing up here. Now, what should we do about something to eat? It’s nearly seven.”

“Ethan,” Diana began...and then she stopped. What would be the harm in having dinner with him? She didn’t really want to be alone, anyway, while her business was collapsing around her. And with the news about Aunt Belinda. “Dinner,” she said. “That’s it. And then you have to leave.”

“If that’s the way you want it.”

“That’s the way I want it,” she replied firmly, noticing the way his eyes wandered back to the open bedroom door behind her. A flush threatened to rush up and over her chest and throat. “What happened before was...like I said, it was nice. But—”

“Nice?” he repeated. “I don’t think that was the word you used before. Mind-blowing comes to mind.”

She kept her expression bland, her voice even. “Mind-blowing? Is that what I said? I’d forgotten.”

“You’ve forgotten?” His voice became smooth and silky, and dark challenge came into his eyes.

Suddenly, she was afraid...and more alive than she’d ever felt. Her skin prickled and her chest squeezed and she felt light-headed, trapped by his eyes like a doe in a pair of headlights.

Her mouth turned to cotton as he closed his fingers around one of her narrow wrists, drawing it behind him so that she was forced to step up to him, just a hairs-breadth away from his solidness. Diana’s breath caught and she couldn’t breathe for a moment as she struggled to regain her senses.

“Perhaps I should remind you how good it was,” he murmured, his voice thick, his eyes hooding as he continued to look down at her. “How...mind-blowing. Toe-curling.”

“Ethan ….” She meant to stop him, but her voice sounded like it was begging, as it came out breathy and husky. She pushed at him, in her last vestige of sensibility, and he deftly caught her fingers, transferring them to join the others in the bondage of his left hand.

He traced a light forefinger over her jaw and chin, down the length of her neck and along the unbuttoned neckline of her blouse. She struggled to breathe, and her chest rose as if to meet the tip of his finger. His hand slid further, just brushing into the warmth of her cleavage, and back over the swell of the top of one breast. Her skin leapt and danced beneath his touch, and she had to close her eyes for a moment to remind herself where she was. Who he was.

“Ethan,” she said in a voice that was meant to be strong, but wavered. She tried again to step away, to free her wrists, but he kept her imprisoned. “Don’t....”

He stilled, and there was only the rasping, rhythmic sound of their breathing for a long moment; then suddenly he released her hands and stepped away. “I haven’t forgotten about it, Diana, and neither have you.”

Then, as if annoyed with himself, he spun and walked into the kitchen. She heard him open the refrigerator, and rummage around in there.

“Make yourself at home,” she muttered, trying to instill a bit of humor into the tense moment. Then she went into her bedroom to change out of her suit.

By the time Diana reappeared from the bedroom, Ethan had managed to gain control of himself and his rashness, and was seated on the living room sofa, drinking a glass of wine. There hadn’t been any beer in the refrigerator so he’d resorted to a Pouilly-Fuissé.

He should have left, he told himself when Diana walked hesitantly into the room...but there were a few things he wanted to talk with her about. He had his hormones under control now, but there had been a moment there, where he could see a glimpse of her bedroom from the hallway, that he’d almost tossed her on the bed to really tear up the sheets. Probably’d be the first time they’d really be mussed up, he thought to himself with a complacent grin. Unless she’s been sleeping with someone else now that she dumped the douchebag doctor.

His grin disappeared and anger sliced through him at the thought. Then he forced himself to do a mental shrug. She did it with you, why wouldn’t she do it with someone else?
He looked up and realized she was still standing in the doorway, watching him as though she feared he would leap across the room at her. The vulnerable look on her face struck him, blasting some sense into his sex-crazed brain, as he remembered all that was going on in her life right now.

His irritation with her evaporated.

He stood, facing her, and said, “If you want me to leave, I will. But I’d like to stay and...be here for awhile. I know you’re going through a lot, and it might help to have someone to listen if you want to talk. That’s all.” He spread his hands, holding the wine glass out over the coffee table.

She was silent, measuring him with her eyes as if to see what trick he intended this time. But Ethan’s motives were, probably for the first time since he’d met her, purely unselfish in that he wanted nothing from her: not to observe her, not to judge her, not to sleep with her.

“Thank you,” she said at last. She didn’t directly accept his offer, but instead, said, “Would you like something to drink other than wine? No beer, but I have Scotch and gin.”

“Thank God.” He set the wine glass down on the table and gave her a genuine smile. “Scotch would be appreciated.”

“There’s a good pizza place around the corner that delivers, and also a Thai place up the street, if you’re still hungry.” She seemed to be trying to smooth the awkwardness between them, and he was glad to let her. He believed she didn’t want to be alone anymore than he thought she did—even though she might not admit it.

They ate on a small patio in the back of the brownstone, sharing a pizza and antipasto salad. Diana drank red wine, and instead of the offered whiskey, Ethan had dashed to the store for a six-pack of beer, which he drank right from the bottle.

She’d told him as much as she dared about the Merkovitz situation, and how Jonathan’s dire prediction was coming true: that the orthopedic surgeon, who wielded an inordinate amount of influence in Boston’s medical community, was obviously blackballing her name so that her clients would withdraw. Today when he called her office, Jonathan had told her if she’d reconsider, he was certain he could get Merkovitz to stop sabotaging her...but she would not.

Now, they sat in companionable silence as the orange ball of the sun finished dipping behind the rooflines of the houses in the distance. It was still early—just past nine o’clock—but Diana wondered whether Ethan planned to drive back to Damariscotta that night, or to take a room somewhere in the area. No matter what happened, he wasn’t staying there, she promised herself.

“So, Diana,” his smooth voice rumbled, interrupting her thoughts, “have you given anymore thought to who might have had a reason to murder Belinda?”

She stiffened as the reality of it all came back. “I’ve tried not to think about it too hard, but I know I should.” She looked at him in the lowering light. “You probably have as good an idea—or better—as I do.” She said it without rancor, just regret, that it should be true.

His smile flashed for a moment, then he sobered. “I don’t know. Let’s talk about motive, first. The classic motives are money, passion, revenge, and fear. I’d say money is the most obvious in this situation, since Bee was loaded.”

Diana nodded. “She didn’t live like she was as wealthy as she was, though—did the people in town know?”

“Did they know? Does Helen Galliday live in Damariscotta? Hell, yeah, they knew.” He finished off his beer, and Diana caught herself being distracted by the long, sinewy cords in his neck as he tilted his head back. “So who would gain by Belinda’s death?”

“I would.”

He nodded. “I know. You’d be the most obvious suspect, in a classic case, especially since you only got back in contact with her a year ago. How did that happen, by the way, if you thought she was dead?”

She looked at him, wondering if he was making an implication, or if he was just curious. “It was odd, but I got a letter from her—out of the blue. I suppose she must have either kept track of me, or found a way to track me down. Or maybe she saw something in the paper about me and a case I was working on.”

Ethan was nodding. “I do remember that. She was very excited to have located you.”

Diana felt the old guilt creep up, followed by the continuing anger toward her mother for keeping her apart from her great-aunt. “I called her right away, but I never got a chance to see her.” I never made the chance to see her.
“So, other than you, who else would benefit from her death?”

“The only other beneficiary is the town animal shelter—I guess that would be Doug Horner, wouldn’t it?” She looked at him for a moment, then a thought struck her. “It was at his office that my tires were slashed...and he was at lunch when we went to the quilt shop. It could have been him who broke into the house.”

“Hm. Yes, he’s a possibility.” He didn’t sound convinced. Ethan was quiet for a long moment, drumming his long fingers on the tile-topped table in front of him. “Diana, what would happen to Belinda’s money if anything happened to you?”

“I don’t have any family, so I guess—” She stopped. “Jonathan.” She said it aloud without thinking as her stomach curled in upon itself tightly, hurting her. “It would have been Jonathan, if we’d gotten married.”

“But you didn’t,” Ethan said softly. “You aren’t.”

“No. But ….” Her arms prickled. Could that be why he was so insistent that they work things out? Then she shook her head violently. “Absolutely not, Ethan. That’s absurd. He doesn’t even need the money—he has a thriving practice. And aside from that, he seems to have accepted that it’s over.”

He just looked at her. “It’s usually the one closest to the victim ….”

“But I’m not the victim!” she returned, her eyes burning with tears. No, not this...not this on top of everything else.
Then, she remembered, and light-headed relief swept over her. “It can’t be Jonathan—he has an alibi.”

“An alibi?”

“Yes. Several of them, in fact. He was at a conference on the day the tires were slashed, I know that for sure, because it was in North Carolina and he had to speak. And, he called me from his office on my cell—Caller ID—after the first break-in. That night, that night I came home and someone was in my house.”

“And you thought it was me.” His voice was flat. “Well, I guess that leaves out Jonathan.”

“Yes, I did think it was you. You’d been in there uninvited once before—what was I to think?”

“Someone was searching for something,” Ethan said, ignoring her question. “Money, perhaps—if it’s someone who thought they were going to inherit but didn’t.”

“That could make you a suspect.” Diana looked at him closely, no longer believing it, but playing devil’s advocate. “After all, you did enter the house at least once without being invited.”

“Yeah, right. And I slashed your tires while we were at the quilt shop. And I murdered Belinda while I was in Princeton. Fat chance.” His voice was easy, as if he, too, knew she was just making an argument. He had an almost-smile on his lips.

How far they’d come from suspicion and judgment to casual discussion. No accusations.

The sun was gone, and the last light faded from the sky. The far-off rumbling of traffic reminded Diana that she was in Boston, not in Maine, looking into someone else’s back yard, not over Lake Damariscotta...and all of a sudden, she missed it. She missed the peace and the quiet and the slow hum of living...not the day-to-day race to work.

She smelled that someone was barbequing—it was nearly ten, but that wasn’t an uncommon time for the workaholic professionals who lived in the Back Bay to eat a Friday night meal—and it smelled artificial, like the gas grill on which it was cooked.

“Diana.” Ethan’s voice came to her, bringing her back to the tiny porch where they sat. “So you have no other family? You have no other relatives?”

“No. My father died when I was very young, and Mother never remarried or had any other children. Aunt Bee and Uncle Tracer were the only family I ever knew. Until I met Tommy and Bella. I guess they’re family now.” She stood abruptly, batting her hand in the air. “Bugs are getting bad.”

Despite the fact that he hadn’t seen one mosquito or even a no-see-um, he stood, helping to gather their dishes.

In the kitchen, he looked at her, allowing his emotions—the attraction, the need—to leak forward into his consciousness. He’d been trying to keep them at bay all evening, focusing on their conversation and not the way he felt, being here with her in a casual, informal, domestic sort of way. So comfortable. So right.

But now desire pushed inside him, struggling to have its way. A vision of Diana, sprawled among the mussed sheets of the four-poster mahogany bed that was just down the hall, formed, caught, and would not be dislodged.

And, almost as though she’d been waiting for it—maybe she had, maybe all she’d wanted was for the suspense to end as much as he did—she turned away from the counter and faced him. Their gazes caught across the kitchen, and her mouth opened in a soft little O.

In two strides, he was there next to her, his hands curving under and around her bent elbows, pulling her body to his. Where it fitted. Where it belonged.

He felt rather than heard her small gasp of pleasure and protest, and ignored the insistent pressure of her hands molded to his chest as he lowered his mouth to hers.

“No,” she whispered, even as she raised her chin to bare the softness of her neck to his lips. “God, Ethan, don’t tempt ….” Desperation swathed her voice, and he heard the unmistakable soft sigh of pleasure that faded into a groan when he finally captured her lips with his.

“Oh, yes,” he murmured, and a scorching heat flashed through him when she moved, pressing her hips into his, welcoming the swell of his pounding erection against her belly. “Jesus, Diana.”

He lost all but three points of coherent thought: the direction of the bedroom, the swell of breasts against him and the warm juncture of her thighs parting as he hoisted her against him.

Moments later, they were on the bed—he had no recollection of getting there—and he’d pinned her wrists into the feather pillows with one hand while the other tore off her clothes. He had no memory of what she was wearing, nor how he got it off, he just knew the taste of her mouth, sweet with wine and Diana, and the trembling of her body as he touched her.

Ethan was heavy and warm and solid, and Diana arched into him, reveling in the feel of strength and his pleasing, masculine scent. His mouth kissed and coaxed, slid and sucked, demanding her response, and all the while she kissed him back, she fought back the despair of knowing she would regret this moment of abject pleasure. But she needed it—Lord, she needed it. She needed him.

When he closed his mouth over one breast, Diana jolted in surprise from the change of smooth, sensual kissing to deep, driving passion. He sucked, pulled, hard, as though trying to take everything from her, trying to gain her satisfaction there, and she shuddered and trembled as pleasure rolled through her. It was good...so good.

Ethan’s breath came heavy and fast, fanning heat over her skin, and he released her wrists, pulling up and away to yank off his shirt. Diana couldn’t just lie there—she had to touch him, to slide her splayed hands through the hair on his chest, over the smooth sinews of his shoulders and along his ribs. His hair, as thick and dark as her own, curled wildly in all directions, giving him a darkly angelic look as he stared down at her with deep, burning eyes. The sight of his mouth, his glistening lower lip, firm and sensual, sent that driving lust through her again and she reached for his belt.

He groaned with relief when she yanked open the zipper and pulled him free, to hold his heavy erection in her hands, to stroke the throbbing length of him and to close her fingers around it.

And then, before she could catch her breath, he caught her hands again, taking them from their torture, and kicked off the rest of his clothes with a fierce, determined look on his face. She pulled free and slid her arms around him as he came up to kiss her, opening her legs and easing him in...slowly, tortuously, endlessly slowly, keeping him from slamming into her as she knew he needed to do.

It was exquisite torment, teasing him, teasing her, as she guided him, holding him back with her hand, sliding in...then out, then in a bit more, until they were both breathing like they’d just broken the surface of water. She wanted to scream with frustration and smile with control.

He trembled—his arms, his legs, his shuddering mouth as he tried to taste her everywhere at once. “Diana,” he murmured, desperation coloring his voice as his fingers slid between them. He found her hot and ready, and he brought her to the edge, teasing her just as she’d been teasing him.

And then, knowing she was ready for it all, she moved her hand, and with a shift of her hips he filled her. Completely.

She cried out, sobbing, shaking, climaxing. He followed, groaning her name in release.

And then...they slept.


“Toe-curling.”

The soft murmur in her ear awakened Diana and for a moment, just a moment, she allowed herself to bask. Ethan was next to her, warm and solid, his body textured with rough hair and soft skin and firm muscle. Oh, and naked.

Completely naked.

She couldn’t help a smile as he nuzzled her neck, softly and lightly, gentling her awake. “Mm-hm. I’d say that was toe-curling, mind-blowing sex,” he said, his words hot against her skin. His hand slid around to cup her breast, lightly stroking her responsive nipple as she felt herself begin to tighten and swell elsewhere.

It surprised her how readily her body answered to his touch, how quickly she became hot and damp. And when he eased himself closer, fitting together with her, Diana pushed away lingering sleepiness and opened her eyes to enjoy.

Some time later, the sun blazed brightly through the window and she woke once again. This time, with wakefulness came uncertainty and regret. Hesitation and distance.

As if sensing this, even though she hadn’t moved or spoken, Ethan opened his eyes and all at once they were gaze-locked. Close, so close, she couldn’t hide what was surely in her expression.

“Regrets already?” he asked, his voice mild but his body easing back. His eyes dipped into wariness and he didn’t move to touch her.

She drew in a breath to deny it—but what would be the purpose? Everything in her life was in an upheaval. She might as well own up to another disruption. Another shaft of pain. “I didn’t expect you to stay. I didn’t expect to ever see you again,” she managed and shifted away, her body sliding into the cooler area of the bed.

“Same here,” he said, his voice low and quiet. “I didn’t even want to come here, but Joe Cap guilted me into it.”

“Oh.” Diana couldn’t help the cold vise that closed over her heart. Nothing like a blast of honesty.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you. Even though you left Damariscotta so abruptly, as if you were ashamed or, well, regretful about what happened. Or you felt guilty, because of Wertinger.” He looked down at her hand, splayed on the bed between them as she held herself half upright. “That’s why I didn’t want to come. Not because I didn’t want to see you, but because I knew you didn’t want to see me.”

He flung back the sheets and bedcovers with a quick, smooth motion and was out of the bed before she could respond. He stalked into the bathroom and closed the door behind him, leaving Diana with a pounding heart and the impression of a very nice set of legs topped by a very fine ass—as Mickey would say.

Moments later, he came back out and their eyes met across the room. “I guess I should be going,” he said. His face was blank. Empty. He’d pulled on his shorts.

Something shifted in her chest and Diana curled her fingers around the bedclothes. It’s now or never. “I saw the papers,” she said. “In your office.”

He stilled, confusion coming over his face. “Papers?”

“The ones, the notes about me. So I know that this is just...well, it doesn’t really mean anything,” she fumbled, spreading her hand to include the rumpled bed and the whole evening. “It’s just a side benefit,” she said, smiling crookedly, “of your research. And that’s okay. I’m just coming out of a relationship, and I don’t want—”

“Wait, wait, wait,” he said, suddenly moving. He was back at the edge of the bed, standing there with his thighs bumping the mattress. “You saw my notes, about you?”

“Yes. The morning after...the storm. They were on the floor in your office, they’d blown all over in the wind,” she added defensively. “I wasn’t snooping around, but I couldn’t help but see...‘the subject.’ Me being the subject. So...I knew. I understand.”

Comprehension dawned in his eyes. “Is that why you got so...cold? Why you left so quickly?”

“Well, partly,” she said, unwilling to completely lay herself bare. “I wasn’t interested—I mean, I live here, and you’re in Jersey, and there wasn’t really any point ….”

“Is that why you left? Because you thought you were a research project to me?” This time, his voice was sharp and cold.

Diana nodded, unsure why he seemed so angry. “I’d just broken up with Jonathan—something I realized was long overdue—and I wasn’t about to let myself get hurt again. Surely you can understand that,” she added with a bit of flintiness in her own voice.

“I can completely understand that,” he said, his voice softening. “But, Diana, you need to know...I’m falling in love with you.”

Her throat went dry with shock and emotion. “What?” was all she could say.

“You’re not just a research project to me. Yes, I was making notes and observing, but it was an excuse to be around you. To spend time with you, knowing you were already involved with someone else. It was the only way I could justify...how I felt about you.” He was on the bed now, sitting next to her, reaching to lay his capable, tanned hand over her narrow, pale one.

She looked up at him, her heart slamming in her chest as she tried to comprehend—to believe—what he was saying to her. It was impossible to accept. It didn’t make sense. Why her? Why would he want her?

“I...but we live so far away,” she said lamely. Knowing it didn’t make sense—but the whole situation didn’t make sense. She wasn’t his type. “From each other.”

Ethan shrugged, his eyes still on her. “That’s not a deal-breaker.” But that wariness was back and she could see that he was beginning to retreat.

She didn’t know what to say. Did he really mean it? “I didn’t expect...it never occurred to me that you could...feel that way. About me.”

“Well, maybe you could at least tell me if you’d want to see me again,” he said. “That’s a start.”

“I definitely want to see you again,” she said, her palms damp and her insides fluttering. Joy began to fill her. “Definitely. For certain.”

He smiled, and she felt as if something warm and liquid rushed over her body. And then he eased onto the bed next to her and that warm, liquidy feeling became pleasure and contentment.

TWELVE
 
“I saw him too!” exclaimed Pauline Whitten, fluttering blood-red fingernails at her throat. She was at the quilt shop because it was a Wednesday and didn’t interfere with her Thursday Scrabble games. “And I thought, I thought to myself, he looked just like a murderer—with those beady eyes and slouching shoulders.”

Diana choked discreetly behind her cup of tea and settled it into its hand-painted saucer. She reached for a scone, trying not to let the giggle escape from between her lips.

Despite—or maybe because of—the trials and problems with her law firm, it was good to be back in Damariscotta.

“I called Chief Tettmueller right away and reported him.” Helen Galliday barreled on with her own description, her voice overriding that of Pauline’s. “I told him I saw that man take three boxes of matches from the Green Oaks Grille and a handful of toothpicks, and if that ain't the sign of a vandalizing-murderer, why I don't know my own grandson!” She snapped her head in a vehement nod and dumped three lumps of sugar into her own teacup.

Diana had only been back in Damariscotta since yesterday morning, and already she'd been invited—or, rather, summoned—to tea twice, lunch once, and was being strong-armed into joining the quilting ladies for dinner that evening. They seemed to be intent on keeping her occupied while at the same time doing their own detective work and finding Aunt Belinda’s murderer—not to mention blocking quilts and selling them to the slowing stream of summer tourists.

If it weren’t so horrible a situation, Diana would have found it even more amusing. As it was, she chalked it up to motherly concern—at least, in everyone except Helen Galliday—and went with the assumption that Joe Cap was working on the case even harder than the gaggle of ladies.

However, in the grand scheme of things, Diana decided it was better for them to expend their energy staking out innocent tourists and identifying “suspects” rather than sticking their collective noses into her personal life. The very first question she’d been asked yesterday at tea was about Jonathan, and when she confessed that they were no longer together, a frightening, calculating gleam settled in Helen Galliday’s eyes. The subsequent inquisition included enough implications about Ethan that Diana was bound and determined not to let the ladies know that she and Ethan were already...whatever they were.

More than three weeks ago, in early August, he’d come to Boston to tell her the results of the autopsy. Since then, they’d seen each other twice: once they’d met in New York, a fairly central location, and once he’d come back to Boston.

And the weekends had been filled with relaxation, conversation, and, of course, great sex. Really, really great sex. Her stomach became all fluttery just thinking about it.

“Are you feeling all right, Diana?” asked Rose Bettinger suddenly. “You look a little flushed. Could be coming down with something. ”

Diana blinked and realized all eyes had settled on her—including Helen Galliday’s all-knowing, all-seeing ones. “I’m feeling fine,” she said. “I got a little bit of sun yesterday. So what did Chief Tettmueller say when you called and reported your suspicions?”

Helen took a long slurp from her tea before replying. “He took down the information and told me he'd check up on that man—but in the meantime, he says, ‘you ladies keep your eyes peeled for other suspicious-looking strangers in town.’ I told him I'd be happy to take on some of the investigation myself—interviewing B&B hosts, and restaurant owners to see if they knew anything...but that Chief Tettmueller says it's better for me to be discreet because that way I won't tip them off that I'm working with the Department on the case.”

“Ha,” Martha Woden cackled, “he just said that to you so’s you don't bother him anymore.” She took a ladylike sip of her own brew and looked smugly at Helen. Having one-upped her friend at last, she smiled brightly at Diana and offered her another sugar cookie.

Diana heard the faint tinkle of the bell hung over the door of the shop, and moments later, Betsy came to the back, a sparkle in her eyes and an unusual flush to her cheeks. “Dr. Reardon is here,” she announced, gesturing for the gentleman in question to precede her into the back room.

Helen struggled to her feet and grabbed the ever-present cane to aid in hasty steps to his side. “Well, come in, now Doctor. It's too bad that Pauline here was so quick to tidy up, else there’d been some tea left for you.” She shot a withering look at her friend, who was in the process of removing the cups from the table by now.

“Now, Dr. Reardon, don’t fret,” Pauline said in her motherly way. “We can put on another pot of tea, unless you’d rather have coffee?”

“Why thank you,” he replied easily, settling into one of the chairs. “Coffee, if it wouldn’t be any trouble, would be great. Hello Diana. Welcome back to Damariscotta.”

“Hello, Marc. How are you? How’s business going as the summer’s winding down? Pretty soon all the tourists will be gone.”

“Quite well, actually.” He reached for a scone, pulling back his pressed shirt sleeve so that the cuff wouldn't brush the plate. “The tourist season certainly helps business—poison ivy, swimmer’s itch, sprained ankles—you know, the minor things that have to be treated on one’s vacation. And I’m the one always paged when there’s an emergency—the EMTs are twenty miles away. But I confess, I won’t be sorry to see things slow up a bit in September. But, I should be asking: how are you? I heard that Belinda’s death was not as it seemed.”

Diana nodded, not at all surprised he knew. After all, everyone must know by now. “Yes, that’s true. Joe Tettmueller is investigating.”

“No more...er, incidents up at the house?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No. Everything’s been quiet. The contractor finished repainting the siding where all the spray paint was, and the broken windows, and I came up to check out the job.” And to see Ethan again—but he was back in Princeton for another three days, and she thought it was best if their visits didn’t exactly overlap. Helen Galliday was much too clever to let something like that pass as coincidence.

She turned, wanting to change the subject, and took another of the delightfully fattening blueberry scones. “These are incredible, Betsy. You’ll have to share your recipe with me.”

“The secret is Maine blueberries, picked right off the bushes and popped in the batter,” Betsy told her with a smile. “Your aunt has quite a nice-sized patch up there to the house. They’re just finishing their season, so next year, I’ll show you the tricks.”

Conversation scattered from that point to stories of other recipes and Maine traditions, and soon after, Diana took the opportunity to slip from the table. She had the urge to take another look at that Crazy Quilt and see the last block her aunt had been working on.

Rose Bettinger left the others and joined her at the quilting table. “The other day, we found those old notes of your aunt’s I told you about. She was writing them just before she...well, when she was working on the last block for the Crazy Quilt. I don’t know what Helen did with them, but I’ll ask. They weren’t much besides a couple names. Margie something was one of them. And Cameron. But I’m sure you’d like to see them. And, anyway, I wanted to show you—see here, I finished blocking Bee's last piece and added it right in. Just last week, it was.”

Diana had seen it just before Rose pointed it out to her. She maneuvered the large blanket so the piece was in front of her, and she squinted down at the block. Once again she recognized a pair of small fish in one corner, and brushed her fingertip over it. The snake entwined in the tree caught her attention then, and Diana scrutinized the intricate black stitches, suddenly unconvinced that it was indeed a snake in a tree. She touched that image too, and closed her eyes for a moment, and felt as if there was something just at the edge of her mind...something she should know.

A shiver scuttled down her spine. What was it about this small, six-by-six-inch piece of handiwork that stuck in her mind like a hook? Diana opened her eyes and looked again at the sun and moon and stars appliquéd and embroidered throughout the block. She knew there was something her subconscious was trying to tell her. Staring at it, she allowed her eyesight to blur as she tried to open her mind to the secrets there.

“Beautiful handiwork,” Marc’s smooth voice wafted near her ear. He stood very near behind her, gazing over her shoulder. “What’s so interesting about this piece?”

Startled out of her reverie, Diana took a sidestep away, turning slightly to look up at him. “Nothing in particular,” she said. “It was the last piece my aunt was working on before she died, and I thought...I thought it was interesting. It’s such a conglomeration of things, it doesn't seem to have any rhyme or reason.”

Marc looked down at the quilt, staring at the section she still held between her fingers. “Your aunt was psychic, or so she said. You don’t think she meant anything by those symbols on this quilt, did she?”

Diana shrugged, surprised that he would put her own thoughts into words so easily. “I don’t know what she would have had on her mind that could come out in this piece of material. After all, she had a journal—if there was something bothering her, she would most likely have written about it rather than done some cryptic symbolism in a piece of quilt.”

Marc sighed. “I suppose. But it was such a romantic idea, you know.” He beamed down at her and, to her surprise, brushed a manicured fingernail lightly along her cheek. “Damariscotta has been quite boring since you left, Ms. Iverson.”

“I thought you said you’d been quite busy,” Diana stammered, taken off-guard by his pointed comment. Since their conversation at his barbeque, she assumed he’d lost any interest he might have had in her. Either that, or the quilting ladies had made certain he knew she and Jonathan were over. Oh. They must have arranged for Marc to stop by today while she was there.

“I have been...as far as work is concerned. But on the other hand, my social life has been quite dull. I—”

“What are you two chatting about so cozily over here?” screeched Helen, pushing her way to their sides. “I saw your two heads together, as if you’re plotting something without including the rest of us.” Her eyes gleamed with a pleased light, and that clinched it for Diana. The old bat was definitely trying to match-make her with Marc. Well, at least that took the pressure off her trying to hide her involvement with Ethan.

“We were just chatting about all the hours of handiwork you ladies have put into this quilt,” Marc lied smoothly, stepping a bit further away from Diana. “When do you think it will be done?”

His question, as it was likely intended to do so, sent Helen off on a different tangent about the trials and tribulations of arthritic fingers and cataracted eyes working on such minute stitchery. Soon, the other ladies were crowded around as well, adding their own complaints masqueraded as anecdotes.

This left Diana the opportunity to once more contemplate Aunt Belinda’s last bit of quilting work. She couldn’t help but remember her dreams from last night—so different from the smothering, darkling ones she’d first had upon arriving in Damariscotta. In fact, she hadn’t had the dream of being smothered since receiving the results of the autopsy report. Since confirming that her dream was, in fact, real.

But last night, Diana had nocturnal visions of a quilt. She'd seen it quite clearly—wrapping around her arms and legs, smothering her and then being pulled away. And there was a snake in a tree, hissing at her, and a fish flopping helplessly at her feet...and then there were Tarot cards, scattered on the ground, blowing into her face from a big wind...and the tattered pages of an old book.

Even as she stared down at the fabric block, she couldn’t peel through the murky memories and draw out whatever it was her subconscious was trying to tell her. Instead, the familiar tom-tom of an encroaching migraine began to throb in her temples and at the back of her skull.

Just what she needed to have happen here, in the midst of these busybodies.

As if honed in on their guest’s very existence, Rose Bettinger asked, “Are you feeling all right, Diana? You’re looking pale now.”

“I'm starting to develop a terrible headache,” Diana told her, “and I've found the best way to handle it is to lie down in the dark after popping a few aspirin.”

“A migraine?” Marc asked, looking at her with concern.

“Likely. I have a history of them.” She scanned the group, seeing Helen's pointed face sharpen as her excuses were made, and Martha Woden leaning over to Pauline, who was whispering in her ear—no doubt repeating the entire conversation for the hard-of-hearing woman.

“Let me give you a ride home,” said Marc. “Migraines can be debilitating, and you don’t want to be behind the wheel if that happens.”

“No, thank you—I don't have far to go, and it’s just beginning. I’ll have plenty of time to get home and lie down.”

“Are you certain?” asked Marc, suddenly behind her. “My office is closer. You could lie down there in a dark room until it passes. And I might have something stronger than what you’re used to taking.”

Diana picked up her pocketbook and forced a smile onto him. “Thank you for your concern, but this doesn't seem to be anything more debilitating than a regular, need-to-rest, throbbing headache. But I do appreciate your help.”

“I’d feel better if you’d stop in for an exam,” Marc insisted. “Some time. Any time—I’ll fit you in. There are many new drugs on the market that might help.”

She agreed to do so and made her escape, as she’d come to think of it, then got behind the wheel of her Lexus to drive back to Aunt Belinda’s house. Popping two pills and slugging them down with a big coffee—a habit she had yet to fully break, even here in Damariscotta—she drove off through the small town to the winding, country roads that would take her home, hoping she would get to the house before the flashes of light and shadow obscured her eyesight. Her cell phone dinged and chimed, announcing text messages and voice mails that had obviously been saved up until she was in range of a tower, but she couldn’t check them now.

Diana drove up the drive to the clapboard house in the nick of time, and had to fairly feel her way through the front door. The pills had kept the nausea at bay, but her head pounded and her vision was becoming increasingly shattered. The settee in the den was the closest horizontal place to rest, and she sank onto it gratefully.

Sometime later, she was awakened by something soft kneading her belly. Opening her eyes cautiously, she found herself face to face with Motto, who’d obviously decided that Diana’s midriff was a good place to take a nap.

The migraine was gone, and Diana sat up gingerly, taking care not to displace the aloof feline. Doc Horner had been kind enough to keep the cats while their new mistress was in Boston, but since she’d returned, both Motto and Arty had seemed pleased to see her. At least, they’d actually made appearances when she fed them, and once Motto had actually come when Diana called.

Just then she realized someone was knocking at the front door. Can’t be Ethan. He’d just walk in, she thought with a rush of affection and a secret smile. And besides...he wasn’t due back to Damariscotta for another few days.

It could be Marc, checking up on her, she thought with a bump of irritation.

When she tried to pick up Motto to carry him with her to answer the knocking, the cat would have none of it and jumped out of her arms. As Diana came out of the den, she saw the murky impression of a man’s figure through the frosted glass of the door and stopped in shock.

It looked like Jonathan. It couldn’t be Jonathan.

Why would he be here in Damariscotta? And in the middle of the week?

But it was Jonathan. Diana couldn’t have been more surprised when she flung open the door and found him standing on Aunt Belinda’s porch. “Hi, Jonathan...what are you doing here?”

His face was weary and strained, his eyes bloodshot. There were deep grooves in his cheeks and around the nose. He looked terrible. “I tried to call you. Text you. You’ve been ignoring me.”

Diana couldn’t deny that. “So you came up from Boston to Maine because I wasn’t taking your calls?” A flash of nervousness rushed through her. Was he stalking her? Erm, yes, a man who drove five hours to see a woman who was ignoring him could certainly be considered stalking her. Her insides shifted in alarm.

“I need you, Di,” he said. “I needed to see you. I want you back. And I thought I’d better bring this to you.” He produced a manila envelope.

She took it, aware that her body was thrumming with apprehension and anticipation, but her nervousness eased. “A letter...from Aunt Belinda?” How could a dead woman send a letter?

“I found this behind the desk in the den. I was cleaning out...after you left. It must have gotten mixed up with some junk mail, and then slid down behind the desk.”

“It’s postmarked the day after she died,” Diana said, staring at it. The hair over her entire body seemed to be standing on end, and her nerve endings sizzled.

“I noticed that. She must have mailed it on Sunday, because she died that night,” Jonathan pointed out.

“I can't believe it. But you didn't have to drive this all the way up here, Jonathan.”

“I just thought you'd want it right away, since it is the last thing you have from your aunt—except for her money, of course.” Jonathan's voice held a twinge of something unlikable woven in it. “And...I wanted to see you. Won’t you let me come in?” He started toward the door, but she didn’t move out of his way. “So we can talk?”

“Jonathan, I told you. It’s over. There’s no chance of us getting back together. I’m seeing someone else,” she added.

He stepped back as if stung. “You’re—you are?” His expression turned hard. “You don’t need to lie about it, Diana.”

“I’m not lying,” she replied, wondering why it was so unbelievable to him that she’d found someone else. Just because she hadn’t dated in years before meeting Jonathan didn’t mean she was unattractive to men. It didn’t.

“But...what about us?” he asked. “We were going to get married. I want to marry you, Diana. Please let me come in.” He put his hand on the door and she felt him pushing on it.

“Jonathan,” she said firmly, a little frisson of nervousness jittering through her, “you need to leave. Thank you for bringing me this letter, but you need to leave now.”

“Diana, you’re being ridiculous.” Jonathan's voice was short and abrupt. “Why don't we go in and talk about this. You’re a wealthy woman now, you know, and that makes you easy prey for a man. I already loved you and wanted to marry you before your aunt died,” he said. “I love you, not your money.”

Despite the discomfort his words caused, she was firm. “You aren't listening to me. I don't want you to—”

Her words were cut off by his sharp voice. “Diana, I didn't come all the way up here to drive back to Boston tonight. Now, please. I'm your fiancé and I have a right to be here if I want to be.” He gave the door a little push and the force caused her to stagger a bit.

She gave a surprised cry. “You aren’t my fiancé, and I’m telling you to leave. Now.” Already, she was calculating which was closer: Uncle Tracer’s rifle or the pepper spray in her purse. Just in case.

Just then, Diana caught a movement from the woods at the edge of the property. The next thing she knew, a streak of black bolted from the tall grass and bounded across the lawn. And all at once, Cady was there, on the porch, growl-barking at Jonathan.

She didn’t look pleased.

Diana’s heart gave a delicious little thump and she looked over, expecting Ethan to come striding out of the woods that divided their properties. But it wasn’t Ethan. It was Joe Cap who came ambling into view, as if he had all the time in the world.

“Hello Cady,” Diana said, crouching to greet the black lab. She did it before she realized she was actually face to face with the massive beast, close enough to those big wicked teeth that she could be grabbed by the throat with them. But Diana was so glad to see Cady that she hardly flinched when the big pink tongue swiped her across the cheek.

Once having properly greeted Diana, the dog was back on duty, sneering up at Jonathan, who’d backed away as soon as the lab clattered onto the porch. “Who’s this?” he managed to say over Cady’s barking. “Nice doggie.”

“Hiya there Diana,” said Joe Cap as he approached. His gaze went from Diana to Jonathan and back again, curious and observant. “Nice to see you back in town. Everything okay here?”

“Everything’s just fine,” she said, absently patting the lab on her head. “Jonathan delivered something for me, and he was just leaving.”

To her relief, Jonathan took the cue and turned away. “Goodbye, Diana,” he said, walking off the porch to his car.

She and Joe watched as he got in and drove away, then she said, “Any news?”

“Nope,” he replied. “Sorry to interrupt,” he added, glancing at her, then at the empty drive down which Jonathan had just disappeared, and then to Cady. “I took her over to Ethan’s place to check up on it and she got away from me.”

“You didn’t interrupt,” she told him, looking down at the manila envelope. A spike of nerves and excitement mixed with fear had her sounding distracted. She had to read this letter, and she wanted to read it without any further delay. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve got to take care of this,” she said, flapping the envelope at him. “It’s...important.” Her insides were all aflutter.

“Sure,” Joe said with a slow smile. “No problem. See ya at the Grille.” He beckoned for Cady, who seemed uncertain about whether to stay or go. But in the end, the lab left the porch when she saw a squirrel, electing to chase it across the yard.

Diana closed the door and leaned against it, listening as Joe called Cady to follow him back into the woods. The whole incident left her upset and a little queasy. What had Jonathan been thinking? Was he really that desperate to get her back? And how convenient was it that he’d found this last letter from Aunt Belinda.

The envelope felt strangely warm and solid, much more so than its appearance and weight would permit, and Diana held it for a moment, closing her eyes, pulling it to her chest, and breathing deeply, as though she could smell the scent of Aunt Bee’s lilac powder. A tear stung one eye, then suddenly, they came in torrents, unstoppable and exhausting, as Diana made her way to her favorite settee in the den.

She cried for things she knew about—for the loss of her aunt, for the years they could have had, but didn’t. For the way Belinda had died, alone and helpless under someone’s heavy hand, evil and malignant. She cried for the disintegration of her law practice, for the blood, sweat, and energy she’d put into it, believing that no one could take it away from her if she worked hard enough...and the way it was eroding because of one selfish, angry man.

It was a long time later when Diana opened her swollen eyes and looked around. She sat up carefully, suppressing a groan and wincing at the pounding in her head from such hard tears. Now. Now that she had all of that out of her system, she must read Aunt Belinda’s last words to her.

She slid a finger under the flap and tore the envelope open.

Inside was a neatly-clipped newspaper article from the Seattle Times and a letter from her aunt. Diana put the article aside and unfolded the letter.

Dearest Diana—
I hope this finds you well. I am fine, but missing you, and, knowing that you are so busy that it is difficult to get away, I still hope that you will be able to come up here this summer sometime and visit with me to make up for our lost years.
I have a wonderful neighbor whom I’d like you to meet—he has been an enormous help to me around the house, and with other things that you may not yet understand. I think he might be someone you would enjoy getting to know.
I’ve enclosed this newspaper article because I’d like you to do some research for me and find out more about this situation of assisted suicide. I have been having some odd readings in the cards lately, and feel as though something is about to happen. If I could find out more about the people in this article, perhaps it would help. I continue to dream about it and have visions during my readings about those people who succumbed to the temptation to kill themselves.
If you learn anything at all, no matter how insignificant, please let me know so that I can put myself out of this misery!
I am sorry this note is so short. I just want to get this in the mail to you. There’s something compelling me to even drive to the post office on a Sunday afternoon in order to post it. It’s something that I need to do.
Take care of yourself, and I hope to see you soon. Your loving aunt Belinda.
Diana’s throat tightened, its dryness painful when she swallowed, and she knew she would have cried again if she had any more fluid in her body. Instead, she could only blink sandpaper-dry eyes and gently set the letter aside, once again suppressing the ache of guilt.

She reached for the newspaper clipping.

API, Salem—Oregon’s recently-approved assisted suicide statute has been exercised more than five times in the last two months, reports State Attorney General David Anthony. “There have been five deaths identified as assisted suicide by the families of the victims, or by pre-recorded videotapes taken at the scene in which the victim succumbed to the carbon monoxide poisoning used to kill them.”
In each case, Anthony states, the attending physician has testified to the extent of the patient’s illness, stating that it was a case of terminal illness. Doctor Cameron Darr, one of the physicians who advised and assisted at three of the suicides, spoke in defense of his patients’ wishes when the family of one contested the victim’s health status. “Marjorie Gaunt had just been diagnosed with bone cancer, she was terminal, and she chose to spare her family the long, drawn-out illness that would have ensued, and would absolutely have resulted in her death. She simply chose to die at a time and place, and in an environment, that suited her.”
Marjorie Gaunt’s family, residents of Beverly Hills, CA, and well-known for their chain of Amaretto’s restaurants along the West Coast, charge that since she had just been diagnosed, Dr. Darr should have taken time to treat her before recommending that she move ahead with her plans for suicide.
“Ms. Gaunt was ill, and she did not want to experience further pain. She knew she was terminal, and she made her decision. I merely assisted her in attaining a graceful way to end her life,” responds Dr. Darr.
Ms. Gaunt’s son, Bradley Gaunt, has told the press that he intends to open an extensive investigation into the situation of his mother’s death and, if necessary, will sue the State of Oregon to suspend Dr. Darr’s medical license until the case has been resolved.
Other similar cases have been filed in states such as Michigan, where an assisted suicide statute has not been approved, but retired pathologist Jack Kevorkian has been a champion of assisted suicide. In 1999, Dr. Kevorkian was convicted of assisting a patient to commit suicide in the State of Michigan.
Diana frowned and checked the date on the article. It was more than seven years old, and the images included a picture of Marjorie Gaunt, and one of the state’s Attorney General. The woman was elderly, and she was flanked by her son and daughter, the caption explained.

If Aunt Belinda held onto an article that was so outdated it was probably related to one of her psychic visions. But what did she want from Diana?

She reached for the letter, which she’d left on the table next to the chair, and reread it. Aunt Belinda had been insistent that she was bothered by (having visions and dreams was how she phrased it) people who chose to commit suicide, and she wanted Diana to do research on the people in the article. That was easy enough, but it didn’t seem pressing.

After staring at the letter—holding it in her hands, as if to feel any remainder of Aunt Belinda’s presence, she pulled to her feet. It was time to stop feeling sorry for herself and find out who killed her aunt, and why. She was certain, in the deepest part of her, that this letter and article had something to do with it. Aunt Belinda had sensed that something was going to happen. She just hadn’t known it was her own murder.

Time to do a little research. Diana pulled out her laptop and plugged it in, waiting for it to power on. She was feeling around in the large, outside pocket for a pen when she touched the tattered binding of Aunt Belinda’s journal. Starting in realization, she pulled out the book, followed by the Tarot cards that were still wrapped carefully in their mahogany box.

She hadn’t looked at the Tarot cards in weeks, and she’d forgotten about the journal. All at once, she remembered the image from her dream of the old, tattered book. That looked just like the one in her hands. A little prickle skimmed over her, raising the hair on her arms.

I guess it’s time to read a bit more of Aunt Belinda’s journal. Diana flipped toward the back of the book, hoping that the last entries would give her some clues as to what was bothering her aunt when she died...and if perhaps it had anything to do with someone trying to burn her house down.

The last entry, written Sunday night—the night of her death—gave little information but a discourse on the status of her flower garden and a discussion of the quilting ladies’ evening out at the Green Oaks Grille the night before. Only the last paragraph caught Diana’s interest: “I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow and expect to have the results of those tests back before I go. I’m sure it will be good news, and then I can find out what is going on. I hope that Diana gets back with me soon. Perhaps I’ll call her about that little Diana-gram I sent her.”
Diana-gram. Diana gave a melancholy smile at the terminology, and sobered at the realization that Aunt Bee had expected to be given a clean bill of health at the doctor’s office. How frightening that she should die by someone’s hand the very night before.

Diana flipped a few pages back in the journal, skimming the entries and finding nothing of interest other than one page of rants and raves about Helen Galliday and her meddlesome ways. Apparently, Helen had tried to set Aunt Belinda up with the postman and it backfired when she found out that he hated cats.

As she glanced up from the journal, her gaze fell on the bright screen of her laptop. Diana gently put the book aside and turned her attention to finding something out about Marjorie Gaunt—a woman who wanted to die.

The keys clicked and the computer hummed as she browsed through the reams of information on the Internet, trying to find something of interest. It took awhile, but she finally found another article about Marjorie Gaunt.

API, Salem—SERIAL KILLER! ANGEL OF MERCY! Those were the opposing sentiments raised today by picketers outside the capital building in Salem. The case of Marjorie Gaunt is receiving widespread attention from parties including the American Civil Liberties Union, who supports the right to assisted suicide, and the AARP, who expresses severe concern that the elderly will be taken advantage of if this statute continues to remain in force.
The case of Marjorie Gaunt involves Dr. CameronDarr, an oncologist who recently came under fire for a more recent assisted suicide. Gaunt’s family alleges she wasn’t ill enough to be diagnosed as terminal and that Dr. Darr urged her to kill herself prematurely.
Dr. Darr, who has assisted in more than five suicides in the last six months, including that of Mrs. Enid Oregon, former wife of the World Toy Emporium magnate, was unavailable for comment.
Marcus Sperka, attorney for the Gaunt family, anticipates that they will obtain enough evidence to take this case to trial by the end of the summer.
Diana took note of the name Enid Oregon—another woman who sought her own demise. She noticed that date on this article was only four months after the previous one. The picture of Marjorie Gaunt was the same, but there was another photo captioned “Cameron Darr.” Diana peered at the controversial physician, who had a grainy, black-and-white countenance due to the quality of newspaper print and the limitations of her PC. He had dark hair and a full moustache, but there was something about his eyes that caught her attention. The way he looked at the camera—it was a candid shot, taken, perhaps, outside of a courtroom or at a press conference—gave her a shiver.

“I don’t think I’d take his word for the fact that I was dying,” Diana murmured aloud, reaching for another bite of the limp sandwich.

She searched a bit longer online, but found nothing new about Marjorie Gaunt. Perhaps the case had never gone to trial, or maybe the Gaunt family couldn’t find the evidence it was looking for to convict Darr.

Diana closed the lid of the laptop. Weariness pulled at her, and she knew her mind was too tired to function further tonight, but then her attention fell upon the mahogany box.

She hadn’t even opened it since the awful experience at Jonathan’s condo, when she’d been destroyed by pain and illness. But tonight, she was drawn to the cards and she moved toward their little wooden chest as if in a dream.

She had to do it. Though exhausted beyond belief, Diana took a deep breath, steadying herself. Aunt Belinda, if you’re here...help me.
Now was the time, she thought to herself. If she was ever going to believe that she had some kind of ability, this would have to be it. Diana closed her eyes and gingerly shuffled the oversized deck of cards, remembering what Ethan had once told her. “Open your mind, and let the images of the cards lead you on a trip through your subconscious. The pictures are only there to open doors in your mind. They mean whatever you want them to mean.”

As she shuffled, a card flipped from beneath her fingers and fell to the floor. It landed face-down, and Diana stared at it for a moment, her body going hot and cold and weak all at once. She drew in a deep breath, closed her eyes...and decided to leave it there for a while. She’d continue with her plan to deliberately choose from the deck and turn that card over only when she was finished.

Moving the errant card out of the way, she set the neatened deck on the floor. Although she wasn’t sure what she was doing, Diana went with her instinct. Heart pounding, she cut the deck once to the left, and then stopped, staring at the stack of cards. A tingling in her fingers crawled up her arms and sparked in her stomach, and she knew this was the right thing to do. She didn’t feel ill. She felt energized.

With a deep breath and a quick prayer, Diana reached for the deck and turned up three cards in rapid succession, laying them out in front of her.

The first card she had seen before: Two of Swords. It depicted a blindfolded woman holding two long swords crossed in front of her, as if to block someone or something. Diana remembered that it implied avoidance or the obstruction of emotion.

The tingling became stronger and her heart galloped in her chest as she realized that was how she’d been, how she’d previously responded to the possibility of another level to her knowledge for a very long time. This card, she thought in a burst of self-revelation, shows how I was before I came to Damariscotta.
Her heart slowed its breakneck pace to a calmer one as she looked at the second card. It was an image of a chalice overflowing with water, held by a large hand belonging to an unseen entity. A dove swept down into the cup. The caption on the card read Ace of Cups.
Diana knew from the times she had looked through the book on the Tarot that the suit of cups implied emotion or intuition, perhaps even love or affection. The ace of any suit was the epitome of that suit, embodying the essence of that symbol and exhibiting it in its truest, fullest form.

If the first card is the way I was, Diana thought to herself, then perhaps this suggests how I am now. Past, present, and future.
She looked at the card again and felt fullness. Her cup was overflowing, she was attuned, sharp, and vulnerable to her feelings at this time. Emotions had bubbled within her—warred within her—at a heightened level for the past few weeks. Her feelings for Ethan, the fear of why she’d been a target for vandalism and the break-ins, the confusion and fear over her aunt’s murder, the depression from the implosion of her career...and now, the opening of her mind to accept the abilities that Belinda had understood so well.

All of these emotions swarmed over her, swamping her so that she felt exhausted and exuberant at the same time. Confused and mixed up, frightened and exhilarated by love. These forces were foreign to Diana in their strength—to she who had always prided herself on her stability and unemotional detachment to people, places, and events.

She took a deep breath, suddenly at such peace with herself that calm settled over her. Now, the third card. The future, perhaps.
This, too, was a card she did not recognize but could glean some meaning from its caption. King of Wands, it read. Diana didn’t know much about the suit of wands, except that it implied creativity, energy, and action. The wands were equated with the element of fire, which was a forceful, bold entity. The king himself sat on an ornate throne, holding a wand as a staff.

Diana stared at the card, trying to equate the persona of the king with something that could happen or be a part of her future. The king could symbolize a person—one who exhibited those energetic, forceful characteristics...or it could mean she would attain or experience an atmosphere of drama or daring...or, even, that she herself was symbolized by the energetic persona of the king.

She shook her head, still looking at the King of Wands, wondering what it could mean.

After a long moment, she came back to herself, back to the floor where she sat cross-legged. Her eyes lit on the fourth card, the one that had fallen from the deck while she was shuffling. With a deep breath, she reached for it. Flipped it over. And saw Death.
Now, she shivered as a blast of cold air rushed over her, and that same black wave of terror she’d felt at Jonathan’s threatened to encompass her.

No, not again. No...
She fought, focused on the Ace of Cups, turning her mind sharply, firmly from the image of Death. I won’t succumb this time. She focused, meditated, prayed, hypnotized herself with the picture of the overflowing Cup, curling her fingers around solid objects: the edge of the piecrust table, the cushion of the settee.

And all at once, Motto appeared, jumping up onto the sofa next to her. He butted against her leg and side with his warm, furry body. Then he looked at her with blue eyes and sat next to her, large and warm and alive, twitching his tail as she came back to herself.

Smiling, victorious, she gathered the feline into her arms. And he let her.


Diana woke in the middle of the night, sitting bolt upright in her bed.

Cameron Darr.

Marc Reardon.

Cameron Darr was Marc Reardon.

The names were merely rearrangements of the letters—anagrams. Dianagrams! Of course. How could she have missed such an obvious thing?

Scrambling out of bed, Diana fumbled for the lamp and turned it on. She sat on the edge of the mattress, breathing as if she’d been running and running.

Queasiness grew in the pit of her stomach. Aunt Belinda had known what she was doing when she sent her that article. But was it true—was Marc really Cameron Darr? And if he was, what was he doing in Damariscotta, using a different name?

The possible explanations were obvious: he had changed his identity and disappeared to escape the lawsuit, or had just moved away to start anew after being accused of murdering Marjorie Gaunt. Diana knew how much damage even a minor malpractice lawsuit could do to a physician’s practice—she wouldn’t blame him if he’d decided to relocate and start over again. Many doctors had been forced to do so.

Now, the question was whether the fact that Marc Reardon was probably Cameron Darr had anything to do with Aunt Belinda’s murder. To what lengths would he—or anyone—go to keep a changed identity a secret?

Diana thought the answer wasn’t too difficult: if he’d changed identities illegally, he’d probably go to any length. If not, then the two facts were probably not related. So far as she knew from the cursory research she’d done, Cameron Darr had only been accused of assisting Marjorie Gaunt in a premature death—and she’d found nothing that indicated he’d been brought to trial. So, then, perhaps he’d just settled the case, then moved across the country to escape the bad publicity.

But why was Belinda seeing two doctors?
That thought came from nowhere. Diana turned it over in her mind for a moment. She needed to find out the name of the physician in Portland, and then perhaps she’d know the answer. Of course, she could ask Marc if he’d referred Belinda...but for some reason, she didn’t like that option.

I’ll look in the phone book tomorrow and see if I can find the doctor’s name.
She crawled back into bed, pulling the light goose down comforter over her in protection against the chill Maine night. Diana turned out the light and willed herself to sleep.


Diana was up and dressed by seven o’clock—an unusual feat for her while in Damariscotta. Her dreams had been filled with warped images of snakes climbing trees, and newspaper clippings...along with a grinning, half-illuminated Marc and an angry Jonathan standing on her porch. Aunt Belinda had made an appearance, beckoning with her wrinkled hand toward some unfamiliar room, and, of course, the Tarot cards had fluttered onto the scene, lightly batting at her arms and face.

As she flipped through the Portland area phone book looking for the phone number for Aunt Bee’s Portland doctor, Diana found the answer to another question.

She drew in her breath sharply. The name of Aunt Bee’s physician was Clancy Harbaugh...and he had a small, block advertisement on the page with a symbol that could be mistaken for a snake climbing a tree if it were clumsily embroidered on a quilt block. It was a caduceus—the symbol for the medical profession—and she stared at it, kicking herself for not recognizing it from Aunt Belinda’s amateur stitches.

She thought again about the quilt block that had bothered her. Now she knew that at least part of it had to do with a physician...and as she mulled over the rest of the images, she guessed that the Pisces symbol was an indication of someone’s birthday—perhaps Marc Reardon/Cameron Darr’s. The stars and moon meant nothing to her; but it was possible, Diana realized, that they indicated some astrological sign. At any rate, she felt she knew enough to make a phone call to Clancy Harbaugh, and then, perhaps to pay a visit to Marc to see what she could learn on the sly. Maybe there’d be something in his office—a diploma, for example, that would help her identify him. Or something that indicated he’d lived in Oregon. Then, if she thought things were making sense, she’d head directly to Joe Cap’s office and tell him her suspicions.

And she’d call Ethan when she was in town and had service on her cell phone.

When she called Dr. Harbaugh, she explained who she was and used her reputation as a malpractice attorney to gain access to the physician himself. Within five minutes of conversation with him, she learned that Aunt Belinda had not been referred by Marc Reardon, and that she’d come to the doctor in Portland for a second opinion on a diagnosis. And that her Aunt Belinda had been in perfect health.

Diana’s heart bumped in her chest as she allowed the receiver to slip back into its cradle. Marc Reardon had misdiagnosed her aunt. And Aunt Belinda had known it.


Diana walked briskly along Main Street. She clutched her handbag to her body, trying to contain her nerves. It’s just a doctor’s appointment, she told herself firmly. Marc had told her to stop by to see him about her migraines, and she’d decided to take him up on it in hopes that she’d have the chance to peek at Aunt Belinda’s medical records, and perhaps find something else that could confirm her suspicions. Then, she could go to the police.

She passed the ladies’ quilt shop on her way to Marc’s little cottage office, and almost stopped in to let them know where she was going...just in case. But the sign on the door said ‘Closed’ and she was forced to walk on by.

A block further down, she turned onto the short, neat sidewalk that led up to the office. When she opened the door to go in, she saw a pleasant-looking receptionist on the other side of a desk and Diana relaxed. She didn’t have anything to be nervous about.

“Hi, I have a noon appointment with Dr. Reardon,” she told the woman.

“Ah, yes, Diana Iverson, Belinda’s niece? Dr. Reardon told me to make sure I fit you in if you called, even during the lunch hour if necessary.” She smiled to reveal two chipmunk-sized teeth with a quarter-inch space between them. “Dr. Reardon asked that you fill out these new patient forms, and he’ll be with you as soon as possible.”

Diana took the clipboard and perched on one of the wicker chairs in the waiting room to complete the paperwork. She was just finishing when the receptionist came out from behind the desk, carrying her purse. When Diana looked up at her inquiringly, the woman explained, “Got to run out for lunch today, dearie. But don’t you worry—Dr. Reardon is almost finished with his last patient. Patty’s in there with him and she’ll come out for you when he’s done.”

“Patty’s the nurse?” Diana asked, feeling a bit nervous.

“Oh, yes,” called the receptionist as she bustled out the door.

Diana gave a small sigh of relief, then silently berated herself for her nerves. What was going to happen to her in a doctor’s office in the middle of town?

With the receptionist gone, though, this was as good a time as any to try to take a look at her aunt’s medical records. Diana rose slowly from her chair, and, carrying the clipboard, slipped through the door to the back room. If anyone came in, she’d say she made a mistake on the forms and was looking for a new one. That, she thought, was as good an excuse as any—and if anyone caught her, it would likely be Patty.

It took only a quick moment to ascertain that Belinda Lawry’s medical records were not filed with the rest of Dr. Reardon’s patients. No sooner had Diana learned this than she heard approaching footsteps and she hurried back into the waiting area. She was just in time to be found examining the quilt that hung on the wall when the door opened.

“Diana!” Marc’s smooth voice caused her to start and turn. “I’m so glad you decided to take me up on my offer. Come on back.”

“Hello,” she smiled. “Thank you for seeing me on such short notice—and on your lunch hour, too.”

“Not a problem—never a problem for Belinda’s niece. We’ll be in the last examining room on the left. I’ll be there in just one moment.”

Diana looked in vain for signs of the nurse Patty but could hear no one else in the office. She went into the examining room a bit reluctantly and found that she was too nervous to sit on the table. Instead, she looked out the window and tried to relax.

The click of the door opening behind caused her to whirl. “I’m sorry, Diana, but it’s going to be just the two of us. My nurse has gone to lunch already.” He shut the door behind him without turning.

When Diana looked at him, she knew he knew. The flare of understanding must have shown in her eyes, for Marc’s austere face cracked into a chill smile.

“Ah, you’ve figured it out, then.” He stepped closer to her and Diana tried to move out of his way, frantically looking for something with which to fend him off. The countertops were cleared of anything she might use as a weapon.

Marc chuckled. “Come now, Diana, you don’t think I’m that foolish, do you?” With a swift movement, he snared her arm and yanked her so hard that she stumbled and hit her head against the storage cabinet.

“What are you doing?” she managed to gasp as he imprisoned both of her arms behind her, pulling up on her elbows with such violence that she cried out in surprised pain.

A cloth-covered hand groped at her face and she struggled to kick backward at him, to avert her nose and mouth from the sick, sweet scent of the drug, to shrug out of his grip.

“Couldn’t you have left well enough alone?” he said breathlessly as he struggled to subdue her. “Wasn’t the money from your aunt enough?”

“Why are you doing this?” she asked desperately, knowing she was losing the battle. The cloth found her nose and mouth and his fingers pinched into her face as he held her immobile.

“I have no choice,” he said in that cultured voice. “You would upset my apple cart too much to let this pass.”

The scent was sweet and cloying, clogging her nostrils and drying the inside of her mouth. Diana gave one last futile twist even as she felt her body weaken, succumbing to the numbing sleep forced upon her. Everything went dimmer, then dark, then black.

THIRTEEN
 
Diana became aware of voices and felt herself being lifted and moved. Jolted, none-too-gently, and then all at once she was falling.

She managed to peel her eyes open as she landed on the edge of a sofa, then weakly rolled off onto the floor. As she struck ground, she noticed the rug with a shock of recognition and lifted her throbbing head to look around.

Aunt Belinda’s den. She’d been dumped carelessly onto the settee on which she’d spent so many hours.

“Well, look who’s returned to the living,” said a familiar voice.

Diana looked up to see Marc Reardon smiling down at her with a thin-lipped, supercilious expression. The room tilted and spun, and her muscles felt like jelly, but she dragged herself up, using the settee as a brace. He watched in amusement as she crawled with agonizing slowness onto the narrow sofa, and sat, clutching its arm.

“What …” she tried to speak, but her mouth was so dry she couldn’t even swallow. What had he drugged her with? And how long ago had it been? From what she could see, daylight still streamed in through the windows of the den.

“What am I doing? What am I going to do with you? What are we doing here? Which very unimaginative question shall I start with?” he said mockingly. “I thought you might have been able to do better than that. Perhaps something like...how did I connect with my partner in crime?”

Diana shook her head in confusion, but any coherent thought she might have had was caught in the cobwebs of the drug. Then she heard noises from the kitchen.

She and Reardon weren’t alone. But who was with him? Something icy slipped down her spine and her heart began to pound. Who was it?

She must have formed the question with her lips, for Reardon’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. “Do you mean to say, you haven’t figured it out? I thought for certain ….” He smiled with genuine humor. “You aren’t as smart as I thought you were, Diana darling. You obviously figured me somehow—it was written all over your face when you walked into my office today. I’m not sure how you ever got to be so good at hiding your thoughts in court—for I understand that you are, indeed, quite an excellent attorney. It’s a shame I didn’t know you back in Oregon, or it might never have come to this. I don’t really care for Maine, you see,” he said, settling conversationally on the edge of the settee next to her. “I much prefer the cosmopolitan cities and the lifestyle they offer. But here I am, stuck in this tiny little shit-town because Marjorie Gaunt’s son got too damn suspicious and I had to disappear.”

Diana could hear a low voice from the kitchen; it sounded as if someone was speaking urgently on a telephone. She couldn’t even tell the gender of the speaker, let alone discern the words. “Who is it?” she managed to croak out, glancing in that direction.

“Oh, let’s not do that quite yet, shall we?” Reardon said with a smile. “Let’s talk about other things first. I’d like you to fully understand my position and where I was before I met up with my partner. That will make it all the more delicious when you see who it is, darling Diana.”

She glanced around, looking for a chance to escape, but she knew her legs wouldn’t hold her. And even if they did, he’d catch her before she got far. And so she swallowed again, hard, trying to think, trying to clear her mind. But her thoughts buzzed like a swarm of flies, confused and random, and in the end all she could do was listen as the megalomaniac continued to speak.

“I made quite a lot of money back in Oregon,” he was saying. “Getting rich ladies to pay me loads of money to help them into a dignified, painless death—all before they lost their hair and memory and succumbed to the intense pain I told them would be inevitable. I didn’t want them to suffer like that, the poor darlings. Most of them weren’t even terminal, but they believed me and allowed me to help them end their lives on their own terms, in their own ways. And then Marjorie’s son got suspicious, and I had the DA and then the Attorney General looking at all of my records...and so I knew it was time to disappear. Not that I’d done anything wrong—they couldn’t really pin anything on me. After all, it was suicide. I just provided the tools. And the motivation.” He smiled calmly.

“I’d intended to go to Costa Rica,” he continued, “but I wasn’t able to get a good enough fake passport for Marc Reardon. And so here I am. On the opposite coast in a little po-dunk town, and hating every minute of it.”

He smoothed the starched shirt he wore, adjusting his monogrammed cuffs and frowned. “I began to get bored with General Practice about two months after I got here and decided it would be best if I could find a way to leave the country as I’d originally intended. But there’s not a lot of money to be had here in Damariscotta, except from a few wealthy individuals. And so I began to diagnose a few cancer cases and one terrible aneurysm that was ready to pop at any moment. And then I got to know your aunt. She had a lot of money. She was elderly. If she had a heart attack, no one would think anything of it—especially if I had already been treating her for heart disease. All I had to do was charm her into changing her will. And that shouldn’t be hard, since her closest relative was a career woman in Boston who had neglected her for years. Or I could somehow attach myself to said relative.”

The rumbling voice from the kitchen had ceased speaking, and now Diana heard footsteps coming from that direction. Her stomach curdled with fear and apprehension as Reardon caught her gaze and gave her an arch smile.

“My partner is about to assuage your curiosity, darling,” he said.

But she wasn’t listening, for he’d already walked into the den.

Diana couldn’t breathe. Her vision flashed dark, then bright, and then she went numb. Hardly aware of her fingers digging into the settee’s upholstery, she felt her entire world falling away, caving in around her.

“Or,” Reardon was saying with a smile, “I could find the man the heiress was going to marry.”

“Jonathan,” Diana managed to whisper.

He stood over her, wearing an expression she’d never seen before. It was calm and yet laced with chagrin at the same time. Almost as if he were embarrassed or ashamed to be here—but not enough to change his mind.

“Christ, Reardon, this isn’t a damned movie recap,” Jonathan said, running a hand through his hair. “This is business and we don’t have a lot of time for chatting. Let’s finish this up so I can get back to Boston. I’m supposed to be in New York and my office keeps calling me. Damned cell phones don’t work up here.”

“What are you doing here?” Diana managed to say, anger and pain forcing the words out clearly. “Are you really involved with this, Jonathan?”

His smile was weak but his eyes cold. “I needed the money, Diana. I thought after we were married I’d have access to whatever I needed—or, if worst came to worst, something could happen to you so I’d inherit. I didn’t really want it to go that way, but I don’t have any more time. No more choice. If I don’t pay the money, or at least prove I have access to it in three days, I’m dead.”

Diana shook her head hard and seemed to dislodge some of the remnants of fog. “Money? To who?”

“Gambling,” Reardon interrupted. “Your fiancé has a terrible gambling habit. He’s in deep, past his elegant ears, and he’s borrowed so much that there isn’t any more to borrow. Now his benefactors are getting impatient, and they need funds. What? You didn’t know he gambled?”

She shook her head blankly, simply unable to assimilate what was happening. Impossible. It just couldn’t be. “But...how did you—”

“How did we meet up? That’s the amazing, serendipitous part about it,” Reardon said congenially. “It was at a convention, about a year ago. In Vegas, of course,” he added, glancing at Jonathan, who had the grace to look away. “He was commiserating about his bad luck at the blackjack table, and I happened to be listening. One thing led to another and I mentioned I hated living in Damariscotta, and he recognized the name of the town. Apparently, you’d just recently met but hadn’t started to date, or somehow he knew about your connection here. From that initial conversation, we managed to put everything together—even to get your aunt in touch with you again, just by accident. All by accident.” He smiled, so very pleased with himself. “And of course, with a large inheritance on the horizon, your friend Jonathan became very motivated to get you locked in with a wedding ring.”

Diana actually curled her fingers into a fist and would have punched him in his supercilious face if Jonathan hadn’t been looking out the window and made a sudden noise of alarm.

“What is it?” Reardon asked, and Diana stiffened, ready to use the distraction as an opportunity to escape.

But she’d barely had the thought when Jonathan moved suddenly, out of view of the window, and all at once there was a silver gun pointing at her. A gun! “It’s your new boyfriend. What’s his name—Tannock. He’s just pulling up the driveway.”

Diana’s heart leaped—he was two days early!—and then at the same time, it plummeted, leaving her cold and shaken. Oh, God, what if he walked into the house? Which was just what he would do. He’d walk right into this.

No, Ethan, no ….

She tried to think of a way to warn him, but the other two had moved into action. The gun didn’t waver from its focus on her, and Jonathan’s expression told her he wasn’t feeling ashamed at all at the moment. “Don’t make a sound. Don’t move.”

“I know how to get him out of here,” Reardon was saying. “He’s not going to want to see her with anyone else—everyone in town knows his first wife screwed him over.”

“I can’t be seen here,” Jonathan said sharply. “And your car is out there because I drove here in hers.” He turned a tight smile on Diana. “You’d better do exactly as I say, or your boyfriend’s going to be the next casualty.”

She heard the slam of a car door as Jonathan dragged her out of the den, ignoring her stumbling feet and weak knees, into Belinda’s bedroom. He shoved her toward the bed and she fell onto it. “Make it good, Diana. Put a little effort into it for once. Or I’ll put one of these into your boyfriend’s head.”

She was shaking and still weak from the drug, but she watched as Jonathan slipped behind the long curtains across the room. She could see the barrel of the gun between the curtain and the wall, aimed right at the open bedroom door. He’d have a perfect shot at Ethan.

Reardon had unbuttoned his shirt and slid onto the bed next to her just as she heard Ethan calling from the front. “Diana?”

He’d wonder about Marc Reardon’s car being parked out there next to hers. And he’d walk in.

And then she couldn’t think of anything else as Reardon yanked her shirt open. Buttons scattered and the next thing she knew, her bra was unfastened and he was pulling her on top of him in a straddle position.

“Make it look good, darling,” he murmured, sliding a hand up and over her shoulder while another held her firmly at the hips. “Lean down and kiss me like the little slut you are.”

“Diana?” Ethan’s voice was closer, sharper, and then she heard the front door open...and close. Footsteps. “Diana!”

She was cold and shaking, and she looked over at Jonathan. He caught her eyes from behind the curtains and she saw the cold determination in his face. Swallowing hard, she placed her hand on Reardon’s bare chest and as those steps came closer, she closed her eyes and bent forward.

“Don’t worry,” Reardon murmured, “I’m just as revolted as you are.” Nevertheless, a warm hand slid down over her breast and gave her nipple a sharp tweak. She gasped in surprise and pain and then his eyes became slits. “Make it good, Diana.”

She swallowed back the rush of nausea and revulsion and moved closer, forcing her mouth to touch his. He kissed her back, his lips dry and smooth and she nearly gagged, but didn’t move away.

The footsteps stopped abruptly. She heard a sound in the doorway—something guttural and low and agonized, and she couldn’t control herself. She jolted upright, turning to look. Reardon released her, but it was too late.

Ethan was gone.

The front door slammed, the house shaking in its wake.

She heard the squealing, grinding of a key turned too far in the truck’s engine, then the terrible pealing sound as Ethan sped away down the stone drive.

And then Diana was left alone with two murderers.


Ethan felt nothing.

He slowed the crazy careening of his truck to one of a normal speed and drove up to his cabin. He kept his mind blank. He couldn’t feel his fingers or his legs.

Hell. Cady wasn’t even here to greet him, to comfort him. She was still with Joe Cap.

Ethan had come to see his other lady first thing on his arrival. And look what changing his loyalties had gotten him. Look what the thought of surprising her had done.

He slammed the door of the truck a little harder than necessary and let himself into the cabin. Closed the exterior door with a bit too much force.

He walked into the living room, into the kitchen, yanked out the bottle of Scotch he kept on hand, and poured himself a nice healthy drink. And then he stared down into the golden liquid, realized his hands were shaking and he felt like puking, and whipped the glass across the room.

It shattered against the fireplace with a short, vehement sound.

How the hell could this happen to me again? What the hell have I ever done to deserve this?
God, Diana. How could he have been so wrong about her?

When he found out about Jenny, he’d drunk himself into a stupor for a few nights. He’d been enraged. He’d been sleepless. Then he’d gone on a revenge bender, hitting the bars and taking a different woman home each time.

But this time, he felt nothing. Hollow, empty, numb.

He wasn’t going to fall apart this time. He was going to be cool with it. He was going to handle it.

The phone rang and he couldn’t bring himself to answer it. He stood, arms hanging loosely at his sides, listening as the ringer bleeped and then his answering machine came on.

“Ethan. Got your text. Don’t worry about picking up Cady tonight. We’ll keep her until you get here. Have fun.” Joe Cap’s voice had a bit of a sly tone to it and Ethan suddenly wanted to fling the answering machine across the room.

But he was good. He was cool. He could handle this.

The answering machine disconnected with a short beep and he walked aimlessly into the living room. Picked up the remote control with shaking fingers. Turned it on. Swallowed the ball of concrete that settled in his throat. Fought back the desire to puke.

The phone rang again.

Ethan turned off the TV. Dropped the remote. And listened to the rings, his greeting once more, and then Joe Cap’s voice came on. “Me again. Wanted you to know there was an incident yesterday at Diana’s house. Her boyfr—her ex-boyfriend was there and it didn’t look very cozy. She seemed upset. I made sure he left. Just thought you should know.”

Yeah. She was probably really upset that Wertinger might see her with Reardon.

A sudden thought seized Ethan. An ugly, uncomfortable one.

If she was seeing Reardon, everyone in town would know.

They’d all know Ethan had been screwed over again. Cuckolded. What a stupid word. Cuckolded.

Hell. Even Joe would know. God. And Helen Galliday. Aw, Christ.

And the last thing Ethan wanted was pity.

Which meant he couldn’t hide here and sulk. He had to go out and act like nothing happened. Like it had been a mutual thing. Like he didn’t give a flying fuck.

He rubbed his eyes, unwilling to acknowledge that the dampness there was related to grief and pain. Nope. Ethan Tannock had no reason for tears.

FOURTEEN
 
It took every ounce of fortitude Ethan possessed to walk into the Grille. It was after eight on a Thursday evening, but late enough in the tourism season that it wasn’t overly crowded—a fact for which he was immensely grateful. But that, of course, meant not only would it be filled with regulars, it would also be easier to notice anyone else who might come in—Diana and Reardon, for example.

He felt ill at the thought of seeing them here together, but he told himself to buck up. As was his habit, he strolled to the bar and taking a seat at the counter he waited for a bustling Mirabella to notice him. She was wearing aqua and orange today, and her hair was back to a spun gold bouffant. She slid a couple plates in front of customers at the other end of the bar then pivoted and saw him.

“Ethan, honey, what’s wrong?” She was at his end of the counter in a millisecond.

He blinked and forced an easy smile. “Nothing’s wrong, Bella. Everything’s great. Just got in from Princeton and knew I had to come here right away to get fed.” He patted his stomach and tried to look hungry.

“Don’t lie to me, young man,” she said flatly. “I’ve never seen you look like this. Did someone die?” she asked, her voice going soft and empathetic.

Did someone die? Pretty much. But he just shook his head, suddenly not trusting himself to speak. Christ. What a mess.

Bella seemed to understand and she didn’t say another word as she snagged a heavy mug and pulled the lever to fill it with Blue Moon. Setting it in front of him, she turned to holler back into the kitchen, “Tommy! Get your buns out here!”

Ethan took a drink and his stomach rebelled, so he made it a short sip and put the glass down. Just great. I can’t get plastered either.
Just as Tommy came out of the back, wiping his meaty hands on a stained white apron, the door to the restaurant opened and the quilting ladies flooded in. Oh Christ. What next?
Ethan tried to look unobtrusive, but Tommy and Bella were standing on the other side of the counter (she was telling him about Ethan looking like hell—as if he weren’t sitting there, looking like hell) and of course Helen Galliday wasn’t about to let a conversation go uninterrupted.

She stomped over, her cane working furiously, shouting as she came. “Ethan Tannock! You’re back two days early,” she said in accusation. “What are you doing here?”

“I came to eat,” he managed to say. “What do you think?”

Helen wagged her head in clear irritation. “That’s a pile of bunk if I ever heard one. Look at you, you look like you’re gonna hork all over the place if’n anyone put something edible in front of you. Martha! Rose!” she screeched across the room. “What’re you waitin’ for? Get over here! We’ve got problems. I tol’ you we had problems. And where the blazes is Pauline when I need her? Playing her danged Scrabble game, I allow,” Helen complained.

Ethan would have found her use of the slang term amusing if he hadn’t actually felt like horking. As it was, he could do nothing but try to smile and brush off the questions from Tommy and Bella as the other ladies gathered around him in a cloud of rosewater and polyester.

What was it again that he liked about Damariscotta? It sure as hell wasn’t the privacy.

“Where’s Diana?” asked blind old Martha Woden, peering around the restaurant as if the woman might materialize at any moment.

Something must have shown in his face, for Bella’s hand slammed down over his on the counter. “Where’s Diana?” she asked, looking sharply at him.

Damn. He’d never seen the resemblance between her and his middle school English teacher, but he did now. “Why would I know?” he replied, eyeing the tall Blue Moon with a combination of trepidation and desire.

“What d’you mean, why would you know?” Helen latched onto that like a teen-ager with a Penthouse centerfold. Her beady eyes were right there, boring into Ethan’s. As the other ladies moved in closer, he felt as if he’d been cornered by a herd of feral cats. “You and she’ve been bonking each other for more’n a month now, ain’t you? Don’t tell me you’ve done something stupid and got her all mad at you.”

So much for playing it cool. “I just saw her,” he said flatly. His voice was way rough. “With Marc Reardon.”

“She was talking to Dr. Reardon?” Martha asked querulously, peering at him from behind her glasses. “About her headaches?”

“I don’t think they were talking,” Bella said grimly. She hadn’t released Ethan’s hand and now she patted it comfortingly. “Drink up, hon. There’s another one waitin’ for you when you’re ready.” Then she spun to Tommy. “Damn good thing I never caught you with your hand down Felicia Nooney’s shirt, baby, or you’d be regretting the loss of me to this very day.”

“You know damn well I never had my hand down her shirt. I was too afraid of you.” But Tommy’s booming laugh sounded hollow and he slapped his wife on the ass. “Gotta get back in the kitchen. Send him in to me if he needs to talk to a man,” he added with a bracing look at Ethan.

“What do you mean you saw her with Dr. Reardon?” Helen shouted into his ear. “Doing what?” Her mouth had tightened into a small, wrinkled O and for once, her cane wasn’t moving.

“I saw her. With. Reardon. With him,” Ethan added for emphasis. “And they weren’t talking. At all.” He blocked the image of a half-dressed Diana straddling the lean, handsome doctor, her hand on his bare chest, him murmuring something up into her ear. Don’t fucking go there.
“That’s impossible,” Helen screeched. “Are you saying they were—bonking?”

“Shut up, Helen,” Bella snapped, looking as angry as Ethan had ever seen her. “Can’t you tell he’s miserable? For once, just keep your thoughts—”

“Now listen here, missy,” Helen said, her eyes flashing as she thrust her chin belligerently at Mirabella. “You just be quiet for one minute and let me say something—”

“You’ve said quite enough already,” Bella fumed. “Now if you don’t go sit over at your table and leave off Ethan here, I’m going to—”

“But isn’t Dr. Reardon gay?” Martha said in a stage whisper.

Ethan spun to look at her as Helen cried in triumph, “That’s just what I was trying to tell you, if you hadn’t been flapping your jaws! Marc Reardon is as gay as the Maine winter is cold. There’s no way on this side of the grass he was doing what you thought he was doing. He wouldn’t touch Diana. You, maybe,” she added with an arch look at Ethan, “but not a woman. Something else is going on here,” she said, shaking an arthritic finger at him. “I’ve suspected him all along. And we’ve gotta do something. Or I think your Diana is gonna be in some kind of trouble.”

And her cane started moving again. “Give me the phone, Mirabella,” she ordered, and held out her claw-like hand. “I got an idea.”


Bound with ace bandages to a chair in Aunt Bee’s kitchen, Diana already knew she was in trouble. It was the way Jonathan kept looking at her, with an expression that made her go even colder than she already was.

She’d managed to pull her ruined shirt back on when they forced her out of the bedroom—“This place gives me the creeps,” Jonathan had said, looking around the room—and into the kitchen. But her blouse had no buttons and it sagged open as she sat with her wrists tied to the arms of the chair, and her ankles fixed to its legs.

“What do you want from me?” she asked. “What are you going to do?”

“Ah, are we back to this inane interrogation again?” Reardon asked. “I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count.” He smiled, adjusting the cuffs of the shirt he’d rebuttoned.

“Stop with the games,” Jonathan snapped. “I assume you read the letter from your aunt,” he said, looking at her. “What did it say? Did it mention me?”

“Do you mean you didn’t read it yourself?” Diana retorted. “You kept it long enough.”

“Ah, she’s got some spirit back,” Reardon said with approval. “That’s good. That’ll keep things a little more interesting.” Just then a soft buzzing sound made him clap his hand to his waist. He pulled his beeper free and looked at it. “Damn. An emergency. Not good timing. Or...maybe it is,” he said, with a quick glance at Jonathan. “I’ll have an alibi and you’re not supposed to be here in town. You can take care of this all while I’m gone, after it gets too dark for anyone to see the smoke. This is good.” He reached for the ugly black phone and dialed a number.

Diana opened her mouth to scream but saw the gun in Jonathan’s hand again. “I suggest you remain silent for the time being.”

Moments later, Reardon hung up the phone, looking annoyed. “Chest pains presenting up at the Grille. Probably indigestion, with the greasy food they serve there. I hope to hell it’s Helen Galliday,” he added with a sneer. “I’ll give her a hand and make sure it’s fatal. I was going to diagnose her with ALS, but this would be better.” He laughed. “I’ll make an appearance and be back later, when it’s dark. Maybe you can get her to tell you where Belinda’s journal is. Or anything else incriminating.”

“If you’d found it the multiple times you searched before, we wouldn’t have to burn the damn place down,” Jonathan said.

Reardon left, whistling jauntily, and Jonathan turned to Diana. “Well,” he said, sitting at the table across from her. His eyes traveled down over her gaping shirt. “This is a little awkward.”

She bit out a short, sharp laugh. “Really? Is that all you have to say?”

“I didn’t intend for things to happen this way,” he said, real sincerity in his voice. “But at this point, I have no choice.”

“You keep saying that, but you always have a choice, Jonathan,” she said, trying not to sound too desperate. But she was. Desperate. What was going to happen when it was dark? Was there any way to reason with him? He wasn’t a killer; she knew it. He was just...misguided. Frightened.

“No, I’m afraid I don’t. The mob’s going to kill me, and Merkovitz is tight with them, too. Your dumping his case made things very difficult for me. Either way, I have neither the desire to die nor to spend the rest of my life in prison for first-degree murder.”

“You killed Aunt Belinda?” she whispered. “I thought...I assumed it was Marc.”

“I came up for a little visit under the guise of getting to know my fiancée’s closest relative and planning a surprise visit for you, and after a nice cup of tea, I sneaked back later that night and introduced her to a cloth with chloroform and a pillow. She didn’t fight...much.” He gave a little shudder. “Being back in that room today wasn’t the best experience, but what’s done is done.” He shrugged. “I’m really sorry that you’re going to have to go as well, Diana.”

She shook her head, fear causing nausea to burn the back of her throat. “Let me go, Jonathan. That’ll help you get a plea deal. I’ll talk to the D.A. This was all Reardon’s idea, his plan, his direction—you were frightened and in danger and you felt you had no choice but to comply. He was blackmailing you, I’m sure. And—”

“That’s a nice idea, but, no, that’s not how it’s going to go. Even a plea deal, even if I give them Cameron Darr, will put me in prison for years. It’s first-degree murder. No, I’ve got a better idea. Thanks to Reardon’s quick thinking, and your boyfriend’s eyewitness report, when they find your burned body next to Marc Reardon, it’ll look like an electrical fire caught two trysting lovers off-guard in the middle of the night. Then I won’t have to worry about Reardon rolling over on me and getting his own deal. And...when they figure out that Reardon is Cameron Darr, and that you dumped me for him, it’ll be clear that the two of you helped your aunt to an early death. And why.”

Diana was shaking her head. “It’ll never work. You’re crazy, Jonathan.” Her heart was pounding out of control now.

He was smiling and shook his head. “There was nothing in the letter from your aunt that incriminated me? That was a miscalculation on my part. I was concerned—well, she was a psychic. I thought maybe she’d put some sort of message in there, in whatever she was calling a Diana-gram, that told you to beware of me or something. I saw her post the letter after I left her house for the tea. And of course, I did read it when it first arrived at home.”

“So it was Reardon who was breaking in? Who cut my tires and graffitied the house? He was looking for Aunt Bee’s journal. For her notes about what she’d learned.”

“Yes, of course. I couldn’t do that from Boston.”

“But you’re not even going to get Aunt Belinda’s money now, Jonathan,” she said, unable to keep the desperation from her voice. “It’ll all be for naught.”

“Oh, that’s not true. I have it all worked out. When we got engaged, you made a will naming me your heir. And even though you’re with Reardon now, you haven’t gotten around to changing it.”

“But I didn’t ….” Her voice trailed off as she saw the truth in his eyes. “But no one will believe ….”

He was shaking his head. “Silly, Diana. Of course I had it notarized and witnessed. It helps,” he added with a sly smile, “having a notary in the office. One who leaves her seal in a locked drawer every night. In a desk to which all the partners have a key.”

She swallowed and tried pulling at the bandages holding her arms in place. “So you’re going to double-cross Marc when he comes back here? How are you going to do that?”

Jonathan’s smile was bland. “Don’t worry your pretty head about it. If he’s not back before dark, I’ll take care of him later. You, my dear, and the contents of this house, are the priority.” Now his glance turned speculative and she felt his attention skim back over her half-covered torso again. “We do have some time to kill until the sun goes down. What do you think—for old times’ sake, hmm, Diana?” He reached and slipped his hand under her shirt.

She flinched and jolted, trying to move away from his questing, pinching, stroking fingers. Nausea roiled and surged inside her. “Don’t,” she cried, twisting in her chair.

Then all at once he swore sharply and pulled away, bending down to look at the floor. “Damn cat,” he said furiously, kicking under the table.

A streak of white zipped out of the room and when Jonathan’s hand returned to view, she saw that there was blood on it. Quite a bit of blood. He wiped his hand off and turned back to Diana. “Now, where were we?” He stood, his hands on the sides of the chair, and bent toward her. She was helpless to do anything but struggle against her bonds as he slipped his hands down over her breasts. Despair had her heart pounding and her skin going clammy with revulsion.

“Sonofabitch!” he exclaimed, jerking away once more. “What the—” He looked around furiously. “Damn cats. I’m going to—” He kicked again with such violence that he nearly lost his balance.

This time, it was Arty who sauntered out from beneath the table. He definitely sauntered, rather than streaked, and as Jonathan lunged at him, the feline leaped quickly and easily onto the kitchen table. When Jonathan went to knock the beast off, Arty hissed and swiped at him with a paw.

“Dammit,” he swore. Four bright red streaks colored the back of his hand. “I ought to blow your head off you little shit.” He’d barely got the words out when he hopped back with another cry of pain. Motto darted from beneath the table and launched himself onto the kitchen counter.

He sat there next to the telephone, and Arty remained on the table, and they stared at Jonathan with unblinking eyes. “Stop that,” he said to them. “You’re giving me the creeps.”

But of course, they didn’t move. They just stared.

Every time Jonathan made a move toward her, or once when he tried to drag her out of the room, one or both of the cats jumped at him. They were much too agile and speedy for him to catch, and their claws and teeth were sharp. And when they weren’t attacking him, they sat and watched. And watched.

If Diana wasn’t so worried about what would come next, she would have laughed.

As it was, she tried not to think about what the setting sun would bring. It was low, and casting long shadows across the lawn.


Ethan and Joe Cap were behind the double swinging doors of the Grille’s kitchen, waiting for Marc Reardon to make his appearance. But their attention was refocused when Pauline Whitten burst into the restaurant.

“I’ve got it!” she cried, waving a scrap of paper. Her fire-engine red manicure added much-needed color to the wood-toned decor, and her long, pudgy legs moved with surprising speed, carrying her over to the quilting ladies. “I figured it out!”

“Hush up, Pauline,” Helen ordered from her position slumped in one of the booths. She jabbed the cane at her friend. “I’m having a heart attack.”

“We’re waiting for Dr. Reardon to get here and save her,” explained Martha.

“What?” Pauline said, looking down at Helen. “You don’t look like you’re having—”

“Of course I’m not. My blasted ticker’s stronger’n a mule. But that quack’s going to be here any minute now. Something’s up with Diana, and Bee, and—”

“Yes, I know that. I’ve got it all figured out. I don’t have a 1500 Scrabble ranking for nothing,” she boasted. “If I’d seen Bee’s notes before, I would have known immediately, weeks ago. It’s an anagram! Marc Reardon is Cameron Darr. And Cameron Darr is—”

“I know who Cameron Darr—ohhhhh!” Helen moaned suddenly and gestured toward the restaurant door as she slumped back dramatically. “Arrghhhh ….”

Dr. Reardon rushed in, looking, Ethan thought, much more formal and official than he had the last time he saw him. He ground his teeth, hoping to bloody hell that Helen was right about all of this. As soon as he had the chance, he was going to be putting his hands around Marc Reardon’s neck and squeezing a lot of red into the bastard’s face—whether Joe allowed it or not.

Helen gave another groan that sounded obviously fake to Ethan, but Reardon didn’t seem to notice or care. He bustled over to the elderly lady, medical bag in hand, and pushed everyone out of the way.

“Please, move away. She needs air,” he ordered, leaning forward as he put his stethoscope around his neck. “This is terrible, Mrs. Galliday.”

Ethan bunched up his muscles, ready to launch from behind the swinging doors of the kitchen, but Joe’s fingers around his arm held him back. “Wait,” he hissed.

“Yes it is terrible, Dr. Reardon,” shrieked Helen, popping into an upright position with the alacrity of a kid on Christmas morning. “Or should I say...Cameron Darr!” she added dramatically, her cane swinging into view.

As Ethan and Joe watched in horrified amusement, she whipped it up and thwacked Reardon soundly on the back, then with surprising speed, she came back around and whacked him again on top of his head. “Who is wanted for” —thwack!— “murder in Oregon. And” —smack!— “breaking into Belinda’s house and murdering my friend!” This last was punctuated by the sharpest, hardest, blow yet, and even Ethan winced.

Reardon was on the floor by now, having been driven there by Helen Galliday and her lethal cane. He held up his arms to cover his head and face, taking the brunt of her violence in the shoulders and hands, all the while shouting, “Call her off! Get this old bat off me! She’s insane! Where’s the damned police?”

“And there’s our cue,” said Joe, stepping out of the kitchen a half-step behind Ethan.

“Hurry up, you fools!” Helen shouted, thwacking and smacking with hair-raising enthusiasm. “I can’t hold him off much longer.”

“All right, now, Mrs. Galliday,” Joe said, gently pushing her aside. “You’d better step away for a minute here, or we might have another problem on our hands.”

“You insane bitch,” Reardon was saying as he wiped a trickle of blood away from his mouth and struggled to his feet. “What the hell are you doing, standing there, Tettmueller? Arrest this termagant. She attacked me!”

Helen copped her soft old-lady face and said querulously, “I’m so sorry, Captain Tettmueller, but I must have tripped. These old eyes don’t see too good anymore. Hope I didn’t hurt the fella with my cane.”

“It was terrible,” Rose Bettinger said earnestly, “how she just tripped and fell right on top of him. What a horrible accident!”

“And then they got all tangled up with her cane,” added Pauline Whitten with genteel malice. “Poor Dr. Reardon. Or should I say, Dr. Darr?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Reardon said, brushing off his clothing. Blood streamed from his nose. “And I didn’t murder anyone.”

“Where’s Diana?” Ethan said, grabbing the physician by his collar. “I don’t know what was going on at her house today, when I saw you—”

“I thought it was rather obvious,” he replied with a smirk. “I had my hands fu—”

Ethan didn’t remember exactly what happened—it was a blur—but the next thing he knew, Tommy and Joe were pulling him off a much bloodier Marc Reardon, who, true to form, was cowering in a corner, gasping for breath.

“That’s enough there, cowboy,” Tommy said, holding onto Ethan.

Ethan’s hand throbbed and he suspected he might have broken something, but that didn’t deter him from wanting to take another shot. Or two.

Joe Cap stepped forward, pocketing a small device he’d been perusing—presumably to get the details on the warrant for Cameron Darr. “Marc Reardon, also known as Cameron Darr, you are under arrest for the murder of Marjorie Gaunt, Belinda Lawry, for vandalism, breaking and entering, assault and—”

“It wasn’t me! I didn’t touch Belinda Lawry,” Reardon said, stepping back. “You can’t pin that one on me—I have an alibi that night.”

“Then who did it?” Ethan said from between clenched teeth. He grabbed Reardon’s shirt, himself suddenly, amazingly free from Tommy’s grip.

“Wertinger. It was Wertinger. And he’s up at the house with her right now—ready to send it up in smoke as soon as it gets dark. You might be too late.”

FIFTEEN
 
For the second time that day, Ethan drove pell-mell along Belinda’s driveway. This time, however, he was speeding toward the house, not away from it. And this time, Cady’s head was hanging out the window in delight. God, please let me get there in time.
It was too dark to see much and Ethan prayed he wouldn’t hit a deer as he roared along the narrow, gravel drive. But as he drew closer, he smelled smoke. His heart began to race, adrenaline spiking through his body.

Before he even reached the clearing, he saw the orange blaze in the windows that would have been Belinda’s den. Diana’s Lexus stood in the drive and Ethan felt his heart leaping into his throat.

Jesus, God, Diana.
He tore out of the truck, leaving the keys in the ignition, and ran toward the house, calling—screaming—her name. Cady was on his tail, barking frantically in her high-pitched tone of alarm.

He dashed around to the bedroom window and tried to peer in, but he couldn’t see anything. The window was too high for him to reach from the ground. At least there were no flames inside that room yet. Cady was still charging in circles around and around the burning home, running toward the woods and back again, barking non-stop.

Ethan tore around to the back entrance, where the fire seemed to be less furious. He turned on the water and ripped off his t-shirt, then held it under the hose until it was soaking. Cady ran up to him, barking and whining with the same desperation he felt, but he ordered her away. He had to go in.

Wrapping the dripping shirt around his head, with the sleeves dangling to be held over his nose, he smashed the hose into one of the windows of the kitchen. The glass shattered and heavy black smoke billowed out, catching him in the face. He stumbled backward in surprise, but forced himself back to the window. He was able to reach in and unlock the deadbolt, pulling the door open.

Again, black smoke burst through the new opening, and he coughed, paralyzed by its venom. He pulled the wet t-shirt over his mouth and nose, and bending low, staggered into the house.

Diana.
It was a nightmare inside. A blanket of hot, heavy smoke darkened the room, enveloping him instantly. Though he could see no flames, Ethan felt the heat searing into his bare skin. Keeping the wet shirt over his nose and mouth, he strained to see, to hear, something. Anything.

He couldn’t call out, for the smoke was too heavy, and it smothered any sound but the insistent blaze. Ethan took two steps and realized he couldn’t go further—it was dark, and close, and incredibly hot.

With a sob of frustration, he turned and panicked when he couldn’t see the doorway. He could see nothing but dark and orange-red shadows. Then, suddenly, to his right he could see the faintest outline of...something glowing.

Not orange-hot, or red with flame, but a soft greenish-white glow. Bobbing in the air.

All at once a chill rushed over him and he felt a great force of wind. The hair rose all over his body and suddenly, Ethan didn’t feel the heat, or the smothering heavy smoke. Belinda.
It was Belinda.

He edged toward the greenish-white blob and it moved away, and he stepped closer, realizing he was to follow. He was otherwise blind in the darkness, desperate, and still breathing the ash-laden air. He took careful steps, following the cool light, and the next thing he knew, he was stumbling out of the house.

Alone.

He drew great, gulping breaths of fresh night air. His lungs seared when he drew in, and his skin was dripping sweat, but he had no time to regain composure. Diana was still in there. Cady was there, too, barking and whining and nudging him roughly.

Why had Belinda led him out? He needed to find Diana! Frustration and fear drove Ethan back around to the bedroom window. As he stood outside, pounding on the window looking for something to break the glass with, he heard the sound of sirens.

“Hurry!” he cried, his voice raw and desperate, ignoring Cady’s increasingly frantic sounds. Finally finding a rock big enough to break the window, he heaved it through, hoping that it would awaken Diana.

The sirens were closer, and he could feel the ground trembling from the weight of the trucks. Ethan was frantically removing splinters of glass from the window when two trucks burst into the clearing, lights and sirens flashing.

Running toward the vehicles, as if doing so would get them out of them faster, he shouted hoarsely, “She’s still in there! She’s sleeping in there!” A fit of coughing overtook him and he felt as if he were going to hack up a lung.

Then he could do nothing else as the firemen suited up in their heavy gear. Cady still bounded around to and from the woods, barking like a maniac, bumping into him, even jumping up on him. What the hell? Was there a deer or something in—

Oh, Christ.

“Cady!” Ethan shouted, calling the lab back after she’d dashed into the thick darkness. His voice was raw, but his dog heard and streaked from the woods back into the yard. “Let’s go,” he said, gesturing to the woods.

Just as he started into the darkness, another set of headlights roared up the drive and he recognized them as Joe Cap’s F10. Ethan hesitated. Then, prudence being the better part of valor, he ran over to his friend, still coughing from the exertion.

“He’s in the woods. Follow Cady,” he said, grabbing Joe by the arm.

Overjoyed that her master had finally gotten a clue, Cady tore into the darkness leaving Ethan and Joe, along with one of his cops, to follow on their less agile bipedal legs. As they made their way deeper into the woods, Ethan heard a stifled scream.

Diana!
“Get’em, Cady!” he shouted hoarsely. “Get’em!”

There were sounds of crashing in the brush and excited, ferocious barking, and then suddenly a gunshot. Ethan’s heart stopped even as he propelled himself through the darkness, praying, praying it wasn’t either of the ladies he loved.

The insane barking kept on, giving Ethan both hope and trepidation, and at last he burst into a small clearing. The full moon and array of stars lit the area nearly as clear as day. There was an old structure about the size of a single-car garage that even in the moonlight appeared ramshackle, and from what he could see, Jonathan Wertinger’s shiny black BMW had been parked inside.

And standing next to it, backed up against the sagging wall, was Jonathan Wertinger, treed by the ferocious Cady. The lab snarled and growled at him, and Wertinger wasn’t going anywhere.

Ethan saw all that in an instant, and a moment later saw a figure on the ground nearby. “Diana!” he cried, rushing toward her, confident that Cady had things well in hand. His heart was choking him so that he could hardly speak, and when he knelt next to her and she reached for him he nearly burst into tears.

“Ethan,” she murmured. “Thank God you’re here. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. It wasn’t what you thought. I wasn’t—”

“Christ, Diana, did you really think—of course I know you weren’t—” His voice gave out and he gathered her up close to him, heedless of the soot and ash that smeared all over her. “I was so stupid—I knew you better than that. I don’t know how I couldn’t have known something was wrong. Are you all right? Are you hurt? I heard a shot.”

“I’m fine, I’m fine Ethan. He missed. He tried to shoot Cady and he missed, thank God.” She clung tighter to him. “He was going to shoot you,” she said, her face in his chest. “He was going to shoot you if I didn’t—I didn’t want anything to happen to you. I love you. I love you.”

He held her close, dimly noticing the activity going on around them: Joe had extricated Wertinger from Cady, and now that her work was done, the lab galloped over to join him and Diana. To his surprise and delight, she opened her arms for the dog, hugging him and burying her face in the soft black fur. And when Cady began to wash the salty tears away from both of their faces, Diana merely laughed and allowed it.

And then all at once Ethan heard a rustling in the bushes and Helen Galliday erupted into the clearing, her cronies trailing behind. She made a bee-line for Wertinger, who stood handcuffed next to Joe.

“You! You fiend!” Helen screeched. Before Joe Cap could stop her, she thwacked the prisoner across the calves with her cane as hard as she could, then slumped to one side, leaning on it as though she would collapse at any moment.

Martha Woden followed her, peering around from behind coke-bottle glasses, flanked by Rose and Pauline and trailed by two paramedics. “And him!” She peered up into Wertinger’s face. “You beast!”

“Now, ladies, you can back off now,” Joe was saying. “We’re taking him into town. Ethan, what the hell were you doing, going into a burning building?”

This drew everyone’s attention to him and Diana. He’d helped her to her feet and now stood, holding her against him just to feel the warmth of her body and smell her hair.

“You went into a burning building? Are you insane?” Diana demanded, pulling away to look up at him.

“I did, and if it weren’t for Belinda, I’d have been stuck in there,” he said, looking around at the elderly lady’s friends.

“What?” Diana was looking up at him, her eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “Aunt Belinda helped you too?”

He explained about the glowing greenish light, then said, “Too?”

Diana nodded. “Aunt Bee was there. When Jonathan tried to put me in the bedroom—he was going to make it look like I died in my sleep during the fire—he couldn’t even go into the room. It was frigidly cold, and there was this horrible, blasting rush of wind. That’s what I felt, but I think he sensed something even worse, because he ended up taking me out of the house before he set the fire. I guess he thought he’d find another way to—uh—” Her voice cracked. “Anyway, I guess Aunt Bee wasn’t going to let him commit another murder in that same room. Thank goodness.”

“Let me look at you,” Pauline Whitten demanded, suddenly pulling them apart. “What’s wrong with your hand, Ethan?”

Ethan looked down and noticed that he was cradling his hand to his chest, and that his fingers were bent awkwardly. He grinned. “You ought to see the other guy.”

“All right, all right, save the sappy stuff for later.” Helen pushed her way into the crowd, implementing her cane with less violence than usual. “You’re bleedin’ all over creation, here, and I forgot to go to the powder room before we left the Grille, so let’s get out of these woods and get back to civilization.”

Despite the fact that Ethan wanted more than anything to gather up Diana and take her away somewhere safe, he stopped right there, realizing what Helen had done for them this day. No one was more surprised than Helen when he pulled the old bat into his arms and bestowed the biggest, wettest kiss on her cheek that he could give. “You old crone, you saved the day with your plan, and that cane of yours!”

For the first time in her life, Helen Galliday seemed to be at a loss for words: she actually stood there for a moment looking as if she were about to cry. Then, shaking off the surprise, she pulled away from him. “Off with you, now, you old boy! You got yourself a woman there—don’t you be comin’ ’round me and makin’ her all jealous!”

He smiled and said, “But you and Cady will always be my favorites.”

EPILOGUE
 
Three days later
 
Diana brought the Tarot cards with her to the ruins of Aunt Belinda’s house, walking over from Ethan’s cabin on a bright morning. She’d left him sleeping, for he’d inhaled too much smoke, and had had surgery to set his hand. He was recovering well, but she wanted to do this alone.

She came through the woods along the trail Ethan often walked and into the clearing to see the half-blackened white clapboard still looming in its place. It was no longer smoldering, but smoke was still heavy on the air. The den windows were empty and black, and there were other places where shattered glass glittered sunlight off its shards, but other than that, the home appeared as it always had.

She was taking her time. She was on-edge, eager, sensitized, ready for this...but she took her time walking across the sunny yard, holding the mahogany box.

Oh, Aunt Bee
￼
! She sighed sadly, internally, as she stepped up onto the porch and opened the door. Perhaps now you can rest easy, and, perhaps, I, too can as well.
Inside, the shell of the house allowed the lake’s breeze to whistle through and caress the corners of each room with a freedom open windows had never allowed. Diana felt like she was standing in the ruin of an old castle, on a high cliff overlooking the sea, ceiling open to the blue sky. Smoke still permeated the rooms, and a dusting of gray ash covered everything.

If it hadn’t been for Aunt Bee, she would have been nothing more than a bit of gray ash herself. A little pleasant shiver filtered over her shoulders, just like it had the day she’d sensed her aunt’s presence in the kitchen. Thank you for everything, Aunt Bee.
Diana would never forget that moment of terror as Jonathan used his gun to force her toward the bedroom. He’d already created a massive pile of papers in the den and pulled the curtains down, making the old fabric an easy trail for the flames to follow into other areas of the house. He didn’t use an obvious accelerant, for fear arson would be suspected.

She hadn’t cared as he explained all of this to her—she was trying to find a way to get free. Losing hope, she’d tried to think of some way to distract him so she could dodge past him and run out of the house. The cats had disappeared after lurking about and protecting her for so long—perhaps it was self-preservation because they sensed the impending fire—and now it was just Diana and Jonathan.

But as they came to the bedroom where Jonathan had killed Aunt Belinda, his steps became slower and he hesitated. When he tried to force her through the entrance into the room, a cold gust of wind blasted from inside, ruffling her hair. She smelled the old comfortable scent of her aunt, and closed her eyes, silently pleading for help.

Jonathan’s face had turned stark with terror, and he seemed hypnotized by some vision in the room beyond. Diana couldn’t see anything except for a foggy mist in there, but she didn’t care. It was her chance to escape. She turned, shoving past Jonathan and tore down the hall, racing for the front door on wobbly legs.

But no sooner had she reached it, fumbling with the knob to yank it open to freedom, than Jonathan slammed his full body into her. She hit her head against the wall, then her temple hit the knob as she fell to the floor. After that, he changed his plans and kept her with him under gunpoint. He even made her drop the lighted match onto the pile of papers in the den, then made her stand and watch at the edge of the clearing as the house went up in flames.

It was only when the beam of headlights cut the darkness that Jonathan jammed the gun more harshly into her side and forced her into the deep woods where his car was hidden. She’d become a hostage instead of a sacrifice.

But when Cady appeared in the night like a feral black streak, Diana had never been so glad to see the ferocious animal. Jonathan had clocked her on the side of the head with the gun as he swung wildly at the dog, knocking Diana to the ground where Ethan found her.

She would never forget how her life had been saved by two cats, a black lab, and a ghost.

Now, she sat on the floor in the middle of the ruined den. Most of the hardwood strips had been pulled up, and little of the rubble had been cleared away. Diana wore denim shorts and a t-shirt, with bare legs and sandals, but the ruined room called to her to sit there.

As she settled on the floor, she smiled wryly, thinking that only two months ago she’d scoffed at the thought of psychics and Tarot cards. And now, here she was, opening her mind as the High Priestess had insisted she do.

With a calm breath and trembling fingers, she removed the lid of the mahogany box and pulled away the black silk.


That was how Ethan found her: sitting in the midst of a fire-blackened room, under the late August sun, Tarot cards clutched in her hands. Her thick hair tousled around her face like it did after he made love to her, sleek and curvy like the rest of her body.

Jesus.
The sight of her hit him like the figurative lightning bolt, freezing him there for a moment just so he could look at her upturned face, eyes lidded against the sun, long slim fingers holding the cards. He couldn’t breathe. The sight of such beauty and serenity made his throat hurt and his heart bang insistently against his ribcage, as though it was trying to tell him something.

She hadn’t heard him, for she was engrossed in her thoughts, and he waited, unwilling to bring her back too abruptly from wherever she was. He could look at her forever.

Just then, Diana opened her eyes and looked directly at him.

He felt like he would drown in that blue gaze, felt the heat as it radiated from her shiny dark hair. “Diana...how are you feeling?”

“I feel wonderful, Ethan. Absolutely wonderful. At peace with myself.” Her words were cloaked with peace and he felt his heart swell. “I didn’t want to wake you,” she said with a smile. “You were finally sleeping without that awful ragged breathing. But I’m glad you’re here.”

How could he ever have thought he loved Jenny? Nothing was as strong as the love he felt for Diana right now—and yesterday, and even weeks ago when he’d first kissed her...and the way he would feel tomorrow, next year, and at the end of his life.

“You look so beautiful sitting here. I was almost afraid to interrupt.”

She smiled and reached up touch his hand, his love for her echoing back in the touch of her fingertips. “Ethan. I am so lucky to have found you.” She gave a short, bitter laugh. “I used to think I was lucky to have found Jonathan. What a fool I was.”

Then the sharpness was gone again as though she couldn’t bear to ruin the moment, and her fingers stroked his jaw. “I would be a fool to walk away from this. From you. Can I stay in your place while Aunt Bee’s house is rebuilt?” she asked with an impish grin.

“Diana, love, you can stay forever.” His voice dropped. “Will you stay forever?”

She nodded, looking up at him with dancing eyes, and he pulled her to her feet for the softest, tenderest, most important kiss of his life. When they moved away to look at each other again, he saw that she was clutching a Tarot card.

“What’s this?” he asked, teasing in his voice. “Are you reading cards now?”

She offered it to him, and he looked down to see the figure of a man sitting on an ornate throne, holding a wand as a staff.

“It’s my future,” she said. “It was the third card I drew for myself in a past, present, future spread—a few weeks ago. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it’s you.”

King of Wands.
He looked at her, his heart swelling, and reached for the cards. “Draw one for me.”

Holding his gaze, she cut the deck, once, twice, thrice. Then, without looking, she chose a card and pulled it up so he could see it.

Ace of Cups.
His cup runneth over.
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FALLEN

by Erin McCarthy


Prologue

 
New Orleans, 1849
 
Anne Donovan would do anything for John Thiroux.

She would die for him.

Sitting in front of the cracked mirror Madame had provided for her in the tiny, shabby room that was hers based on the fact that John paid to keep her available, Anne brushed her auburn hair. Embracing the familiar tingle in her body, the heaviness in her breasts, the ache between her thighs that always arose when she thought of her lover, she sighed with contentment, anticipation. John was everything to her, an absolute angel of a man, and she was completely and utterly in love with him. He had saved her from the steady stream of obnoxious men she’d previously had to endure in various bawdy houses to stay off the streets, and his favor allowed her to send money to her cousin for her daughter’s upkeep. It was true she’d had a private benefactor prior to John, but that one had been an oddity, and Anne had been grateful to exchange him for the beauty and passion of her current lover.

The knock on her door cut through her lazy daydreaming and had her pushing her chair back and hastily dropping the tarnished hairbrush down on the vanity table next to her rouge. She wasn’t ready. She didn’t have John’s tray set with his drink poured, pipe out, his favorite spoon lying next to the bottle. Panicked at the thought of doing anything less than pleasing him entirely, Anne was yanking at the bodice of her gown to adjust it and rushing across the room when Madame popped her head in. Relief flooded her for a brief, glorious minute, until she heard the woman’s words.

“I’m sending a gentleman in to see you.”

Fear slid over top of her relief, as Anne stared at Madame’s round, fleshy, dissolute face. The phrase felt foreign, unheard for months, familiar in the sick pit it created in the depths of her stomach. “What? You can’t mean…” Her heart pounded at the thought of pleasuring another man besides John. Touching a stranger, taking him into her mouth and body, enduring the strain of humiliation, revulsion. She had thought that behind her. “John…”

“Mr. Thiroux requested this,” Madame said with a wink. “He’s in a strange mood tonight, honey, drunk already, and asked to watch you in play with his gentleman friend.”

That gave her pause. John had never made such a request before, but then again, she did recall him mentioning that he enjoyed the fact that she’d known so many men, that she had her choice of protectors, and yet preferred his body to others. He often talked at length about how she would one day tire of him and seek another, which she knew beyond a doubt she never would. Her heart, her soul, belonged to him, and she craved him, ached for his approval, burned for his body, longed for his love.

She stood indecisively. Decisions were not her strong suit. She’d made a significant number of poor ones, the succession of which had led her to the unfortunate lifestyle she had found herself in prior to meeting John. Yet none so important as this decision now, because she could not jeopardize her position with him. “I don’t know… that doesn’t seem…”

“Would you want to anger him?” Madame demanded. “Ruin a good thing for you and me? You don’t have a choice. This man is an artist, like Mr. Thiroux. He’ll be gentle, and he’ll be in in two minutes. Remove your gown and save some time.”

Though it still seemed as though this could be a mistake, Anne hastened to obey as the door closed. She would do anything John wanted. Anything. She would die for him.

 
* * *

 
Gabriel St. John knew that he was fallen. From angel to demon, favorite to disdained, he embraced the change, welcomed the passion, wallowed in the ecstasy he found day after day in the bottom of the bottle, and night after night in the arms of his favorite whore. In the two years of his tenure walking the earth as a Watcher, he had absorbed the stench and pain of human misery surrounding him until he could no longer suffer the helplessness and hopelessness they brought upon him. Their sad, desperate, begging eyes were a much easier burden to bear when his over-heightened angelic senses were dulled from vast quantities of whiskey, opium, and the beautiful green fairy of absinthe he had come to adore. It was a drink he had come to worship, to crave with every ounce of his preternatural essence. His absinthe was his clarity, his respite, his one true love.

“Good evenin,’ Mr. Thiroux,” a stout woman in full-blown scarlet silk said to him.

Gabriel stepped inside the parlor, such as it was, of The House of Rest For Weary Men. The name of the two-bit bordello never failed to amuse him, the irony even more prominent in his case, given that while he was weary, he was not a man, and in either case, rest was never what a man sought at this particular address. Escape. Fleshly pleasure. A bawdy good time. Oblivion. They were all sought at various times by various men for mere pennies passed to Madame’s hand. Gabriel was never bawdy, but he longed most vigorously for escape, for a contentment that eluded him, for the respite the grandiose name promised.

“Good evening, Madame Conti, you’re looking well.” In fact, Madame was looking rather ill at ease, standing in front of him, blocking his way to the creaky, slanted stairs that led him up to Anne, where his glass and spoon would be waiting. Perhaps he’d forgotten to pay. He wasn’t really sure when he’d last fronted Madame money for his nightly sojourns, but several months prior he had sold a painting for a significant amount, and had settled his affairs far enough into the future that he had lost awareness of the time.

“You’re early tonight,” she commented, fanning her heavy bosom vigorously with a faded lace fan.

“Impatient.” He gave her a smile and took a step forward, assuming she would move. The dryness in his mouth was irritating, the shake in his hands increasing.

Madame Conti didn’t move, which annoyed him. Moreover, she placed one fleshy hand on his chest and stopped any progress he might have made. “Anne isn’t ready for you yet, Mr. Thiroux.”

Gabriel despised the use of his false name. But he disliked being made to wait even more. Staying away for twelve hours of daylight was becoming more and more of a struggle for him. “I do not care. Whatever she is doing can be done in my presence.”

“In all certainty. But I’m guessin’ you don’t want to see it.”

Gabriel stared at Madame Conti, nee Ginny Black, and narrowed his eyes. A former prostitute who had invested wisely, Madame was a shrewd businesswoman, with a mixed vocabulary, acute intelligence, and a devious mind. She didn’t miss an opportunity to make money.

“What might I see?” Though he already had a suspicion, and it did not please him.

“Her toilette.”

It was an innocuous remark, but Madame tipped her hand by shifting slightly in front of him again. Rage lit through him, clashing with the craving for his drink and pipe, and sent heat rushing into his face. “She’s with another man, isn’t she?”

There was no response, which was as telling as an admission. Gabriel brushed past her and pounded up the steps, down the hall, and shoved open the door to Anne’s room. What he saw made his stomach twist in an unpleasant knot. Anne was beneath a man, her slim pale legs spread. A broad shouldered man with black hair was mounting her with noisy enthusiasm. Gabriel couldn’t see Anne’s face, but she was giving encouraging mewling sounds. His sounds. They belonged to him.

Madame slid to a stop behind him. “It’s just business,” she said. “No sense letting her laze around all day.”

“Dispense with him or I will,” Gabriel told her. He wasn’t exactly sure why he was so angry, but Anne was his. She and his opium and absinthe were all intertwined in his mind, and he loved his pipe and his drink, loved the pleasure she gave him while his mind sharpened and his body floated, while he stretched and strained to achieve an escape from mortality.

Stepping into the hall, Gabriel wiped at the cold sweat on his forehead, struggling to ignore the pervasive nausea clawing at his innards. He knew his human body was addicted to the alcohol, the opium, and the absinthe, and he felt no remorse for that, just merely resented the inconvenient symptoms of withdrawal. Leaning against the wall, he waited. It was a mere jaw-locking, bile-producing three minutes later that a man brushed past him, cursing while Madame offered him three girls in compensation for the one he’d lost.

Gabriel didn’t even glance at the man, that irritated, whining voice familiar, yet not enough for him to care, to look up, to connect the pieces that floated around his agonized, sloshing brain. He was amazed that Madame had carried out his demand to get rid of Anne’s unexpected client, but then again, Gabriel spent an obscene amount of money in her establishment monthly. He was a preferred client.

Anne appeared at the door, clad in a dressing gown, rich auburn hair spilling over her shoulders, green eyes wide and full of tears. “Are you angry with me?” she asked, voice trembling, anxiety palpable. “Madame said it was what you wanted, that you wished to watch, but I didn’t know it was…”

Anger was a pale description for the depth of what he felt, but he found it wasn’t directed at Anne. She was a simple woman, and she had always aspired to please him. Madame was manipulative, and Anne not bright enough to see her obvious lies. It startled him to recognize he retained such a well of compassion.

Yet he still was disgusted at what he had seen, so he cut her off by saying roughly, “Just get my drink.” He pushed past her, stripping off his coat and tossing it on the chair at her vanity table.

The sight of the rumpled bedcovers increased his fury. The night was ruined, tainted, the idea of stepping in and escaping gone, replaced by the ugly and brutal reality that escape was ever elusive. He had thought perhaps tonight he’d sketch after he drank, was feeling a pleasing tug of creativity, but it was all shattered by the sheets, soft and yellow with age, disheveled and stained.

Reaching over, he tore the sheets completely off, and tossed them in the corner of the room. Mouth dry, he undid his shirt collar, and sat in his chair, sighing. He felt tired all the time, his human body protesting the abuse he rendered it. His tray was next to him– pipe, glass, spoon all waiting. The bottle. Gabriel unstopped it, poured it into the tumbler until it was half full, and reached for his spoon, the sugar already carefully resting in its well. The shaking in his hands had stopped, and he focused with total clarity on the task, body tingling with anticipation, heart beating faster. When he poured water over the spoon, the liquid in the glass below kicked up a deliciously beautiful cloud, and he watched it, appreciating the swirls and ebb and flow as the absinthe turned a milky white. While it stirred and mixed and mesmerized, he struck a match and lit his pipe. The opium took him down into a relaxing languor, the absinthe pulled him back up into sparkling awareness. Together the two gave him a shade shy of bliss. Between draws on his pipe, the first glass went back smoothly, settling into his limbs and easing the ache. The second he drank just as fast, and by the time he was pouring and stirring the third, a cloud of smoke rising around him, blurring his vision and his brain, he remembered Anne, and beckoned her to him.

She went on to her knees in front of him, undoing his trousers, and stroking his bare flesh as he relaxed back, eyes closed, glass in hand. He sipped and reached, seeking the sharpness of mind, the sense of confidence, of clarity, the absinthe brought. It was ironic that escape could be achieved by such pure and clear thinking. Gabriel felt more intelligent when he was in the bottle, more rational, more decisive. Perhaps the night could satisfy him after all.

Anne was caressing him with her hands, the tip of her tongue, the moist inside of her mouth, and the pleasure was acute, bright and crystallized, right. Opium, absinthe, and Anne, and he was almost out of his mortality, could almost reach the pinnacle of perfection that he had known as an angel.

Except that he was not in heaven, nor in the presence of God, but sitting in a rickety chair in a dingy room on Dauphine Street, one of the many such rooms around New Orleans, where sex was bought, and hungers of all sort satisfied for a mere sixteen cents. He should have been ashamed that he had descended into such depths of depravity, but he no longer cared. All that mattered was that medicinal ecstasy rushing through his veins, that pulsing in his head, that throbbing intensity that Anne’s tongue and fingers drew out from his groin as she licked and sucked on his flesh.

All that pleasure, all that shattering desire coalescing into rigidity, an acute sense of self, and the need to take, to own, to feel everything, yet nothing, to be utterly in control, yet surrender, surged up in Gabriel, and he accepted the physical release. His human body let go of its messy brand of satisfaction into Anne’s mouth, and he closed his eyes, sank back, went up, then down, embracing the darkness, the incoherency, the oblivion.

When he pried his lids back open, he had no idea how much time had passed, but the candle on the night stand had burned out, the bottle was empty, and Anne was sleeping in her bed. His mouth was dry and he reached for his glass and tossed back whatever drops of diluted absinthe were still clinging to the bottom of the cloudy glass. There was a sour smell in the room, but Gabriel ignored it, knowing a foul odor was not out of place in The House of Rest.

He was relaxed, still floating, his vision sharp and clear, tumbling over the familiar hulks of furniture in the room despite the dark, and he enjoyed the vision of Anne lying in bed, one arm above her head, the other carelessly abandoned at her side. Most of her figure was in shadow, but the free arm was milky white, caught in a pool of moonlight bursting through the slats of the broken shutters on the window. That elegant limb beckoned to Gabriel, made him struggle to reach the paper and pencil he kept next to his chair, at the ready in case he felt the urge to sketch. He hadn’t, not in months, but Anne At Rest spoke to him, and he moved his pencil quickly, capturing the bed, the hidden figure, the beautiful, illuminated arm.

Standing up, he stretched his stiff, weak body, ignoring that all-too-familiar nausea, and walked towards his lover. She was a good girl, Anne, with none of the brashness of many common whores, and she did a fine job of tolerating him. Some nights he even suspected she felt love, such as she was capable of, for him. He read it in her anxiety, her eagerness, that desperate desire to please. In return he felt something like gratitude. Now he simply wanted to capture her features, her expression, see and appreciate how her lovely worrisome face relaxed into innocence in her sleep.

Still two feet from the bed, Gabriel’s boot heel slipped on the floor and he cursed, nearly going down before grabbing the bedpost for balance. Glancing to see what had halted his progress, he saw a dark spot on the floor, raised like a puddle. Unsure what it was, he shifted forward, his hand sliding along the side of the mattress as he leaned for a better look. There was dampness beneath his fingers, and he realized the puddle appeared to be originating from the bed, a stained trail descending from the sheet to drip upon the floor.

Head snapping up, mouth hot, room spinning from the alcohol, Gabriel rushed his gaze past Anne’s perfect arm and hand, to her face.

Or where her face should have been.

Unrecognizable, covered in blood, Anne was lacerated from hairline to waist with multiple stab wounds, a bowie knife placed mockingly in her other hand, her chemise and huge areas of her flesh shredded.

She was dead.

Bile rose in his throat, and he turned and spilled the contents of his stomach on the floor beside that dark circular stain of her life’s blood, his heart racing, his mind registering a rapid succession of shock, horror, regret, fear. Anne had just been alive, warm and anxiously eager to please him. Now she was irrefutably and grotesquely dead.

Slashed to bloody bits while he floated in a pleasure cloud of drugs.

While he could never die, she had viciously been yanked from this mortal coil, and for him there would be no escape.

Ever.

Chapter One

 
Michaels Murder Trial Nears End of Testimony
 
In a case that grows more complex by the day, defendant Dr. Rafe Marino quoted the Bible, implying he was a positive influence upon her when asked about his relationship with the victim, girlfriend Jessie Michaels. “For the grace of God that brings salvation has appeared to all men. It teaches us to say "No" to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in this present age,” Dr. Marino told reporters outside the courthouse yesterday.
 
Interesting. Gabriel reread the quote twice, the reference to God having leaped out at him. Curiosity had him heading to his computer, to read all recent references to the Michaels case that he could find. There was no shortage of online articles. It was a case that had captured media attention in Southwest Florida.

Two hours later, Gabriel’s curiosity had coalesced into excitement. The parallels were remarkable between Jessie Michaels’ death and Anne’s. This was his next project, without question.

And maybe, just maybe, it could be the way to break his curse. Of course, calling it a curse was irresponsible, implying he had done nothing to be inflicted with his present condition. The more accurate thing to say was that it was his punishment– an ignominy that ultimately punished all the women he encountered. They became a devastating collateral damage, heaping more guilt upon his already oppressive self-disgust. While he could never regain his pre-fallen stature, he wanted peace. To live in the mortal world, without hurting anyone, without the painful bonds of his past mistakes and controlling addictions.

He had to make amends, had to try to find answers.

After a little more research, Gabriel composed an email and hit Send.

 
* * *

Acquittal in Michaels Murder Case
 
After nearly a year of investigation and case-building by the City Prosecutor, the murder of Jessie Michaels remains unsolved after the acquittal of Dr. Rafe Marino, the victim’s thirty-one-year-old boyfriend. Michaels was found dead in her home on July 14thof last year, stabbed multiple times with a bowie knife in the face and chest, rendering her unrecognizable. The crime shocked Naples with its ferocity and led to an unprecedented manhunt before the prosecution turned its attention to the forty-six year old victim’s significantly younger boyfriend.
 
Sara Michaels tossed the newspaper aside without finishing the article. She’d read enough. Knew this story inside and out. It was the reason she was leaving Florida. And while she had told all of her friends and her co-workers that going to New Orleans was a temporary move, in her heart she questioned if she would ever have the strength to return.

She’d sold this house, which thankfully had been bought in the eighties before the real estate boom in Florida. So despite the sluggish current housing market, and the fact that her mother had been murdered in the master bedroom, she had still been able to sell it for a substantial profit. Money she needed, a nest egg she was grateful for, yet at the same time she despised that it had come to her at the expense of losing her mother. Glancing around, Sara ran her eyes over the tired beige carpet, the wicker furniture her mother had loved so much, the excessive plants and dried floral arrangements that crowded shelves and walls. She had already taken anything she personally cared about, and anything of real value. Her friend Jocelyn was going to dispose of what she’d left behind before the new owners took possession in two weeks.

Sara hadn’t been able to wait. She had to get out. Now.

Sliding her purse strap back up her arm, she took a deep breath, fought the growing sense of panic and hysteria. Tried to drive back the need to run, not walk, away from Naples, her life, her mother’s murder, and painful memories. She was leaving, fleeing to New Orleans really, but she could kid herself that it was logical to seek answers there. That emotion played the smaller factor in her decision.

Yet she knew she was lying to herself, and they had told her in rehab that it was a pattern she needed to break if she intended to lead a clean life, free from the grip of painkillers and tranquilizers.

She wanted that fresh start. Now.

Heading towards the front door, Sara reached back and grabbed the newspaper off the sofa, folding it up into thirds. Better not leave that lying around for Jocelyn or anyone else to see. That article sitting in this house revealed too much about her and her fragile state of mind.

And the one big lie she told everyone else, but didn’t actually believe herself, was that she was okay.

That she would ever be okay again.

* * *

 
He wasn’t expecting her. It was obvious by the look of appalled impatience on his face as he stood in the doorway of the gated courtyard. And then there was the fact that he said flatly, “You’re not supposed to be here today.”

Sara shifted, her eyes gritty, hands damp. She’d spent two days driving, and a sleepless night in her new temporary apartment, afraid to close her eyes. It had been a hot and humid walk from where she had parked her car to Gabriel St. John’s apartment in the French Quarter. She was exhausted, and she had a manila envelope full of email correspondence in her handbag that reassured her she absolutely one hundred percent was supposed to be there at one o’clock on Thursday, which it was, and she refused to leave. Would not apologize or stammer or take responsibility for his error.

“This was the time we arranged to meet,” she said, straining for politeness. She would not point out that he had contacted her initially. That he had suggested their collaboration on this project, at no expense or inconvenience to him. That she was the one who had traveled a thousand miles to assist him on his true crime investigation book.

No, she wouldn’t point any of that out, even if she had to bite her lip until it bled.

The sun streamed into the lush courtyard behind him, but he was in the shadow of the building in a bricked passageway, and it was difficult to see his face clearly from behind her sunglasses. But what she could see surprised her. She had assumed Gabriel was older, though she couldn’t pinpoint why she had come to that conclusion when they’d only been in contact through email. Yet there had been something of his words that hinted at experience, a weariness.

It was startling to see in person that he wasn’t much more than thirty. At first glance, he looked even younger than that, his face elegant and youthful, a rare truly pretty man, with long cheekbones, rich brown eyes, and lustrous hair, streaked with multiple shades of color ranging from dirty blonde to mahogany on the undersides, falling carelessly past his chin in baby-fine strands.

“We’re supposed to meet tomorrow,” he said, his deep voice shattering the illusion that he was innocent and young. There was an edge there, that spoke of hard times, disappointment. Stubbornness.

Which almost made her laugh. God, it was like looking in a mirror. This was probably exactly what she looked like to most people right now. Haunted, remote, hovering towards bitter. She didn’t want that label, to descend into a perpetual discontent, not even as she felt herself clinging to the edge of control. So she forced a smile and said lightly, “I guess we have a misunderstanding then.”

Reaching in to her bag, she pulled out the email from him that she had printed out before leaving Florida. “August 15th, 1pm. That’s today.” She handed it to him so he could confirm with his own eyes what he’d written. “I guess it crept up on us.”

Not really. Every day had been a gaping, long, endless fight for her sanity. But it was the socially correct response. Diffuse the situation. She certainly knew how to do that. She’d spent her entire life walking on proverbial eggshells with her mother, tamping down the explosions before they could start.

Gabriel didn’t seem to like what he was reading. His jaw clenched and he didn’t look up from the paper. “I’m not ready for you today.”

Sara stifled a sigh, pulling off her sunglasses. She hadn’t expected a diva. From his emails Gabriel St. John had seemed like an efficient, clinical crime writer. Exactly what she wanted. Zero emotion. Yet he was scowling at her for no apparent reason whatsoever other than that he couldn’t look at the calendar or enter appointments into his computer correctly.

“Since I drove in from Kenner, got lost downtown after getting off on the wrong exit, and circled the block six times for a parking spot, could we just have a brief preliminary meeting to discuss the project? I can come back tomorrow, but I’d really like to talk today.” Outline and clearly communicate your needs. That’s what they had told her in rehab. She had to stop expecting people to satisfy her wants without ever cluing anyone in to what they were.

“Are you staying in Kenner?” He frowned. “That’s going to be inconvenient. I’d thought you’d stay in the Quarter or downtown. Why Kenner?”

Because it was an innocuous suburb where the airport was, and it made her feel safer. She had been raised in Florida, in the land of the new and tidy, where the chain restaurant ruled. New Orleans scared her. Her mother had despised this city, had never returned once she’d left, and Sara herself was a little intimidated, unnerved by the shabby buildings of the Quarter, the disintegrating sidewalks, and the barrage of odors. Kenner was definitely safer to her mental health.

Gabriel watched the emotions play over Sara Michaels face with curiosity. She was not at all what he had expected. Her contact with him had been efficient, brisk, and unemotional, like the scientist that she was. Yet the woman in front of him was a riot of emotions- they played over her face, haunted her eyes, settled into the rigidity of her shoulders. Petite and blonde, wearing a billowing pale blue sundress that stopped above her knees, she looked fragile, beaten, like the only thing keeping her from collapsing on the sidewalk was the pure strength of her will.

“The rent was cheaper,” she said.

And he knew she was lying. Which intrigued him. She had intrigued him from the minute he opened the gate, and that was dangerous. He showed interest, any interest, and women responded, with enthusiasm that degenerated into obsessive pitiful devotion that left him feeling guilty and horrified, them heartbroken and ashamed. It was his punishment for falling- inadvertently arousing obsession in women- and he would not, could not, show anything other than a casual business interest in Sara and subject her to that torture.

If he had known what she looked like, if he had seen the pain floating in her eyes, he would never have requested her assistance on this project, but it was too late now. She was here, and he was stuck with her. He was also being rude, which was unnecessary. Nothing was her fault, and she didn’t deserve his animosity.

“Why don’t you come in for a minute?” Gabriel stepped back from the gate. “I apologize for mixing up the days.”

She gave him a brief smile of amusement at that, and Gabriel knew she realized how difficult admitting he was wrong was for him. Pride was yet another flaw of his. It was no secret he had many.

“Thanks.”

It was also apparent to Gabriel as he walked up the curved staircase to his third floor apartment, that he had very little experience with normal one-on-one social and business interactions. He did the vast majority of his communicating online now, and he wrote in solitude. Avoided people. Which was probably why he was so uncomfortable walking ahead of Sara Michaels, why he was so hyper-aware of the sound of her breathing, the scent of her perfume, the glimpse of her arm behind him, fingers stroking along the banister as they ascended.

But he was so determined, maybe even desperate, to solve Anne’s murder that he would suffer social discomfort to extract the information Sara Michaels could provide.

He turned back when she gave a startled cry. “Are you okay?” She had stopped walking and was gripping the banister with white knuckles.

She nodded, taking in a deep breath. “I missed a step. It’s slanted, and my foot slipped.” Her hand came up and demonstrated the angle.

“Sorry. Old building. Things have shifted.” Watching her visibly pull herself together, calm herself, had Gabriel feeling that spark of interest again. He didn’t want to feel that. Couldn’t have it. Yet Sara had dark circles under eyes, and had traveled all the way from Florida to work with him on an obscure true crime book that attempted to solve a century and a half old case with modern forensics. She had a story, and despite his wariness, he couldn’t help but want to hear it. If he was honest with himself, he’d been curious about her since discovering her mother’s brutal murder in his standard trolling for intriguing cases that could be potential book material. While Sara was the daughter of the murder victim, Jessie Michaels, she was also a forensic scientist, which leant a gruesome irony to the case. Poking around on the Internet and through the newspaper articles had revealed she hadn’t worked in almost a year. She also hadn’t hesitated at all to leave Florida at his request. He wanted to know why.

“How long have you lived here?” she asked.

A hundred and fifty years, give or take fifty years here and there when he’d had to move to alleviate suspicion, but she wasn’t likely to believe that. She started walking again, so he did too. “Ten years.”

“Do you like it?”

Gabriel opened the door at the landing on the third floor and shrugged. “Sure.” He hadn’t thought much about whether he actually liked his apartment or not. He guessed he did. He was bound to New Orleans in exchange for shortening his punishment, and this place was as good as any other to live. He never had any particular desire to move, but whether that was from actual pleasure he took in his surroundings, or a lack of ambition, he didn’t know.

“Who lives on the second floor?”

“A guy.”

She gave him a funny look, staring up at him from two steps below the landing. “I mean, who is he? What does he do? How old is he?”

“I don’t know. He’s in his forties, I guess, but I’ve never really met him.” And he liked it that way. The other tenants left him alone, and he did the same. But his answer obviously bothered Sara, given her frown, and he was acutely aware of how bad he was at polite conversation designed to get to know someone better. Straight-forward business, interviewing, fact-gathering he was perfectly capable of. This type of dynamic, this innocent idle nothing sort of chatter was a challenge. In all personal honesty, he’d never been good at it, even back in the early nineteenth century before the alcohol, the drugs, had gotten the majority of his attention. He had always been more comfortable pursuing his solitary pursuits of music, painting, writing. But he had tried then. Now he almost never even needed to expend the energy to attempt to be normal.

It was hard as hell at the moment, and he was seriously regretting his initial desire to work with Sara Michaels. It had been a definite lapse in judgment, an attempted shortcut he shouldn’t have taken.

“This is a beautiful color.” She gestured to the walls of his living room as she followed him in. Her fingers came up and brushed over the brilliance of his green paint. “It’s so alive.”

It had taken him two weeks and six shades of paint, mixing yellows and greens until he had achieved the perfect eye-popping lime he had wanted. It was ironic that she would notice, because it had been the first time in a century he had allowed himself to touch a paintbrush, to explore color combinations, to bring joy and satisfaction into his life from the act of creating. It had been a celebration of sorts, of hope, that maybe if he solved Anne’s murder, he could pay the debt he owed her soul. This color had appealed to him as loud and vibrant, allowing the light from the two large windows to bounce around all four walls, reflect off the floor and ceiling, and bask his furniture in a warm glow.

“Thank you. I like it.” He did.

“Do you work here in your apartment?” She was glancing around, casual but curious.

“Yes.” The way she turned, ran her eyes over his possessions, assessing and measuring, made him uncomfortable.

No one came inside his apartment except for him. It felt invasive, disturbing. He should have offered to meet her at her hotel, or at a café. That he didn’t know how to act, what to do with his hands, how to lead and direct the conversation, angered him, and he felt the unmistakable desire for a drink. The dryness in his mouth, the tightness in his chest demanded attention, and it was like an insidious whisper in his soul, the promise that everything would be easier, smoother, with a shot of whiskey sitting in his gut.

But he hadn’t touched any drugs or alcohol in seventy-five years and he wasn’t about to fall for the faulty logic that tried to trip him and drag him back down into the depths of addiction yet again.

“Let me print out the projected schedule I created for this project,” he said, needing to lock and focus on something to halt his wandering mind, clamp down on the craving. “You can take a look at it and we can meet tomorrow. Why don’t you have a seat and I’ll go grab that.”

Gabriel moved into his office quickly, wanting to get away from Sara. Only she followed him. He realized it immediately, heard her sandals, the rustle of her dress, felt the air move behind him, aware of the scent of her perfume, a strange olfactory combination that he thought included cinnamon. Ignoring her, he bent over his computer and opened up his documents. He searched for his work schedule, than clicked print. While he impatiently waited for the paper to spit out of his printer, he chanced a glance at Sara.

She was spinning around on one foot, looking at his white boards, scanning over his bulletin boards jammed with newspaper clippings and timelines he’d printed out of pivotal dates. Then she saw the sketch of Anne and she walked straight up to it, hand raised like she might touch, but stopping herself.

“Is this her? Anne Donovan?”

“Yes.” Gabriel forced the admission out, the familiar and ever present guilt rising up in his throat and squeezing. He didn’t look at the sketch. He knew every line, every nuance, every smudge of charcoal.

“She’s lovely. There’s something… I don’t know… hopeful in her eyes.”

It was a cruel irony to him that Sara of all people would recognize that. Anne had been hopeful in the months before she had died, and Gabriel had obviously been aware of it on some level since he had captured it in various sketches and paintings he had done of her. But he had not been consciously aware of it at the time. He had only been aware of the satisfaction and pleasure he gained from taking his opium and absinthe in her presence.

“Amazing, if you think about it, considering the life she led.”

Sara glanced over at him. “As a prostitute, you mean?”

“Yes. It must have been an achievement to still feel hope.” It wasn’t like he had been any sort of consolation or source of hope for Anne. He often struggled to understand what the hell she had seen in him.

“God, I understand that,” she said in a soft whisper, then quickly turned, her cheeks pinking, like she realized she had just revealed too much. She cleared her throat. “So where do you start with a book like this? It’s a hundred and fifty year old murder mystery. Where do you even begin?”

The way he did with all his books, even if this one was personal. “You start with the murder. That’s what grabs reader interest. Then when you’ve shocked them into attention, you go back and scene set.”

“Scene set?”

“Try to set the stage for the murder. What life was like in 1849 New Orleans for a prostitute. Trace the timeline of the principle parties involved. Introduce the characters.”

“I don’t know if my brain works like that. I’m a forensic lab grunt. I stare at gel slides all day.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “And they’re not characters. They’re people. Real human beings who lived and died.”

“I know that.” He struggled with the weight of that pressing down on him every single day. Gabriel pulled the schedule out of the printer and handed it to Sara. He wanted her gone, out of his space, away from his guilt, his raw self-hatred. “That’s why I write the books I do. We both want to solve a murder, don’t we? You want to solve your mother’s murder, and I want to solve Anne Donovan’s. And that takes logic, the kind of logic a lab grunt understands. But you also can’t solve a crime without understanding the people involved and the world in which they lived.”

She took the paper and gave him a slow nod. “True. I can see that. But I want your reassurance that whatever you write, you won’t treat my mother’s death like a juicy soap opera.”

Sorry for her pain, feeling a new rush of guilt for his role in reopening her wounds of grief, Gabriel spoke softly. “I have no intention of doing that, Sara. I want to show how the use of DNA and forensic evidence can solve crime. It can solve Anne’s murder, and it can solve your mother’s murder, if handled correctly, and result in a conviction. But ultimately it’s the human factor that determines whether a crime will be solved, or if someone will be put behind bars for it. I don’t think the police or the courts did their job, and that’s not fair to you, or your mother.”

Maybe he shouldn’t have stated that so baldly because she blanched. Glancing around the room at his cluttered file cabinets, stacks of papers, bookcase crammed with reference materials, she said, “I know you could have gone ahead and done this without my involvement. I know you didn’t need my permission. The case is public domain, as much as that disgusts me. So I appreciate you contacting me, but at the same time I have to wonder why you did. It would have been easier for you if you had just proceeded on your own with an independent forensic consultant.”

That was a legitimate question he had asked himself a multitude of times since he had contacted Sara and requested she work with him. Especially now that she was standing in his office, beautiful and wrenching in her grief, her determination. “I asked you to be a part of this project, because yes, I want your technical expertise, but I also want to respect your feelings, make sure I handle the presentation in a way you’re comfortable with. And I want the tenacity of someone who is personally invested.”

Now she looked like the one who wanted her gone. She even took a step back towards the door. “I am personally invested. Unfortunately.”

He hadn’t meant to nick at her wounds. He’d been trying to reassure her that he was in fact intending to be considerate of her feelings, of the personal nature and newness of her mother’s death. Yet he had obviously upset her and Gabriel rubbed his jaw, not sure what to say. Social skills were not his forte and he was starting to feel frustrated. So he just said what he was thinking. “I don’t know what you want me to say.”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “I don’t know. And I agreed to do this, so I shouldn’t be grilling you like this.”

“It’s going to be fine. I think we’ll work well together. I’ll see you tomorrow at one. Here.” That was most likely a huge mistake, but all his materials were in his office, and if he was intimidated by one little broken blonde, then he wasn’t man or fallen angel, but simply pathetic.

She nodded, clutching the schedule and her purse, backing up another step.

“Let me walk you out.” His nineteenth century manners, buried under a century of solitude, resurfaced, along with his feeling that he had control of the situation. He could deal with this.

“No, no, I’m fine.” Sara moved, revealing the sketch of Anne pinned to the wall behind her. “Bye.”

Then she was gone and he was staring into the pleading eyes of his long dead lover, captured by his own hands, and possibly killed by the very same.

* * *

 
Sara had only walked a half block on Royal Street when she saw a coffee shop and veered straight into it. She needed an iced tea and a minute to sit down, gather herself. She hadn’t expected this would be so difficult, that she would feel so awkward in Gabriel’s presence. He spoke to her with such apparent effort, like he was struggling to carry a conversation, yet his eyes pierced her, made her feel stripped and vulnerable, weak.

That feeling of weakness was something she couldn’t stand. She should just quit, give up this ridiculous quest right here and now, forget all about the past and concentrate of the present. The future, for God’s sake. But she wouldn’t. She knew that even before she had the cap off of her bottled iced tea. She had to have answers. Had to know who killed Anne Donovan. Had to know who killed her mother. Had to know if in some bizarre, insane, utterly unbelievable way they were connected to each other.

Her phone rang in her purse and she retrieved it, taking a seat in the back of the coffee shop so she wouldn’t disturb anyone. It was past prime lunchtime, so the shop was quiet, only a few customers working alone and sipping their drinks. Her screen showed a Florida phone number, but not one that she recognized.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Sara, how are you?”

Her stomach dropped. Just hearing his voice made her feel guilty. “Rafe?”

“Yeah, it’s me. I’m back at my place since my release. I want to see you… I’ve been worried about you. Are you at home? I’ll stop over with some dinner.” His voice was filled with concern.

“Thanks, but I’m fine. You don’t need to worry about me.” Maybe that was an exaggeration, because God knows she could use someone to worry about her, but that wasn’t his burden.

And she felt horrible that she had been such a wreck, so completely incapable of supporting him in any way during the trial. Even when she had tried to defend Rafe on the witness stand, the prosecutor had shredded her. Every word out of her mouth had been manipulated, twisted to made it look like she and Rafe were the true lovers, that his relationship with her mother was a front, a con, until she had been so afraid they were creating a case against her as well as Rafe, she had shut down entirely.

She’d abandoned him essentially. Left him hung out to dry for a crime he didn’t commit to protect herself, and now he wanted to feed her. He was definitely the better person than her.

“How are you, Rafe? Is the press leaving you alone?” Sara sipped her tea and rubbed at her temples. There was no running away. She needed to regroup, process, deal with all of her emotions, her guilt, her fear.

“Today hasn’t been too bad. Nobody camped out on my front lawn. The last three weeks I could have done without though.”

He spoke lightly, and while that should have made her feel better, it only drove home how much stronger of a person he was than her. The last year had been hell for both of them in different ways, yet he had survived with his kindness, charm, and humor intact. He planned to move to the west coast and revive his medical practice away from the media circus of Southwestern Florida, and didn’t seem to harbor any residual bitterness that he had spent six months sitting in prison while his character was dragged through the mud.

She had collapsed under the weight of her mother’s death, gotten hooked on tranquilizers, and now was sitting in New Orleans trying to feel some elusive connection to her mother’s youth. That familiar guilt, self-doubt, pressed down on her but she fought it. This was a fresh start.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there,” she said. “I really am.”

“I understand.”

And she knew he did. “I left town.”

“You left Naples? Why? Where are you?”

“I just needed to get away. I’ll be back soon. You can reach me on my cell if you need to talk.” She didn’t want to admit to anyone what she was doing. Going to the city her mother had grown up in smacked of the need for counseling. And if she told him about the book, he’d think she had totally lost it, grasping at forensic straws to solve a murder the police considered unsolvable at this point.

“Sara… where are you?” He sounded worried.

Maybe he should be.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m fine. I’ll be back soon.” Maybe. But they’d cross that bridge when she got to it. “Take care of yourself, and be sure to let me know when you’re leaving Naples. I want to see you before you head west.”

“Okay.” He paused, than just sighed. “Be well, Sara.”

“Yeah, you too.”

“I’m going to take Jessie some flowers. Can I take something for you?”

That gesture hit her like a smack. Tears popped into her eyes and Sara fought for control, to not lose it in the coffee shop. “Sure. Take my mom some carnations, will you? In a crazy wild color.” It had been a source of contention between them. Sara had always told her mother carnations weren’t classy, they were a cheap filler flower, but her mother had liked them. Maybe for that very reason. And she had always wanted them in bright blues, greens, and hot pinks, hues achieved through dye, not nature.

“Okay, I can do that. Promise me you’ll stay in touch.”

“Yep. I’ll talk to you soon. Bye.” Sara hung up the phone before Rafe could hear the waver in her voice.

And found herself digging in her bag and pulling out her manila folder, where she had been keeping gathered materials on the case. She flipped through the papers inside rapidly, stopping when she got to a copied newspaper article.

 
STABBED TO DEATH!
 
The headline was glaring and to the point. It was interesting to Sara that she had assumed media coverage of murder and other crimes had grown more sensationalist in the TV and Internet era, but from what she’d seen of the Anne Donovan case, nineteenth century journalists had been just as salacious.

 
October 7, 1849- Anne Donovan, age 23, a lewd and unfortunate woman, was found MURDERED in her bed at the House of Rest For Weary Men, Dauphine Street, a den of gambling, drink, and other unsavory activities. Stabbed seventeen times with a bowie knife, her facial features obliterated, and her breasts mutilated, the violent nature of the crime has shocked even the hardened Madame Conti, who sent a girl for the coroner after being alerted of the victim’s state. Miss Donovan was last seen alive by Mr. Jonathon Thiroux, her LOVER, who maintains he heard or saw nothing of her death, even though he was in her room at the time. There have been no arrests, and we must ask, Ladies and Gentlemen, if this is what our fine city has fallen to. Are murders so commonplace and the reach of wealth so deep into our city officials that our police do not even bother to investigate such a horrific death? If Miss Donovan were murdered in a better address would justice be sought in her case?
That is perhaps a question for the mayor.
 
So obviously the journalist had used Anne Donovan’s murder as a platform for airing political grievances, but Sara figured any attention given the case was a positive. It meant more articles, more court papers, more documents, and more physical evidence had been gathered and had survived through the decades, which meant a higher probability that together with Gabriel St. John she could solve the crime. Which mattered to her, because if she would never see her mother’s killer behind bars, which despite Gabriel’s opinion seemed likely, it would give her a certain sense of satisfaction to know she had solved her great-great grandmother’s murder.

For four generations in her family, a woman had been brutally murdered, starting with Anne Donovan. Ending with her mother. It was a fear that had plagued her all her life- the bogeyman, the family curse- the toxic press of mortality clouding everything she did, every decision, every long term goal, that she would die young, suffer a brutal death at the hands of a stranger. Her mother had laughed at it. Disregarded it.

But her mother was dead now.

And Sara was afraid that one way or another, she would be the next to die.

Chapter Two

 
Gabriel was in a much better mood when Sara Michaels showed up promptly at one the following day. He had gone walking the night before, to the river, down Frenchman Street, then across Rampart over to Louis Armstrong Park, grateful for the cooler night air, appreciative of the fact that as an immortal, he could walk into areas that weren’t safe for the average man at night. The park was dark and desolate, the perfect place to be mugged, but Gabriel enjoyed the solitude it brought him, the joy in knowing that while everyone else stayed away, he could walk alone.

He had spent his whole life on earth walking alone. That hadn’t been his job. He had been sent to Watch. Guide. Protect. But he had failed on all counts and knew there was no forgiveness, no redemption for him. He could never make amends large enough to recompense the wrongs he had committed, though he wanted to at least try in Anne’s case.

It was a triumph, a goal well met that he was living a chemical-free life, and he fought hard against the temptation to slide back into bliss, the fog where he was smart and right and everything was easy and calm. That fight took everything he had and there was nothing left for sorting out a path to redemption, which was why he had never attempted to confront the truth in Anne’s case, had never wanted to know if ultimately he had been the man who had taken her life.

He was ready to face that truth now. And even if he didn’t and couldn’t seek true redemption, an entrance back to the kingdom of God, he wanted to be released from his punishment. He wanted to be more than a watcher. He wanted to participate in humanity, something thus far he couldn’t do, because every woman he touched craved him as an opiate. They all spiraled down into desperate despair when he couldn’t give them enough, was never enough, and he had chosen to isolate himself entirely rather than bring that fate on any woman. But he didn’t want to be alone anymore, and he wanted to be released.

He thought maybe the answer to the future lay in the past.

Despite the rocky introduction, he felt cautiously optimistic as he let Sara into his courtyard, then up the stairs to his apartment for the second time. He had realized that this working arrangement with Sara could be mutually beneficial. They both wanted murders solved that they were personally haunted by, and it would be easier for both of them with the other acting as a buffer. They could each focus on the opposing case, and eventually compare the two, and as a result they would both be able to hold back, retain some measure of logic and control. He hadn’t addressed the facts of Anne’s murder since its occurrence, not wanting to find irrefutable proof that he had in fact killed her. But now, it seemed the timing was providential, and there was more at stake than clearing his own name, or absolving his own guilt.

There was Sara’s mother, and the intense need to fix the future of his long, mortal, flawed existence.

He didn’t necessarily deserve companionship, but he was also looking forward to it. In some capacity. Without allowing Sara to get too close to him or his life. It was a fine line, and he wanted to walk it. That alone should alert him to the inherent danger, should serve as a red flag that he was seeking out the thrill again, disregarding good sense for the sake of personal interest. But Sara seemed harmless, and he was in control, in ways he hadn’t been before. He was stronger now and he could handle anything.

Sara looked tired, even more so than the day before, and her shoulders drooped, her expression pinched like she was suffering from a headache.

“Rough night’s sleep?” he asked as he led her into his office.

She sank without hesitation onto the couch when he gestured for her to sit. “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Did you drink a lot of caffeine?” His editor complained about not being able to drink caffeine past seven, so it seemed like a safe thing to say.

“No.” Sara stared back out into his living room. “Do you play?”

“What?” He looked where she was gesturing, confused for a second. Then he realized what she was referring to. His baby grand, collecting dust in the left corner.

“The piano. Do you play it?”

Never. “I used to. Not anymore. But the piano’s been here since the house was built. It was brought in as they were framing the house so it would fit the narrow doorways. There’s no way to get it out now without destroying it.” Much like him.

“Why don’t you play anymore?” Her sad, tired eyes locked with his.

Sara Michaels wasn’t losing sleep from too much caffeine. It was worry keeping her up. He felt that interest again, nagging, persistent curiosity scratching at him, and for some reason he told her the truth. Heard the words come out of his mouth before he even thought about the wisdom of speaking them. “I don’t hear music anymore.”

“Oh.” Her eyebrows furrowed. “I’m sorry… that sounds sad… I didn’t mean to….” She blushed, obviously distressed.

“It’s okay. You didn’t know.” It was true. He didn’t hear music in his head, his heart, his soul anymore. Everything had gone silent. His fingers no longer ached to sketch, to capture the light and the figures around him, the notes no longer played in his mind, and words weren’t clamoring to escape onto paper. “I don’t miss it.”

Whether that was true or not, he wasn’t sure, but Sara looked like she needed reassurance. “Do you miss being in the lab?”

She propped her chin up with her hand, leaning forward so her elbows were on her knees. Wearing another flowing dress, she exuded that same sense of femininity, fragility as she had the day before. “Not right now, I don’t. Which worries me. It’s been almost a year since I took a leave of absence. I should miss it more.”

“Maybe it’s a matter of going back. When you get there you’ll realize you missed it more than you thought.”

“Maybe.” She didn’t look any more convinced than he probably sounded. “You too, then, you know. Maybe if you play, you’ll realize you miss it.” When he didn’t answer, Sara straightened up. “So what do you want me to do on the project? What’s my first assignment?”

Business was good. They should stay there. Safe and aloof and distant. Except that this business was based on his guilt and the need to appease it, along with the desire to find justice for Anne, who hadn’t deserved to die.

“First you need to familiarize yourself with the basic facts of the case. Then I want to hear your interpretation of the physical forensic evidence as we accumulate it. I’m writing the book passages myself, but I need you to assess the old evidence, determine if it’s possible to use modern forensics on any of the trace evidence that still exists. We need to show the difference use of forensics makes when we compare the old case to the current case. Most of the research hasn’t been processed yet. We need to follow the clues, try to unravel both cases from every possible direction.”

“Why do you write true crime?” she asked. “I saw your list of credentials. You’ve written ten true crime books and I’m just curious how you got into this.”

“It’s easy. All facts,” he told her flatly. No emotion. Or maybe it wasn’t a lack of emotion, since it was violent crimes, after all. They were filled with negative emotion, and maybe that was why he did it. Maybe it was self-punishment. Retribution. “It’s puzzle solving based on cold, hard facts. And it pays the rent.”

He handed her a file folder he had put together that morning of pertinent info. “Go ahead and read this.”

Sara took the folder Gabriel was handing her and tried to make eye contact with him. But his eyes darted over behind her, and she sank back on the couch and opened the folder. Her brain felt swaddled in thick cotton, her body exhausted from lack of sleep. She’d lain in bed for four hours, staring at the ceiling of her stark rental, before giving up and surfing the Internet mindlessly until dawn. She’d taken an hour nap around ten, but besides that was running on about six hours of sleep for the last three days.

The folder contained the police report from Anne Donovan’s murder. The handwriting was hard to read, the photocopy a little spotty, but Sara could decipher the pertinent facts.

 
October 7, 1849
Second District
Name of Deceased~ Anne Donovan
Residing at 25 Dauphine Street, The House of Rest, a gaming and drinking establishment
Location of murder the same
Murder assumed to take place between the hours of eight pm on October the 6th and 2 am on October the 7th according to witnesses
Victim discovered by John Thiroux, reported to authorities by Madame Conti, owner of the dwelling
No arrests made at this time
Witnesses~ John Thiroux, Madame Conti, various and sundry other women in residence at The House of Rest
 
That was it. No description of the body, the room. No interview with John Thiroux, no mention of a weapon. Nothing useful at all. The reports from her mother’s murder had seemed thirteen miles long, the questions endless, every hair, every fiber, every scrap of anything out of the ordinary collected, catalogued, saved. Sara glanced up. Gabriel was at his computer.

“Is this the only police accounting of the crime scene?”

He glanced back at her and gave a brief smile. “Not exactly stellar police work, was it?”

“No. It doesn’t tell us anything at all. If you line the two crime scenes reports up next to each other in your book, you’ve proved your point already. Forensics has essentially altered the entire face of criminal investigation. I know you want to see if we can solve the Donovan case, but how can you solve a crime based on this piece of nothing?” She felt shut down, disillusioned already.

“I can’t. But better information comes from other sources. We have eyewitness accounts as told to journalists. We have the court records of the coroner’s report. And the testimony of the accused murderer.” He turned fully in his chair, his black t-shirt pulling taut across his chest. “Remember what I said… its scene setting. Re-creating the months, the weeks, the day leading up to the murder. Then piecing together what happened afterward. Most crimes don’t have a murderer standing over the victim with the smoking gun saying, ‘Well, sir, I had to do it. Nellie drove me to it.’”

Sara raised her eyebrow in disbelief, suddenly wanting to laugh. Gabriel had put on a strange fake accent, like a Southern cowboy, and it was so totally unexpected it struck her as funny. “But how do you know who is telling the truth and who wasn’t?”

“You search for consistencies. And likewise, inconsistencies.” He shrugged. “It’s common sense. Logic. Read the rest of the folder and then tell me what you think.”

So ultimately science had to work with human deduction and reasoning. It was interesting. He was interesting.

Sara watched him turn back to his computer, his hair sliding forward. She wanted to touch his hair, to stroke it and see if it felt as smooth as it looked. Which must be the result of fatigue because she didn’t normally have any desire to touch a man’s head. But tired and edgy, she was strangely aware of her own body, of the tactile feel of her bare legs on the soft velvet couch, of the brush of the folder over her wrist, and for the first time in a year she wanted to feel a human touch. But Gabriel didn’t invite casual arm contact, let alone letting her fingers cascade through his soft hair. He had a barrier around him, a stance that said he walked the world alone, and at the moment, he had his back fully turned to her. He was tapping a silver spoon on the desk as he read his screen. It was a rhythmic tapping, a harmony that repeated over and over. She wondered if he even knew he was doing it, but it was definitely a song.

 
* * *

 
MURDERED!

 
October 7, 1849- Even in a city where a murder a week takes place in our less illustrious districts, the STABBING DEATH of Anne Donovan has captured the attention of the public due to the severity of the crime, and the lack of an immediate arrest. While it is no secret that a vast number of city officials frequent houses of ill repute, does their status alone preclude them from punishment? It would seem so, given the extraordinary circumstances explained below by Madame Conti, owner of the house where the crime took place, and first WITNESS on the scene.
Anne Donovan had been in the employ of Madame Conti for approximately one year prior to her death and was described by her employer as “kind, gentle, a redhead, who never gave me a day’s trouble, which can’t be said for a lot of these girls.” Most have been hardened by the age of Miss Donovan, handy with a knife, and inclined to steal from the clients, but by all accounts these rough qualities did not apply to the victim. Madame Conti explained that she had let the victim’s current amour, John Thiroux, into Donovan’s room at eight pm, and retired to her private salon to write letters to acquaintances. She heard nothing out of the ordinary until 2 am, when Mr. Thiroux sought her out. There was blood on his hands, in his hair, and on his right leg. According to Madame Conti, he said simply, “Anne’s dead.”
The sight that greeted the stout miss upon repairing to the girl’s room was a scene from a nightmare. “I’ve seen a lot in my life- I’ve seen murdered people before- but this was unlike anything I’ve ever laid eyes on. It was unbelievable. Blood everywhere.” What she saw was Anne Donovan, lying supine on her narrow bed, dressed in a simple chemise, her face and upper body mutilated by stab wounds. A knife rested in her left hand, and blood covered the bed, the floor below, the wall behind her head, and filled the room with a sickly sweet smell.
What did Madame think of Mr. Thiroux? “I never thought of him as a violent sort at all, but he was there, wasn’t he? I figured he must have done it.” When asked if she was afraid to be alone with him at that time, she replied, “Not at all. He had returned to his chair and was starting in on a brand new bottle, eyes closed. I lit his pipe for him and figured I’d have a good two hours before he so much as stirred.”
Yet when police arrived, they made no attempt to arrest Mr. Thiroux, whom most of our readership will recognize as a wealthy artist, who has contributed greatly to the improvement of the arts in our city. It is also widely recognized that Mr. Thiroux does not pass a day without descending into drink or opium.
 
* * *

 
MURDER OF LOCAL BAWD

HAS FELLOW STRUMPETS IN ARMS

 
October 8, 1849 - “We’re just trying to get along,” maintains Sally Jackson, a resident at the House Of Rest, where a fellow bawd was murdered two nights past. “A girl needs a way to survive, and it ain’t safe anymore. It just ain’t right.”
While no one appears to question the right of lewd women to hock their wares without enticing death, not everyone agrees that allowing such rowdy residences to exist legally is in the best interest of a city grown notorious for crime. Despite disgruntled area residents, official sources seem disinclined to take any action, and the police more often than not make no attempt whatsoever to seek out culprits in violent crimes. “One less to contend with,” seems to be their philosophy when the life of an unfortunate is snuffed out prematurely.
Yet even the police cannot disregard such a bloody and gruesome case as the death of Anne Donovan, slashed in a frenzy so brutal even her own mother would not recognize her in death. “I heard her yell out,” Molly Faye claims, from her position that night in the room next door. “But I didn’t think nothing of it. Figured it was business.”
Like the other girls in residence, Molly is afraid that the killer, still loose, may be wandering in and out of the house unimpeded, and in an effort to have their voices heard, the ladies of 25 Dauphine Street charged en masse into the second district police headquarters and demanded a more thorough investigation. It remains to be seen what the official response to such tactics will be.
 
* * *

October 9, 1849
To The Editor:
I believe I speak on behalf of the vast majority of residents in what was formerly respectable neighborhoods when I say I have concerns over the direction vice is spreading. At one time contained to the docks and the immediate vicinity of Girod Street, now there is hardly an area in the city that isn’t affected by the rapid and licentious growth of entertainment establishments. On my block alone, there is at least half a dozen homes (that once housed upstanding families) that are now given over to dens of inequity, with laughter and music pouring out at all hours of night, men in and out, and outbursts of all nature occurring on the street. Now there has been this murder at number twenty-five, only blocks from where decent hardworking citizens live. Already several neighbors have sold homes at a loss to escape the scourge creeping in our direction, and I have no doubt that by week’s end another two or three will make the decision to sell their houses for less than they paid, simply to leave the rapidly declining area.
If left unchecked, the entire city will have the blight of drinking and promiscuity on every street, and there will be nowhere remaining for respectable citizens to live.
 
Signed,
Suffering Property Holder
Chapter Three

 
 
Disturbed by the tenor of the articles, Sara stopped reading for a minute, and concentrated on taking slow, even breaths. She felt a panic attack creeping up on her, the kind that before would have had her reaching for the Vicodin. But she couldn’t do that, wouldn’t. She had to learn how to handle emotion on her own, without chemical intervention.

She sucked in another deep pull of air. She hadn’t expected to feel the clawing scratch of anxiety from flipping through these papers, but there was something about the casual disregard of everyone in the articles for Anne Donovan, the woman. She almost seemed an afterthought, a happy means to air their grievances, concerns, but not worth noting behind the gruesome, sensationalist aspects of her death. They seemed to take delight in mentioning how she’d been mutilated, but no one bothered to say where she came from, how she had found herself in the position of prostitute, or if she had left behind a grieving family.

It was so much like the media coverage of her own mother’s murder that the parallels scared Sara. That had been difficult for her to learn to deal with, to let go of the hatred, disgust, annoyance, when the newspaper turned her mother’s case into an opportunity to blast the prosecutor. It had never been about her mother. It was about the flaws in the police department, the stubborn prosecutor, and his determination to push through a weak case against Rafe. Everyone had their damn agenda, and no one cared that she had lost her mother.

But it bothered her that all of that baggage could resurface so easily, that she couldn’t maintain distance. God, she just wanted everything to be over and done, gone. She wanted to be normal again.

“You okay?”

Sara sat up straight, mortified. Gabriel was looking at her, but she appreciated that instead of pity or horror on his face, he just looked mildly curious.

“Yeah, I’m okay.” She was. She would be okay. If she just willed it enough, it would happen. It would. Because she understood something about herself. Even in the worst, horrific moments, she could still reach out and find hope. It would be better eventually, she just had to fight to get there, to not lose it along the way.

And there was something about Gabriel St. John looking at her, his dark brown eyes assuring her that he had secrets too, that he had suffered, that had her opening her mouth and saying, “There aren’t just physical parallels between this case and my mother’s murder, there are also media similarities. I guess I wasn’t expecting that- it startled me.”

Immediately she regretted speaking. Now would come the questions, the pity, the curiosity, the suspicion of her motives in working on this book with him. Talking about her mother’s death always left her feeling vulnerable, exposed, and she didn’t want that with Gabriel. She didn’t want him thinking she was crazy.

“What kind of similarities?”

The question was so matter of fact, Sara realized immediately that Gabriel was different. Of course he was going to be different. He wrote true crime books. In every conversation they’d had about her mother there was no shock, no flush of pity, no stumbling to say something comforting that she usually got from people. He was tactful, but very matter of fact. That made her feel an odd sense of relief. He was used to dealing with the details of violent crimes and wouldn’t pester her with uncomfortable questions. Nor had it stopped him from asking her to participate in his research, so he must not question her motives, or mental stability.

“Well, I’m not sure what I expected from nineteenth century journalists, but just like today, every journalist seems to have an angle, a point to get across. Whether it’s the lack of police attention to crimes in impoverished areas in Anne Donovan’s case, or the accusation that the prosecutor was going for the big fish to win PR points in my mother’s case, it’s not about the victim. Which it should be.”

Gabriel had one arm over the back of his standard black office chair, and he tilted his head slightly to study her. “And it is, to the people the victim mattered to. But a crime, a murder, punches a hole in the illusion that society is functioning as it should. It’s a time when people look around, question what’s wrong in their world, and make both accusations and suggestions for corrections. So that victim indirectly matters to everyone who touches the case in any way, who lives in the neighborhood, or reads the newspaper. They have an impact in death, and maybe in a larger way to more people than they actually had in life.”

Sara stared at him, wondering why she’d never thought of it in quite that way. Noticing that her heart rate had settled down to normal, anxiety abated, she was trying to shuffle her thoughts into order and formulate a response when he suddenly stood up.

“Walk with me.” He headed towards the door, his strides purposeful.

“Walk with you? Where?” Yet she found herself rising off the couch, setting the packet of papers down on the cushion, following him.

“I need to take pictures of the house where the murder took place for the book. Let’s go do that now while the building won’t be in a shadow.” Gabriel was pulling a camera out of an end table drawer by the front door to the apartment.

Sara thought he had intriguing and eclectic furnishings. Everything looked accumulated over a long period of time, each piece random and slightly shabby, yet overall the room harmonized, exuded a warmth. It said to her that he cared about what he surrounded himself with, appreciated objects, but not too much. Nothing was perfect or over thought. It looked like he just did what pleased him.

It was a lesson she would like to learn.

He didn’t take a camera case with him, just wrapped the strap twice around his wrist and gripped the lens cap, which struck her as an accident waiting to happen. It looked like an expensive camera and if he dropped it, she didn’t think the result would be positive, but he didn’t look at all concerned. Gabriel opened the door and gestured for her to walk through first.

She realized that after he followed her out he didn’t lock the door behind them. She counted to three as she walked down the stairs, told herself it didn’t matter, that he must have a button that he had pushed on the inside of the doorknob to lock it. But she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Did you lock your door?”

“No.”

She was looking forward and down at her feet, worried about the steps, taking the curve on the narrower-than-normal staircase with cautious movements, afraid she’d slip and break her neck. So she couldn’t see Gabriel’s expression, but he didn’t sound particularly worried about burglars any more than he seemed concerned about his camera.

“It’s safer to lock your door.” Sara knew she sounded anal, and she was, knew she had a fear that was huge and growing irrational, but the police had told her there was no forced entry at her mother’s house. That the killer had either known her mom, or the doors hadn’t been locked. It seemed risky to leave a door unlocked for anyone to walk in. At any time.

“The courtyard gate locks.”

“Oh, okay, good.” Sara glanced back at him, and he just gave her a small, brief smile. It was hugely reassuring. She had expected he would either argue with her, or point out that she was paranoid. Suggest that she needed to let it go, get over it. She had heard all of those things, a hundred times over, from co-workers, friends, and neighbors who genuinely wanted what was best for her, but didn’t understand a damn thing.

That Gabriel just told her what she needed to hear and left it at that filled her with relief. He was different. And it was kind of nice.

“So what was life like for a prostitute in 1849?” she asked, as they went through the gate, the sun hitting her in the face and sending her digging through her purse for her sunglasses.

“It sucked.”

Something about the tone of his voice made her glance up. Was that meant to be a double entendre? It was hard to tell because he wasn’t even looking at her. He had his eyes down on his camera and he was prying the lens cap off. But there had been an edge of amusement, or an awareness of the horrific irony, maybe the need to lighten the subject matter… she wasn’t sure what exactly, because Gabriel was hard to interpret, but something told her he had just made a joke.

Which she liked.

He lifted his camera, shot a quick succession of photos from right to left, the last one of her. She wasn’t prepared for it, so she was sure she was staring dumbly at him in it. “No pictures of me, please.”

“But the light’s good,” he said, giving her another of those tiny smiles where the corner of his mouth lifted crookedly.

God, Sara really didn’t want to like him.

That would be just one more way for her to trip and fall.

But she was definitely in danger of becoming a bubble girl of her own making, afraid of everything, even her own proverbial shadow.

Coming to New Orleans was an emotional risk, and maybe it hadn’t been running away so much as stepping outside her comfort zone. Forcing herself to face the future without fear.

She was definitely still terrified, but suddenly reassured that this trip had been exactly what she needed to retake control of her life.

* * *

 
VIGILANCE COMMITTEE

PRESSURES POLICE TO TAKE ACTION

 
October 9, 1849- While the police commissioner may not be inclined to listen to the pleas of prostitutes, it would seem he is willing to bend when the collective voices of the VIGILANCE COMMITTEE cry for action. In a city besieged by crime, it is more common than not for a murder of a fallen woman to go unnoticed, but it is just that cavalier attitude that has finally sent certain citizens beyond the edge of their tolerance. Comprised of various wealthy and influential peoples, the Vigilance Committee was formed to bring attention to the spiraling immorality and violence of certain districts. The murder of young Anne Donovan, in its fury and grotesqueness, and the lack of arrest of the gentleman who should by all accounts be a primary suspect, is a sign of the pervasive corruption and complicity in our government.
Given the dependence of Mr. John Thiroux on the well-known hallucinogenic drink, absinthe, as well as his excessive consumption of whiskey and frequent opium smoking, it is not a stretch to imagine he could have carried out such an act of violence. Despite who he is, and who he may or may not have contributed funds to, if a man commits a crime, he should be held accountable for it.
It would seem the police agree, or at least fear public reaction otherwise, as they have set out to investigate Miss Donovan’s murder, and by witness report are focusing their attentions on Mr. Thiroux.
* * *

 
The light was good. It hit the side of Sara’s face, reflected in her blonde hair, and showed the healthy rich color of her arms and legs. Gabriel lifted his camera and took another picture of her, zooming in on her face, clicking multiple times as her eyes went wide, and she made a sound of distress.

“Stop!” Her hand went up in front of his lens, actually bumping it with her fingers in her vehemence.

He didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, so he lowered the camera. But he wasn’t sorry he’d taken the shots. Sara was a study in contrasts, like the city around her. She was strong, but fragile, had endured tragedy, yet was still beautiful. Perhaps more so now that her eyes spoke of suffering and lessons learned. He had noticed her hands moved restlessly, always pulling at something- her dress, her hair, her purse, like she was always pondering, worrying, watching.

There was no particular logic to it, but he was attracted to her, and he recognized the danger in that. But it didn’t make him any less intrigued.

“So how much do you know about the history of New Orleans?” He rewrapped the camera strap around his wrist and started walking.

“Just a vague outline.”

“In 1849 New Orleans was a city that had grown quickly because of the influx of immigrants into the port and Americans who moved in for business opportunities after the Louisiana Purchase. There were also a huge number of gold rushers who stopped in that year on their way to California to make their fortune. Picture a couple of hundred-thousand people living in a hot, humid city surrounded by water. A thriving port, lots of sailors and gold-rushers– that all leads to drinking, gambling, and prostitution. And of course, the after affect of that is crime. They say there was a murder a week in New Orleans at that time.”

“Which explains the attitude in some of those newspaper articles. They seemed disgusted.”

“Exactly. But people get used to violence if they see enough of it. And if it’s contained in an area where no so-called decent people live, then it’s easy to ignore.”

“I don’t know how anyone gets used to violence.”

Gabriel glanced back, surprised at how breathless Sara’s words sounded. They were walking up Dumaine at his pace, and he realized he was striding way too fast. Sara was breathing hard, and she was still two feet behind him, her eyes trained on the precarious sidewalk.

He slowed down. “Sorry. I have long legs.”

“And I have short ones.” She glanced up and smiled. “These sidewalks could stand to be replaced.”

“But that’s part of the charm of the Quarter. And I’ve seen women negotiate Bourbon Street in high heels after kicking back shots. It’s amazing to me that they don’t break their ankles.”

“I’ve never been to Bourbon Street. This is my first time here.”

“Maybe we can go tonight. You need to at least say you’ve been to Bourbon Street.” Gabriel had no idea why he made the offer. Well, actually he did. It was because he was trying to make conversation with Sara, trying to make her comfortable around him, and he liked the idea of showing her around. That small, nagging attraction was driving him too, and he knew it, should stop it, but wasn’t.

“Sure,” she said. “That would be fun.”

Though she looked like she thought it would be anything but.

“You’ll see that certain things in New Orleans haven’t changed in the past one hundred and fifty years. Still plenty of drinking and sex.” The very things that had sucked him in, the sins he still missed. He had learned nothing, knew he should condemn the licentious, knew he should want the purity of life as he was trying to lead it now, but he didn’t. He still wanted to taste a woman’s flesh and to float off into the haze, removed from the indelicate rude details of mortality. Those were his vices, and he knew that.

He stopped and stared at the light blue house across Dauphine Street.

But he needed to know, needed to believe, that while he did most certainly have flaws, and deep ones, he was not capable of violence. Anger. That he could not have picked up a knife and sliced through Anne’s ivory skin, drawing blood over and over.

He didn’t think he could. Didn’t think he’d done that.

But he needed to know. Or he would never let it go, never forgive himself, and the doubt would eat through the center of his already rotting soul.

 
* * *

October 9, 1849
 
Report taken by William Davidson, Second District
 
The women of twenty-five Dauphine Street were cooperative in discussing the night in question, but none have any helpful insight to offer. No one saw or heard anyone entering or leaving Miss Donovan’s room, other than Mr. Thiroux, and no one heard anything out of the ordinary, aside from a single cry from Miss Donovan overheard by Molly Faye. Approximate time thought to be one am, given that Miss Faye insists her client was still in her room at the time, and that he left at a quarter past the hour when he realized he was late returning home.
Miss Donovan’s room is shuttered to the street and remained so, and there is a great hulk of a man who watches the front door for Madame Conti. He insists no one got past him at any time during the hours in question. In speaking to the six ladies who were in the house, I can conclude with a fair amount of accuracy, that there were five men present at the time of Miss Donovan’s death, including Mr. Thiroux and the doorman. Twelve persons total when counting the victim. Three of the six ladies provide alibis for three of the men, and vice versa. Two ladies provided alibis for each other, as they were playing cards together in their shared room. That leaves only Madame Conti, the doorman (whose name is Jim Fury), and Mr. John Thiroux in doubt.
While it is easy to imagine the giant of a doorman, or the street-hard Madame Conti as capable of violence, I cannot see where either would benefit from the death of Miss Donovan. Madame Conti certainly had much in lose in terms of business from the notoriety of such a death, and no one in the house indicated there was ever any animosity displayed between Jim Fury (despite his sobriquet) and Miss Donovan.
The natural conclusion, therefore, is that Mr. Thiroux took the knife to his lover under the influence of pharmaceuticals and stabbed her to death.
 
* * *

 
Sara really had no interest in going to Bourbon Street. From all accounts, it was loud and dirty, and she envisioned drunken men spilling beer on her while women with vast amounts of cleavage vied for attention from same-said drunken men. It made her brain hurt just thinking about it. But she had said yes immediately, because the offer came from Gabriel, and that disturbed her. She wasn’t in a good place. It wasn’t the time to get involved with a man.

But she didn’t see herself begging off the plans either.

Gabriel had stopped walking and was taking his lens cap off again.

“Is that the house?” He was staring across the street at an innocuous light blue structure that came right up to the sidewalk like all the buildings in the French Quarter. The house had darker blue shutters closed tightly on both the bottom and top floors. Only the little third floor dormers were open to light. While it certainly looked old, it wasn’t decrepit. A little tired maybe, but not falling down. “It doesn’t look very big.”

“It’s not. Just a parlor, which was for gambling and drinking, a private salon that served as Madame’s office, and six small rooms for the girls on the second floor. Madame Conti used the third floor as her private suite.”

“There were only six prostitutes working there? From that article I read I got the impression there were more.”

“There were. Only not every girl was entitled to her own room. Some doubled up. And some entertained their clients in the parlor.”

The image of that had Sara grimacing. Sometimes she thought modern women had a glamorized vision of bordellos, but the truth didn’t sound at all sensual or glamorous. It sounded cheap and dirty. A hard and dangerous way to eek out a living. “And a lot of the street was similar houses?”

“Yes.”

“I wonder what led women to prostitution?” she mused out loud. What had caused her great-great grandmother, Anne Donovan, such desperation? Or had she actually enjoyed it, sought it out? Likely Sara would never know.

“Drugs, alcohol, poverty, rebelliousness. Not much different than now.” Gabriel squatted down on the sidewalk and lifted his camera.

“Are you a photographer, too?” she asked, realizing he had said these shots were for the book.

“No. It’s just easier to take my own photos.”

But he did have an eye for it. Sara could see that. He shifted to the left, looked up at the sky, in and out of the lens, adjusting his shots, adjusting his zoom lens.

“It’s not called number 25 anymore.” There was an address plate above the mailbox, to the right of the door, with its single brick step leading down to the walk. It was a quiet street, with no traffic and little activity. The light blue house looked lonely, lacking in foliage or flowers. “Do the owners know a murder happened here?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never spoken to the owner. The house is owned by a trust and when I contacted the lawyer in charge of it, he gave me a big old no when I asked permission to take interior photos. He tried to tell me the crime happened in the house next door.”

“How do you know it didn’t?”

He turned and looked up at her. His dark eyes were unreadable. “Trust me. I know. I do my research.”

Sara shivered. The hair on her arms had suddenly gone up, even though it was an easy eighty-five degrees. She looked past him to the house again. “What do you know about Anne Donovan? How did she end up here? Drugs, alcohol, or poverty? Or all of the above?”

“From witness accounts of her behavior, it was poverty. No one mentions drugs or alcohol at all.”

“In relation to her. They said her lover used opium and alcohol.”

“Yes. Absinthe in particular.”

The heat and humidity were bothering Sara, which had to be the lack of sleep. She was used to the air feeling like a wet towel on her head, since she had spent the majority of her life in Southern Florida. But she felt like she needed some water desperately, dizziness creeping up on her in unexpected waves. There was also a persistent ache in her right side that she thought might feel better if she wasn’t standing, so she forced herself to squat down on the sidewalk next to Gabriel. Pulling her skirt over her knees, she found her balance. She didn’t actually want her legs or backside to make contact with the ground.

“Is absinthe alcohol? I think I’ve heard of it, but I’m not sure.”

“It’s the famed Green Fairy, an alcoholic drink made with oil of wormwood, and served diluted with sugar water. It was thought to have hallucinogenic and addictive properties, so it was made illegal in the early twentieth century.”

“Does it?” Sara turned to Gabriel, wobbling slightly. She wasn’t strong enough to hold herself up without effort, though he wasn’t having any problem.

Gabriel stared back, close enough to her that she could see the faint blond stubble on his chin. “It’s addictive in the sense that once you’ve been to that place where you feel brilliant and charming, intelligent and attractive, you want to revisit it frequently. And eventually you never want to leave.”

Then he stood up, abruptly, and crossed the street without looking either way. It had almost sounded like he had personal experience with addiction himself. Or maybe she was just reading that into everyone because she was so hyper-aware from her own problems. With the sleeping pills, she hadn’t wanted to feel intelligent and attractive, she had just wanted to sleep. Hard. To escape. And there had come a time when she hadn’t wanted to wake up, to get out of bed, and that had scared her. That’s when she’d gone to rehab.

Maybe Gabriel had a story. Maybe he didn’t. Sara watched him take pictures of the front door, of the shutters, of the street going right and left, and the street sign. It was a strange surreal moment, the lonely, lovely little house behind him, sagging under the weight of its history, yet forging ahead, while Gabriel paced in the sunlight. He was an odd juxtaposition– fast and sporadic when he was in motion, yet completely and utterly still when he wasn’t, and she liked to watch him. If anyone had told Sara two years ago she would be hunched down on the dirty cobblestones in New Orleans staring at a true crime writer she would have laughed. She hadn’t expected to go anywhere, least of all this city. Yet her life had irrevocably changed and she had arrived in this moment for better or for worse.

The sky was fabulously blue behind the house, white clouds floating by, framing the roof. The third floor windows were dusty, but the light was hitting them, enough so that when her eye roamed over the left window, she could see that a man was staring straight back at her from behind the glass. Sara lost her balance and fell sideways onto the sidewalk, her heart racing. No one had been there before, she was sure of it. She caught herself and looked back up at the window. There was nothing there now.

“Gabriel!” she called, though she wasn’t sure why. It was probably just the owner, curious to see who was out on the street. Who was staring at his house.

“Yeah?”

He turned and looked at her in question, his profile framed by the front door of the house behind him, and Sara felt the hair raise on her arms again, skin cool and clammy in the heat. She tried to stand up, but couldn’t seem to figure out how to get vertical without spilling backwards onto her butt or forward onto her knees. So she stayed put and nervously called, “There’s someone in the house.”

Gabriel was already crossing the street, his long strides eating up the steps so that he was in front of her in seconds, holding out his hand to give her much needed help. “How do you know someone’s home?”

She clasped her hand in his gratefully, and let his strength pull her up off the sidewalk. “Thanks.” Letting go of him, she brushed the back of her skirt. “I saw someone in the third floor window.”

They both looked up. There was no one there.

“Well, I can take pictures of the exterior, whether the owner likes it or not.”

That was true. And Sara wasn’t sure why the man had unnerved her so much. It was just unexpected, that face staring down on her. “Do you have any historic pictures of the house?”

“The oldest one I could find is from 1910.”

“Did you grow up here?” she asked, as Gabriel gestured for them to start walking. Sara had actually been born in New Orleans, the result of her mother’s brief affair with a bouncer on Bourbon Street. Her mother had been a normal, slightly rebellious but not outrageous, suburban middle-class teenager until her own mother had been murdered. Then within six months, Sara’s mother had ran away from her father, was drinking heavily and dancing in a nightclub, lying about her age since she was underage. By the time Sara was born, the bouncer was gone and so was her mother’s job, but a new boyfriend had taken Jessie and her baby in. Two years after that, on her eighteenth birthday, her mother had run off to Florida with a retired doctor, who had brains and a lot of money, but not enough sense to know his young girlfriend was playing him for cash.

When he’d died, Jessie had started fresh with a house of her own, and had cut off all ties to her past until her father had tracked them down when Sara won a scholarship to Tulane and had her name listed in the New Orleans paper.

Her mother had refused to speak to her father. And Sara had been too scared to take the scholarship and move to New Orleans, which would entail defying her mother, who claimed to hate her family and New Orleans, with no explanation as to why. So Sara had gone to Florida State instead, and never found the peace she’d been looking for, the connection to her mother, the need to understand what had motivated her for her entire life. Never got to hear her mother’s true feelings about losing her own mother at such a young age.

Now Sara was the one who had lost her mother, and she hadn’t dealt with it any better than her mother before her had.

“I did grow up here,” Gabriel said, cutting across the street diagonally. “I can’t live anywhere else.” He glanced back. “What are you thinking about?”

“Nothing. The city. Why?” She pushed her sunglasses up on her nose.

“Because you forgot to watch your feet. So I knew you were thinking hard.”

Sara stopped walking. He was right. She’d forgotten to watch for holes in the sidewalk. Yet it made her sound like such a freak. “I wasn’t thinking hard. I was just thinking about the fact that I was smart not to take the scholarship I got to Tulane… that it was stupid at seventeen to think that I should leave home and all my friends to come here, where I was born, for no reason.”

“Really? Then why did you want to come here in the first place?”

That was the goddamn rub, wasn’t it? “I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.” And how completely annoying that Gabriel had honed straight in on the crux of her dilemma. She wanted answers, wanted to know why her mother had made the choices she had. And the truth Sara needed to come to terms with was that there probably were no answers to her questions.

Side hurting again, Sara rubbed it with the palm of her hand, and looked around her. “Where are we, anyway? This isn’t the way we got here, is it?”

“No. We’re going in the opposite direction. To the cemetery.”

Chapter Four

 
Gabriel had expected Sara to protest. It was clearly on her lips to say no, but she surprised him, just like she had with his suggestion to head to Bourbon Street. She had agreed to the cemetery trip simply by following him. Only now they were at the gates of St. Louis #1, having crossed N. Rampart to the shortest “Walk” sign ever created, and the cemetery was locked.

“Damn. They close the gate at 3:30. We must have just missed it.” But he wanted pictures of the cemetery, of Anne’s tomb. The light was still good, the sky a crisp cerulean, and he was here. He didn’t want to come back. He didn’t like the cemetery any more than Sara did, given the way she was rubbing her arms like she was cold, and crossing her ankles, eyes wary.

To Gabriel, the cemetery symbolized the fact that he could never die, that much better people than him left this mortal realm, some far too soon, and he was condemned, by his own misconduct, to walk the earth forever without purpose. The cemetery made him angry, and it frustrated him that he was denied entrance, figuratively and literally. He didn’t often use his strength, chose largely to ignore what he was and what he was capable of, but he wanted in, so he reached out, picked up the lock, and yanked it down.

It broke, separating so that he could easily detach it from the gate. “Look at that,” he said, showing Sara the busted pieces, before shoving the gate open. “Guess we can go in after all.”

Sara made a sound of protest. “Gabriel! It was locked for a reason. They don’t want us in there.”

He was already moving inside, knowing she would follow him. Her fear of the cemetery, of breaking the rules, wasn’t nearly as great as her fear of being left alone. The shells crunched under his feet as he walked, and pausing at the first tomb on the right he turned back to her. “Come on, Sara. It’s not a big deal.”

“The gate was locked.” She had inched forward, just inside the gate, but she was peeking around like she expected to get arrested for trespassing, or maybe to encounter either a mugger or a ghost.

“I’ll replace the broken lock. But since it’s open, we might as well take some pictures. I’ll show you Anne’s tomb.” He wasn’t sure why he didn’t just let the whole thing drop. Why he didn’t just turn around and take Sara back to his apartment. But he thought she needed to be pushed. Or maybe he wanted to be pushed, and if he pushed her, she’d push back.

They had a lot in common. Both living in a precarious little isolation tent, struggling to survive, to be normal. Kidding themselves. Lying and ignoring the blatant truth– that they were clinging to the edge, one stumble short of going over the side.

“Come on,” he said again, and this time he reached out, took Sara’s hand in his, and pulled her forward into the cemetery.

She sucked in a quick breath, and looked up at him with luminous blue eyes. Her head went back and forth, a protest, but at the same time, she walked forward, settling in beside him, her hand light and warm in his. It had been a long time since he had touched anyone, and the sensation of warmth, of her hand lightly shifting in his, their skin caressing, felt so acutely good, so intense and real, that painful longing rose up in him. The desperate need for someone to share pleasure, conversation, time with. Futile, ridiculous wants that he had no business entertaining.

So he let go of her hand and moved forward at a pace he knew she couldn’t match.

He was standing in front of the tomb he had paid for, that held the remains of Anne Donovan, when Sara stopped next to him and said, “It’s very peaceful in here.”

“Yes.” It was. The cemetery was quiet, the sun silently beating down on the many white tombs, casting a shadow over the front of Anne’s tomb. “This is where Anne Donovan is buried.”

“How do you know? There’s no faceplate.”

“It fell off. Marble tends to crack from the moist climate, and then it just drops off without warning.” And he hadn’t replaced it. Wasn’t exactly sure why not, but he hadn’t. “But church records indicate this is the correct tomb. She’s interned in it alone.” Another point to which he felt some guilt. It made no logical sense, given he knew her soul didn’t reside in the brick structure, but in New Orleans tombs were crowded, families buried together, the bones of three, eight, twenty people all together in one tomb. It seemed a comfort, an appropriate display of connectedness to other mortal beings. Anne lay alone. In death as she had in life.

“I read that John Thiroux paid for the burial.”

“Yes. She was cremated first.”

“I wonder why?”

Because he hadn’t been able to handle the image of her body, once so young and attractive, decaying beneath its brutal wounds.

“I don’t know.” It was an attractive tomb, with a wrought iron gate around it, tidy and recently painted, a weeping angel statue resting pensively on top. Gabriel hadn’t wanted that damn angel statue, had been appalled when he’d first seen it a hundred and fifty years ago, but he had given his lawyer at the time the funds for the tomb and had him handle all the details. He’d been too grief and guilt stricken, too chronically drunk to make the arrangements on his own, and it was of course the ultimate irony that the lawyer had chosen the symbol of an angel weeping to decorate the top of the tomb.

“How do you know she was cremated? I thought the Catholic Church didn’t allow that then.”

Caught in his own truthes. “Maybe I just thought I read that.” Lifting his camera, he took shots of the tomb, of the angel.

“It must have been a sad, lonely funeral.”

Gabriel shook his head, wondering if that would have been better or worse than the spectacle he could still see and hear and feel as clearly as if it were the day before. “Quite the contrary. People have an intense fascination for murder. Anne Donovan’s funeral was a crowded, throbbing mob of morbid curiosity-seekers. It rained that day, a torrent of steaming, warm water, and the street, the sidewalks, the cemetery, were a sliding, muddy mess. The temperature had dropped twenty degrees with the storm, and there was a fog, so that all you could see was the black hat in front of you, and the tombs rising suddenly out of the mist. A fitting ending to a gruesome death.” And Gabriel had also seen a woman who had approached him, a child’s hand clasped tightly in her own, her face pinched with anxiety, cheeks streaked with tears. She had slapped him soundly, straight across the cheek, penetrating the fog of the air, his brain, the ever-present guilt. It had been Anne’s cousin, or so she had said, and she urged him passage to hell, before retreating, never to be seen or heard from again.

But the irony was that Gabriel had already been condemned to a personal hell long before receiving her vehement request. He was still in it.

Sara leaned against the wrought iron gate surrounding the tomb and stared at the blank spot left by the crumbled face plate. “No one deserves to die like that. It’s obvious, isn’t it? Yet so true.”

Her arm brushed his, the top of her head only coming up to his chin. Gabriel was surprised again at how petite she was, at how fragile she could look, yet how determined her voice was. “This must be hard for you, because of your mother.”

A sigh slid out of her mouth. “It is.” Fingers gripped the fleur de lis spikes of the fence. “Her funeral was similar to Anne’s in that there was tons of media coverage. Spectators. It was noisy and obnoxious, and disrespectful. And everything was happening so fast in those first few days, the police questions changing, always shifting, always looking for something, the media searching for the angle, trying to figure out which way to take the story. I really wasn’t aware of it at the time, I was just numb, trying to help the investigation, trying to deal with the details, and the shock. The police were at the funeral, a good ten strong, in full patrolmen uniform. It was to ensure crowd control, they said, but it was so invasive. And the paper made a big deal out of me showing up with Rafe… but the thing is, he cared more about my mom than anyone else. He and I were friends. Of course I would go with him.”

“You went with Rafe?” Gabriel knew that actually from reading the articles online about Sara’s mother’s death, but he wanted to hear what Sara would say about him.

“It was completely normal to go with my mom’s boyfriend given that I don’t have any other family.” A finger slipped under her sunglasses and wiped at her eye, but he didn’t think she was crying. “At the time I didn’t realize he was the primary suspect. It only took the police five days to decide he was guilty and arrest him for murder, but it took nearly a year to acquit him in court.”

“Like John Thiroux.” Him. “Is that why you’re interested in this case? Or is it strictly your mother’s case that you want to solve?”

“No. I want to solve both. Though I don’t think my mother’s murder is solvable at this point. I came more to see if forensics could shed light on Anne’s case, and yes, because there are strange similarities. The weapon used, the method of the murderer– killing them in bed. Boyfriend’s accused. Boyfriend’s who discovered them.” And something else that Sara suspected no one else knew, not even Gabriel. That Anne Donovan was the great-grandmother of Jessie Michaels. That before her mother had died, she had received a copy of the original newspaper article announcing Anne Donovan’s murder.

Sara hadn’t told the police, or Rafe, or Gabriel, what her mother had gotten anonymously in the mail thirty-six hours before her death because Sara had the horrible feeling that only one man could have known about the connection, and confirmation of that would shatter her. Some answers were far worse than never knowing at all. She shouldn’t even be talking to Gabriel about her feelings, emotions over her mother’s case, but he was easy to talk to. He stood and listened, and there was never any judgment written on his face. It was like he understood he had no right to cast stones, but at the same time he was capable of compassion, rational discourse.

“I would guess there have been a lot of boyfriends accused of killing their lovers. And I’m sure a large percentage actually did it,” Gabriel said.

“Do you think he did it? John Thiroux?” Sara stared hard at the tomb, at the crumbling square where a name and date should have been, but was gone, obliterated, like the woman behind the stone. The surface blurred and crossed in front of her eyes, the heat enveloping Sara and closing up her throat.

“I haven’t read all the documents yet. We don’t have the DNA results from the knife back yet. I don’t know if he did it or not.”

It shouldn’t even matter. But it did. Sara felt that if she could figure out what had happened to Anne Donovan, she could figure out the pieces of her own life. She could triumph over death, let the past go, face the future with hope. Go back to work. Be normal.

The grieving process was different for everyone. Sara found that hers included striving desperately to find ways in which she could exert control, rebel against a universe that dictated her fate.

“We’re going to pick this apart until we have an answer,” she said. “For Anne. For my mother.”

Gabriel made a sound. “It’s for you and I, too, Sara, as much as it is for them. We need to know, don’t we? But the thing is, there may be no answer.”

She believed him, even though she hated it, even though she wondered why it mattered to him. What did he care, really? This was her family, her past, her present, her future. Not his.

The dizziness wasn’t abating, and the cemetery suddenly felt stifling, claustrophobic. “Can we leave? I need a drink of water.”

And without waiting for him, she turned and headed towards the gate, sliding in the gravel in her flip flops. When she burst out onto the front sidewalk, she felt like she could breathe again. But the anxiety didn’t go away.

She wondered if it ever would.

* * *

 
After stopping for water from a street vendor Sara had decided to go back to her apartment and try to sleep, and Gabriel figured that was probably the best thing for her. She had looked pasty and clammy in the cemetery, actually swaying on her feet slightly as she turned to leave.

The water seemed to help, restoring color to her face, and she had bought a granola bar and eaten it before getting in her car to head back. Gabriel had accepted her plea to postpone their trip to Bourbon Street until the following night, and he walked back to his apartment, feet comfortable on the uneven sidewalks. He had lived in the French Quarter for a hundred and fifty years, had never lived anywhere else on earth, and he appreciated its familiarity. He knew every crack, every building, every nuance, every odd local, and every change that occurred, however slight. Intentionally, he chose to cut down Bourbon, to pass the bars that were already gearing up for Friday night. To force himself to walk past signs that advertised beer as three for the price of one. Hand grenades. Mojitos. Jager bombs. To smell the unique odor of beer, bleach, and fried food.

It gave him a feeling of power, of control, an encouragement that he was still his own master, when he could stroll past temptation to drink every three feet and not succumb. In his human body it was easier to fall prey to weakness and sin, to struggle the way mortals did. It had been meant to serve as a source of understanding for him as he had watched and protected those around him, but it had only accelerated his fall. Illuminated his own flaws and stoked his craving for escape from the overwhelming reality of human pain and suffering.

Whenever Gabriel started down Bourbon Street, he always wondered what would happen if one day he could no longer traverse the hot coals, and picked up a drink. But so far he had always resisted, and he did again.

Only to arrive home and find Alex waiting just inside his courtyard gate, lounging in Gabriel’s wrought iron chair reading the newspaper.

The gate was still locked, of course. Alex was fond of the dramatic.

Gabriel sighed, not feeling up to dealing with Alex and his manipulations, but at the same time grateful Sara had gone home. He didn’t want Alex encountering her. “What are you doing here?”

Alex smiled, a charming smile full of straight white teeth. “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“I wasn’t aware we were ever friends.” Gabriel walked straight past him, and headed for the stairs.

Following him, Alex said, “I think technically our relationship is more like that of brothers. We were angels once together. Now we’re demons. Grigori demon brothers.” Alex laughed. “I like that. It sounds like we’re a circus act. The Amazing Grigori Demon Brothers will dazzle you with their scintillating feats of sin.”

Gabriel rolled his eyes as he jogged up the stairs.

“Hey, you’re not laughing. That was funny. I’m funny.”

“Whatever.” He opened his front door and went in, dropping the camera on his end table. Ignoring Alex, he headed for the kitchen. Lunch was long gone, and he was hungry.

“Since you have no manners whatsoever, I’ll just invite myself in and make myself comfortable,” Alex called from the living room.

“I knew you would.” Gabriel couldn’t even bring himself to ask Alex why he was paying him a visit, even if he was curious. He didn’t want to show any interest at all, because Alex–like all the other Grigori demons–were not men Gabriel wanted to spend time with. They were a reminder of what he had been, what he was, what he thought in his heart and soul he was better than, but time showed over and over he wasn’t.

As Gabriel pulled out a frozen burrito and tore off the wrapper, Alex said, “I’m looking for Marguerite. Have you seen her?”

Gabriel paused in shoving the burrito into the microwave and glanced back. He couldn’t see Alex, who was probably sitting on the couch. “I haven’t seen Marguerite in years.” Didn’t want to. Marguerite had betrayed him during his trial and he trusted her even less than the rest of the Grigori.

“No? I hadn’t realized that. But if you do see her, please let me know. I need to speak to her about something and she’s been gone for months, and I can’t seem to find her.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to be found. At least not by you.” When the bell dinged, Gabriel removed the burrito from the microwave and dropped it on a paper towel.

Alex sounded offended. “I’m her father. We have a good relationship.”

Gabriel didn’t know what constituted a quality relationship between a demon and his half-demon daughter, but Alex and Marguerite did seem to get along. But it had nothing to do with him. “I’ll let her know if I see her, but I can’t imagine I will.”

“You don’t get out much, do you?”

“No.” That was intentional. Gabriel walked into the living room, taking a bite out of his snack, and found Alex sitting on the couch looking at his camera.

“Who’s the blonde?” Alex turned the camera around and Gabriel saw Sara on the viewing screen, standing on the street, in profile.

Damn. The idea that Alex would even know of Sara’s existence made him uncomfortable. Striving to sound casual, not wanting to alert Alex in any way, he just shrugged. “Just a girl who does some research for me.”

“She could be hot if she didn’t look like she’s just come off a three-day bender only to find out her cat died.” Alex made a face at Sara’s image, his lip curling up. “You could do better than this if you’re looking for a little fun.”

Gabriel didn’t agree with Alex’s assessment of Sara at all, but that wasn’t the point. “I’m not looking for fun. It’s a business relationship.” Not that he wouldn’t like to explore other, more intimate possibilities, but it couldn’t happen. He wouldn’t allow it to happen.

Alex set down the camera and gave him a wry look. “I don’t doubt it. You’re not exactly known for being a fun guy. What I have never been able to figure out is why you don’t just embrace what you are. You’re fallen. You’re a demon. Live it up a little, Gabe. Enjoy it.”

Yet Gabriel still had a conscience, where Alex had none. Or at least Alex could rationalize his way through anything. “Your concern is touching, but I’m fine.”

“What you are is in a purgatory of your own making. You don’t seek redemption, but you don’t embrace sin either.” Alex stood up, frowning at him. “It’s like you have no purpose– you exist just to exist.” He clapped him on the shoulder. “Take care. I’ll see you around.”

And he was gone, leaving Gabriel with a half chewed bite of burrito in his mouth and the knowledge that Alex was right. Until he knew if he had killed Anne or not, he could never move on.

To what he didn’t know, but that was a step for another day.

First he had to get to the truth before the doubt consumed him and the loneliness eventually drove him back to comfort of the bottle.

 
* * *

Sara was struggling to stay awake, knowing it would be a disaster to take a nap at five in the afternoon when she was already having trouble sleeping at night. She paced back and forth in her apartment, hating the dingy gray carpet, the purple and gray tweed sofa. It was cheap furniture, but that wasn’t what bothered her–she didn’t need labels or expensive fabrics. What she didn’t like was that it had no character. Nothing in the room reflected her–her likes, dislikes, interests. She loved houseplants and artwork, soft, aging quilts, and flat screen TVs with Tivo so she could watch all the reality shows she couldn’t get enough of.

It had only been two days, and she was already realizing that she was no transient. It wasn’t her personality. She needed her possessions, her life, surrounding her with familiarity and a sense of comfort, of sturdiness. But her life was all boxed up in a storage unit in Naples.

When the phone rang, she dove for it, grateful for the distraction from her sleepiness. She was afraid if she sat down, she’d be out for the count, and then all possibility of actual REM that night would disappear.

“Hello?”

“Is this Sara Michaels?”

“Yes.” Wishing she had checked the number on the screen, Sara answered cautiously.

“This is Robert Blackman with the Naples Daily News, and I wanted to speak to you about Dr. Marino’s acquittal.”

Shit. Sara sighed. “No comment.”

“Is it true you’ve moved to New Orleans?”

“Who told you that?” she asked, shocked. It sent shivers up her spine to realize they were watching her, tracking her, in essence. Then in an attempt at recovery, hoping he would drop the issue, she added, “No, it’s not true.”

“No? But I know you’ve sold your condo and your mother’s house and quit your job. So when Dr. Marino moves to the west coast, you’ll be going with him then?”

A shudder of disgust rolled over Sara. “No.” She hung up, shaking. It wasn’t over. It had followed her.

But she had known that all along. She could run, but she couldn’t hide.

And the whole truth she had been trying so damn hard to accept and act on was that it was time to turn and face it.

Conquer it.

She picked up the phone with shaking fingers and dialed Gabriel.

“Hi, it’s Sara.”

Gabriel sounded surprised, but maybe, she hoped, pleasantly so. “Hi. How are you feeling?”

“Much better.” Sort of. Sara took a deep breath. “Is the invitation to hit Bourbon Street still open? I think it could be fun after all.”

If she had been worried about his reaction, he gave her a good one. He was definitely surprised. Definitely pleased. He answered without hesitation. “Of course it’s still open. And maybe we can grab some dinner first. The street doesn’t get really interesting until after ten.”

“Great. I’ll be over in about an hour.” Just enough time to get ready. The idea of a drink on Bourbon Street suddenly held a hell of a lot of appeal.

 
* * *

 
October 9, 1849
 
Interview with Mr. Thiroux, conducted by William Davidson
 
Mr. Thiroux willingly agreed to questioning, and refused the right to contact his attorney. Interview was conducted in his suite on Royal Street, at the corner of Orleans. Mr. Thiroux expressed what appeared to me to be sincere remorse and regret over the death of Miss Donovan, and indicated he would be paying for her burial, as there is no family to take care of arrangements and expenses.
When asked to explain what happened on the night in question, Mr. Thiroux gave this account:
“I had several glasses of absinthe and smoked a small amount of opium. I fell asleep shortly after arriving at eight pm. When I awoke it was dark and I thought Anne was sleeping, since I could see she was on the bed, her arm lying by her side. I decided to sketch her and began to do so, after a few moments moving closer to see the expression on her face. I slipped in her blood on the floor, and glancing up, saw what had been done to her. She was obviously dead, horrifically so, so I went for Madame Conti. First though, I disgraced myself by vomiting on the floor, so shocked I was by the sight before me of what had been done to a woman I cared a great deal for.”
If no one else entered the house, if there was no struggle or resistance from Miss Donovan, which witnesses verify, the sad conclusion I must draw is that Mr. Thiroux, under the influence of inebriants, entered into a violent rage and murdered his lover, with no premeditation, or memory of the incident. It is a horrific testament to the rage drink can bring out in a man, and Miss Donovan paid the ultimate price of liquor.
 
* * *

Chapter Five

 
 
 
ARREST IMMINENT!

 
October 10, 1849- The police in three days have gone from being prepared to dismiss the murder of Miss Donovan as unsolvable, to having Mr. John Thiroux virtually TRIED and CONVICTED of the crime even prior to his arrest. No attempts have been made to investigate alternative suspects, and official police reports read by this reporter indicate sights are firmly set on the prosecution of the artist, philanthropist, and quiet scholar.
Temperance advocates, gather your arguments, as this case will prove to be a testing ground for the tolerance of the citizens of New Orleans to excessive drinking and pharmaceutical use. Choose your side and line up accordingly, as the impact on our local businesses, residences, and the very tenor of our city could be drastically altered by conclusions drawn regarding the crime of murder and its correlation to alcohol consumption.
* * *

 
“So just like that, they arrested John Thiroux?” Sara asked Gabriel, seated across the table from her at Brennan’s restaurant on Royal Street. “With no evidence?” She ran her finger around the rim of her wine glass and turned the facts around in her head. It was interesting to sit and talk and work through the case logically, detached, removed by more than a century from the grim realty. For the first time, she could see the appeal of what Gabriel did for a living. Playing Hercule Poirot, but with no one to let down if you couldn’t actually reach any conclusions. Much easier than thinking about her mom.

The sudden change of tenor in the original Anne Donovan investigation struck her as odd. Was Thiroux’s arrest really media driven? The police were afraid of negative press? It seemed too broad of a leap to make so early in her reading and research, but there had been a clear shift in the four days from murder to arrest.

“Well, there was evidence. He was in the room, he had blood on his hands. No one heard a struggle. No sign of any forced entry. Circumstantially, it would appear that John Thiroux was the logical suspect. As for motive, well, that’s dicier, but he certainly had the opportunity.” Gabriel spread a thick glob of butter on a piece of crusty French bread and bit it.

He’d already had three equally burdened slices and Sara was eyeing the butter with longing. It wasn’t fair that Gabriel was tall and lean, yet he could eat half a stick of butter without batting an eye or seeming to gain a pound. If she ate that, she would sprout love handles spontaneously by the time the check for dinner arrived.

“If you think about it, under the exact same circumstances today, they would definitely take the person present at the scene in for questioning. You have to admit, he looks guilty.” Gabriel bit the second half of the slice of bread, finishing it off.

“But you don’t think he is, do you?” Otherwise she didn’t think he would be investigating and writing about the case.

“I think it’s all oddly inconsistent. We have a man, with no history of violence, under the influence of opium, which is a passive drug, and intoxicated from absinthe, which is non-hallucinogenic.”

“You think. You said at the time they thought absinthe was a hallucinogenic. And can you really know what it was he took that night?”

“No, I guess not. We just have his words. And I’m sure quality of the product varied.” After sipping his water, Gabriel added, “But he stayed in the room. He sketched her. Why would he do that?”

“Because he had no clue what he was doing, what he had just done, out of it on drugs. Or because he took a sick pleasure in it? So he wouldn’t get caught leaving the house with blood on him?” Sara shrugged. “I don’t know. Why do criminals do anything? Crimes are random and weird.” She glanced over at the restaurant’s courtyard, its lush trees swaying in the night breeze, the fountain lit with a soft spotlight. There were tables out there, but none were being used, and it looked lonely, hidden, secretive.

“Not as random as you think. The reasons for murder are usually fairly simple. Greed. Rage. Curiosity. Greed is calculating, rage is messy, and curiosity kills are staged. It’s the psychopath who curiosity–kills, and psychopaths all have two things in common–they feel no remorse and they don’t want to be caught.”

“Was John Thiroux a psychopath?”

Gabriel’s dark eyes stared steadily at her. “I don’t think in this case anyone at the time ever considered it could be a premeditated crime. They seemed to assume it was a crime of passion, and I would have to agree, given the frenzy of the kill. Mutilating the face is considered a personal crime by modern profilers. If he did it, he probably wasn’t a psychopath, because it would be odd for him to stay at the scene of the crime. Psychopaths don’t want to be caught, and you would think he would have planned an escape if he had intended to kill her. But the police and the prosecutor never approached the murder as intentional. The entire court case revolved around Thiroux’s culpability, his state of mind at the time of murder… was he conscious of his actions? Strong enough in his stupor to kill violently? The coroner thought only a person of great strength could have committed the crime. The prosecutor contended that in a drunken rage, anyone can wield a knife to that fatal affect.”

Unfortunately, Sara figured the prosecutor probably had the right of it. Adrenalin and rage could allow almost anyone to kill when the victim was in a vulnerable position like Anne had been– in bed, possibly asleep already. “But if it wasn’t him, who was it? Could someone have come in and murdered her while he was just sitting there drugged out?” Sara had a hard time picturing that. It seemed like he would have heard something. Had a sense of danger. But then again, she knew what two sedatives at bedtime could do. Her house could have burned down around her some nights and she wouldn’t have known. That had been the point.

“Someone she knew? A stranger? I don’t know. But I imagine it wasn’t all that hard for someone to come and go undetected. The neighbors were used to seeing various men in and out of the house. No one would have paid attention.”

“But none of the women in the house said they saw anyone.”

He gave her a rueful smile. “Didn’t most of them also claim to be occupied at the time?”

Sara felt an inexplicable blush creep up her face, which irritated her. They were prostitutes, of course they had been having sex. That wasn’t news, nor was it anything to be embarrassed about, since it wasn’t like she was talking about sex in relation to herself. Yet for some reason, there was heat in her cheeks as Gabriel smiled at her. “Yes, I think all but two of them were supposed to be occupied with men.”

“And people living in that area, in that house, in that hand-to-mouth, vicious lifestyle tend to keep their nose to the ground and mind their own business. They don’t want to be involved in anything that might negatively impact them. We see that today too. You can have a gang shooting with seventy-five witnesses and they’ll all claim they didn’t see a thing.”

“I’m sure.” Sara shifted back to let the server set her salad down on the table in front of her. When he retreated she asked Gabriel, “So what is the ultimate question here?”

“Did John Thiroux kill Anne Donovan. That’s the ultimate question. How intoxicated was he and could a man in that state of inebriation kill with that kind of fury? If he didn’t do it, who could have? If he did do it, how was it possible that he got away with it? And if forensic science had existed in the nineteenth century, could they have solved the crime? Or is the human factor of the jury always the deciding factor in a criminal case in court regardless of the forensic evidence?”

“Can we really answer any of those?” The task seemed daunting. The records were sparse. The evidence for the most part unavailable to them. Sara considered herself a lab technician, not an investigator. She conducted serological and DNA analysis of unknown substances and evidentiary material from crime scenes and then wrote a report about it. Even though she was determining questions like whether a dried rust colored liquid was blood or not, and if blood, whether or not it was human, she wasn’t involved in actually connecting that information to the criminal investigation. Wasn’t sure she knew where to start.

But Gabriel raised his water glass to her in a cocky toast. “We’re going to try.” Then he glanced over at her salad as she stabbed a cranberry and his mouth curved up. “The Degas salad, huh?”

“It’s very good,” she said, not sure how to read the expression on his face. He looked like something had amused him, a private joke. “Have you ever had it?”

Gabriel didn’t answer, his fork sitting unused next to his own chopped salad. “I haven’t been here in a long time.” He glanced around the restaurant. “It hasn’t changed much.”

“It’s very nice.” It was. A quiet, elegant restaurant with well-trained staff. She had been surprised that it had been his choice for a spontaneous dinner, for some reason expecting him to suggest sandwiches or burgers. “I guess the salad is named for the artist Degas. Didn’t he live here for a while?”

“For about a year. So he gets a salad named after him.”

“Maybe it’s not named after him. Maybe it’s a coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in coincidences.”

Sara swallowed her mouthful of lettuce and pecans and stared across the table, past the dancing candlelight in the votive, at Gabriel. He was an attractive man, his skin flawless, his cheekbones graceful, chin proud, hair unexplainably long, yet perfect for him. Overall it was a pleasant package of a man. Worth glancing twice at it, but nothing so extraordinary you should remember five minutes after walking past. Just another reasonably good-looking male. It seemed that should be the case. Until she met his gaze, and was reminded every time of how she couldn’t dismiss him, couldn’t push him from her thoughts. When she met those brown eyes, whether by intention or an accident, they arrested her. Just absolutely stopped her, drew her in, held her. And she could see depth there, sorrow, a silent, desperate plea.

It had to be her. She was seeing what she wanted to see. Reflecting her own emotions onto him. Wanting to not be alone in her confusion, her grief, her search for a future that she could understand, embrace.

“What do you believe in?” she asked.

That sent his gaze skittering over her left shoulder. Then he picked up his fork. “I don’t know. I’ve forgotten.”

Definite secrets there. A story. “Like you don’t hear music anymore?”

“Yeah, something like that.” He stabbed his salad. “So how long have you been a forensic scientist?”

Not very subtle, but she’d let him change the subject if he needed to. “Seven years. I got my degree eight years ago, but since I haven’t been working this year I guess I can’t call it being a forensic scientist for eight years.”

“Don’t beat yourself up for taking some time off.”

Easier said than done. “I can’t help it. It makes me feel useless.”

He shrugged. “So be useless for awhile. Who cares? You’re entitled to be useless in your grief for a bit.”

Sara was so shocked by his response that she actually let out a brief laugh. She had expected a pep talk, a variation of the same one she’d heard from friends repeatedly over the past year about how she needed to forge ahead, work through it. No one had ever given her permission to be useless before.

“Who the hell said you had to spend every minute doing something meaningful? You can’t busy work your emotions away.”

God, that was the truth. She had tried to do that for two months after her mother’s death, and had discovered that when she ignored her feelings, they just reared up and bit her in the ass when she was least expecting it. “You’re absolutely right.”

Finishing her wine, she stared at him in wonderment. It was odd, surreal, weird, yet so completely right that she was sitting across from him, at that particular moment. And with one casual sentence, he had banished a year’s worth of guilt she had been carrying around. She had been through something brutal and debilitating, and while some people could brazen their way through, she couldn’t. And that was okay.

“So you’re a writer, a pianist, a photographer, and a philosopher. What other hidden talents do you have? Tell me about yourself.”

Tell me your story, she really wanted to say. Share that pain in your eyes with me. It was a palpable need, the urge to hear his sorrow, to comfort him the way he was with her, just by his company. His silent acceptance of her oddities.

“What do you want to hear?”

Everything. “Why the Degas salad bothers you.”

Gabriel laughed. “It just does. No other painter gets a salad. What makes him so special?”

Sara dropped her fork, suddenly getting it. “You paint too, don’t you?”

“No. Not anymore.”

Of course. Not anymore. “What do you still do?”

“I write true crime books.” He lifted his fork, smile charming. “And I have dinner with beautiful blonde women.”

“One at a time, or in groups?” Sara couldn’t believe those words came out of her mouth. She was flirting. She actually remembered how, and she was enjoying it.

“Always one on one. I prefer no distractions.”

She had the feeling that she would really enjoy being the sole focus of Gabriel’s romantic intentions. “Are you distracted easily?” Sara picked up her glass of chardonnay, swishing the liquid around and around before taking a sip.

His eyes dropped to her glass before immediately returning to her face. “No. I’m not distracted easily. I’m tenacious in my pursuit of what I want, whether it’s wise or not.”

If that was a warning, Sara was fairly sure her hormones weren’t heeding it. She felt the smooth caress of his words all the way down her body, and the warmth between her thighs wasn’t the result of wine.

“What is it that you want?” she asked him, knowing she was being reckless, flirting both with Gabriel and danger.

If a certain small part of her wanted the excitement of hearing him say “you” she should have expected that didn’t mesh with what she knew of Gabriel’s personality. He wasn’t a charmer, nor was he always obvious.

“I want to solve a murder. Then do it again.”

Of course he did. So did she. But it still felt deflating to hear him say it so baldly. Which was ridiculous. She had no intention of engaging in any sort of affair with him.

“Then I’ll be free to pursue other things I want.”

And that was all it took to re-ignite her desire.

* * *

 
Sara had envisioned Bourbon Street as a sort of really long pub crawl, and while that was accurate, nothing had prepared her for the assault of sound, smell, and sights. There were people everywhere, walking in and out of bars and clubs, talking, laughing, spilling drinks, grabbing beads thrown off of balconies, and groping each other companionably. Music poured from every direction, spun by djs and played by live cover bands. Lights blinked and flashed, splashing across the dark, humid night, bright and raucous, yet somehow never entirely penetrating the corners and side street shadows.

“Hey, how about a lap dance for your lady?” a doorman said to Gabriel with a wink.

Gabriel shook his head. “No, thanks.” But then he turned to her. “Unless you want one.”

“Uh, no.” Definitely not her thing. Though looking around, she was starting to wonder what was her thing. She’d been pelted on the head by a set of Mardi Gras beads, which hadn’t really been all that fun. She was wearing them now over her t-shirt to blend in a little. To try to embrace the experience. What experience remained to be seen. Gyrating to hip hop wasn’t her thing any more than a lap dance was, though she did like to dance to classic party music. She had an odd fondness for eighties music, probably because her mother had enjoyed blaring Journey, Boston, and Whitesnake her entire childhood. Somehow though she didn’t see herself jumping out on the dance floor in her denim skirt, t-shirt, and ballet flats with Gabriel.

It was too loud to have a real conversation. Which left drinking and people watching. Gabriel gestured they should go in to a bar, so Sara forged ahead of him at his urging, picking her way through the crowd until she reached a bar stool. The bartender asked her what she wanted and she ordered another glass of chardonnay. Before she could even open her purse, Gabriel had paid for it, brushing aside her protests.

“Thanks. Aren’t you getting a drink, too?” she asked him. Sara realized that while she’d had several glasses of wine throughout the night, he had only been drinking water.

He shook his head, putting his wallet back in his pocket, and lifting the glass of wine to hand to her. “No, I don’t drink. I’m an alcoholic.”

Sara almost fell off the stool, her shoes slipping on the rung they were resting on. “Oh, God. I had no idea. I’m sorry.” She instinctively snatched the wine glass out of his hand, horrified that she’d been flaunting temptation under his nose all night long.

But Gabriel laughed. “I wasn’t going to chug it or anything, I promise. I haven’t had a drink in years.”

“That’s good.” God, what was she supposed to say? They practically had to yell to be heard over the music anyway. “But we didn’t have to come here if it’s uncomfortable for you.”

“I’m fine. I’m in control, Sara. It’s not even uncomfortable for me.” Strangely enough, Gabriel found there was truth to that. It wasn’t the alcohol that was tempting him. Even though he could smell beer, could see plastic cups filled with wine, tubes of shots, and containers filled with the infamous New Orleans hand grenade in the hands of people all around him, he didn’t have the urge to drink. What he had the urge to do was to touch Sara. To sweep his fingers across her soft skin, to move his body in closer to hers, to press his lips along the corners of her ripe mouth, and close his eyes while they brushed, connected, and reached for a tactile solace, a reminder that they weren’t alone.

They were both lonely. It was obvious. He had known that about himself, fought the sense that he existed removed from the world around him every day, and Sara wore the same fear in her eyes. She had a naked vulnerability, hidden behind her strength and determination, but when she looked at him, it was there. She liked him. Desired him. Was afraid of her feelings.

So was he.

And yet they were in a crowded bar, and it felt like it was just the two of them. He leaned on the bar next to her stool, indulging himself by letting his knee brush against hers. She sat up straighter, moving her leg away. Then shifting it back, like she had decided to defy her initial instinct.

“If you want to leave, just let me know,” she said.

“Not until I see you dance.”

Sara rolled her eyes. “Then you’ll be standing there awhile. I’m not going to dance.”

“Why not? You obviously want to. Your foot has been tapping to the music since you sat down, and you’re practically bouncing on the stool.”

It was a Bon Jovi song playing, which was not music that particularly moved his soul, but Sara seemed to like it.

But she shook her head. “No. I’m not going to dance by myself.”

“There’s other women out there already.” At least a half dozen women, and one random guy, were flailing around in front of the small stage.

“No. Quit it.” She tucked her blond wavy hair behind her ear and straightened her spine.

But then the band starting playing ACDC and Sara made a sound, her shoulders wiggling rhythmically to the beat. Gabriel felt her struggle, her desire to stay reserved, to hold herself in control, and it bothered him. He was wondering what she would do if he just pushed her out on to the floor, when the problem was solved by a woman wearing a purple and gold feather Mardi Gras wig. She shimmied over, grabbed Sara’s hand, and gave her a big, friendly “get out here” nod as she tugged her off the stool.

Sara protested, but the woman was determined, and thirty seconds later, had Sara next to her out on the dance floor. For a second, Gabriel thought Sara would bolt and head back to her stool, but her shoulders relaxed and she swayed to the music, laughing with her new companion.

Then she was dancing, hair sliding forward, hips moving in her short denim skirt, arms out at her sides. Gabriel stared, his mouth dry, as the lights from the stage turned and reflected over Sara, as she gave herself up to the rhythm of the music. Her smile was full, genuine, and she glanced back at him, shrugging in amusement.

It was arousing to watch her come alive, to shrug off her reticence and embrace the entertainment. To put herself on display and not worry what everyone was thinking. Gabriel suspected she never did that, not anymore. Not since her mother’s death.

She was beautiful, tantalizing.

He hadn’t had sex in seventy-five years, and his body wanted her aggressively, painfully.

He couldn’t have her.

* * *

 
“John, where are you going?”

Gabriel glanced back at Molly, who had sat up in her bed, her hair disheveled, her face anxious. She was pretty and enthusiastic, and he’d had her twice that night, a desperate attempt to soak his senses with pleasure and forget. Eradicate the horrific memory of Anne, emasculated and still, from his mind.

But Molly was getting irritating. “I’m going home.”

“No!” She leaped off the mattress with a dexterity that was impressive given she was naked and tangled in bed sheets.

Gabriel hastened to pull his trousers on, head pounding, hand shaking. He needed a drink. His own bed. Now that he had sated his physical needs, the sound of Molly’s voice grated on his nerves, and he wanted to be alone with his absinthe, wanted to climb to a higher place, then crash down into his bed and sleep until he could find the strength to open his eyes and start this all over again.

“Spend the night, Johnny. I’ll make it so worth your while.” Her fingers slid across his chest and her mouth came towards his.

Turning his head to avoid her lips, he reached for his shirt. It was smothering, this kind of attention, devotion. She hadn’t seemed such an emotional sort when he’d taken up with her, more out of convenience and opportunity than any real interest.

“No, I’m going home.”

She burst into tears, loud and wet, and he was appalled. Molly stood there, stark naked, her rosy breasts heaving up and down, her hands reaching for him, eyes pleading. “Say you’re coming back tomorrow.”

“I don’t know.” He shoved his arms into his wrinkled shirtsleeves. “I don’t know.”

This had clearly been a mistake. He had only been seeing Molly for a week, and sporadically at that. He hadn’t expected her to get the wrong idea. He was not interested in dramatics, in a permanent sort of arrangement. It had only been two months since Anne’s death, and he wasn’t ready to attach himself to another woman.

He suspected he had loved Anne.

Her hand grappled at his arm. “Promise me you’ll be back tomorrow. I can’t go a whole day without you, I just can’t.”

The vehement statement was so odd, Gabriel found himself pausing to glance down at her tear-streaked face, her dark brown hair tousled and sticking to her cheek in disarray. “Why on earth not?”

“Because I’m in love with you,” she said passionately, leaning her lower body flush against his. “I have to have you.”

Gabriel reared back in horror. There was nothing about him worth loving. Not one thing.

He had done nothing to encourage, to deserve, such exalted emotion.

“You’re not in love with me. The very idea is ridiculous.” Gabriel stepped into his shoes, dodging her fingers, as she got a grip on his waistband.

“I am! You can’t say that I’m not. I will die if you don’t come back tomorrow.”

That overwrought and childish proclamation, that mockery of life and death, disgusted Gabriel. Breaking free, he moved forward, not wanting to touch Molly, not wanting to use force to hold her back, but needing to get away. “You’re not going to die, and it’s offensive to me that you would suggest such a thing in light of what we have all endured in grief for Anne.”

But the chastisement had no effect on Molly. She threw her head back in defiance, pulling her hair off her cheek, chin thrusting up. “I’m glad Anne is gone. If she hadn’t died, you never would have come to me. And all I want is you.”

Gabriel grabbed his coat and fled, slamming the door behind him on her tears, his heart pounding. The encounter had been illogical, but he was too raw to decipher it.

He’d go home and have a drink.

Everything always made more sense after a drink.

 
 
* * *

Mrs. Jane Gallier
117 Esplanade Avenue
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
Mr. Jonathon Thiroux
34 Royal Street
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
17 December, 1849
 
My Dearest John,
I know it is somewhat improper for me to be writing you in such a forward manner, but I have not been able to prevent myself from contacting you. I am entitled to some leeway given my status as a widow, but I know it is still not the thing to engage in correspondence with you. However, it has been three days since I have seen you, and I cannot bear your absence any longer.
I was compelled to write, to express my extreme disappointment in your sudden eviction from my presence, and to ask you most sincerely, most ardently, to allocate time in your busy schedule to pay your addresses to me today.
Perhaps you are painting. I admire and respect your artistry and do not wish to interrupt. However, it was my understanding that since we embarked on a new, more intimate relationship, that we would be spending time together. I feel sorely used, I must say, and neglected now that I have given myself to you. I had thought you better than that, better than so many selfish and insensitive men who charm and flatter a woman merely to gain her bed, than discard her carelessly. If that is what you have done, I admit I was fully duped, and may you feel a sickening and painful shame, along with the sting of my hatred, for such illicit behavior.
But, dearest John, I mustn’t chastise you. That is not you, I know that. You are different, I am convinced of it. I do not mean to scold, to put such unkind motives and character flaws upon you, even though I am hurt and quite lonely. You no doubt have extensive and important demands that must come before me. I am not a young girl, and I harbor no illusions about romance or promises a man makes. Yet, I must tell you that I have never felt the way that I feel about you. It is humiliating, but I find that if necessary I will beg you–yes, beg–that you pay your respects in person as soon as is humanly possible. I cannot bear the thought of even one more day without your touch upon me, without your lips coaxing me to such exquisite pleasure.
I cannot get enough of you, John, and I will go mad with want if you do not return to me immediately. I wait most desperately for return word, or better still, to see your face outside my door.
 
With love and longing,
Your Jane
* * *

 
Gabriel’s back hit the wall in the alley, and he glanced right and left, the view spinning from drink. Holding onto the bricks for balance, he tipped his head back, closing his eyes, as the street whore he’d visited the last three nights went down on her knees in front of him.

There was a sharp chill in the air, but it just added to the sting, to the over-heightened sense of his legs struggling to hold him upright, the cloud of confusion that swirled around in his brain.

This one would be different. This was a hardened, angry woman, with filthy fingers and missing teeth. She wouldn’t want anything more from him than his money so she could buy herself whiskey, or a bit of bread to eat. There would be no communication, no expectations, no professions.

And he could ease his panicked mind.

Swallowing hard, his mouth dry, missing the bottle he’d emptied a full thirty minutes earlier, he tried to enjoy her ministrations, tried to pretend that his stomach wasn’t rebelling in disgust at what he was doing.

But it was, and he wanted to turn and toss its entire contents onto the fetid, sewage soaked cobblestones. Taking deep breaths, he focused on his cock, on the warmth that surrounded it, on the base human throb that rose from deep inside it, and grew to a feverish pitch with the strokes of a hot tongue. It had nothing to do with his head, his heart, but sought only guttural release, and he forced himself to distance, to focus, to let his body take what it wanted.

He was grateful the event was quick and to the point, absolutely relieved that his body cooperated, and she was rearranging his trousers in less than two minutes. He wanted to go home. Prying his eyes open, he held his hand out to her, so she could rise off the street.

The sudden coy smile on her face startled him. “You’re an odd one, ain’t ya?”

It was only the second time he’d heard her speak, and her voice was high in pitch, but rough. Gabriel shrugged, fumbling around for a coin to give her, his fingers ineffectual, shaking.

“Same place tomorrow?” she asked, straightening his coat in an oddly tender gesture.

Gabriel felt his alarm returning. He was about to say no, he wouldn’t be seeing her the next day, when the street-hard whore, who had probably lost her place in a bordello due to bad temper or excessive alcohol consumption, brushed his hair back off his face with her filthy fingers.

“A body could fall for a strange one like you. Please say you’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll do it for nothin’.”

“No, that’s not necessary.” He didn’t even want her physical attentions. It had been to prove a point to himself, to show that what he suspected to be his punishment was merely a figment of his fanciful imagination.

But her fingers gripped the front of his shirt. “Please say you will. I like the way you taste. I been thinkin’ ‘bout you all day.”

Oh, God. Gabriel felt the automatic plea rear up in his mind, though he knew he was not going to receive any help from that quarter. He was fallen, so deep and dark down in the pit, that he had been given the ultimate punishment beyond banishment from heaven. He had been given the curse of having his flaws emulated in the women he encountered.

“I’ll do whatever you want, just let me be with you, love you,” she said, eyes red rimmed and desperate, greasy hair tumbling over her shoulders, callused hands running along his chest.

And he knew it was true. This was his punishment. Every woman he had an intimate physical relationship with grew to crave him, to desire him the way he longed for his absinthe.

He was addicted to alcohol and opium, and they were addicted to him.

It was overwhelming in its horror, and Gabriel shifted left, moved out from under those smothering, clinging hands, and stumbled down the street, ignoring her pleas, the pounding of her shoes as she followed him, chased after him.

There would be no more women, ever.

Chapter Six

 
“Are you sure you don’t want to stop in anywhere else?” Gabriel asked, as they walked down Bourbon towards Dumaine.

“No, I definitely need to call it a night.” Sara couldn’t believe she’d danced as long as she had. Gabriel must have been bored out of his mind sitting there with his ice water while she danced through an entire band set.

But it had been so much fun, so liberating to just move to the music. To not think, to not worry, to just feel. To interact with people in such a casual, anonymous way.

She sighed, fingering the strand of beads around her neck. Lack of sleep and the wine was catching up with her, making her weary, but in a pleasant, content way. “Thanks for taking me out. I had a good time, and I appreciate you suffering through a boring night to show me Bourbon Street.”

“It wasn’t boring at all,” he said. “I enjoy your company, and I like to people watch.”

Sara told herself to accept that, take it at face value. Enjoy walking beside Gabriel. “There were definitely some people worth watching.” She laughed, picturing the older guy who had suddenly decided to break dance. It had been worthy of an A for effort, but not much else.

“You have to hit Bourbon with the expectation that you can see pretty much anything at any given moment.” Gabriel gestured to the street to the right. “This is our turn.”

Sara glanced over and lost all her good humor. The street looked pitch black and empty, the few storefronts on it closed up and locked for the night. “This doesn’t look safe.”

“It’s fine. I walk here all the time.”

It went against every dictate of common sense to stroll down what amounted to a wide alley at one-thirty in the morning. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“There’s no other way to get home,” Gabriel told her. “We have to walk down one of these streets, and it makes sense to walk down the street we actually need to be on. We stayed on Bourbon as long as we could.” He gave her a reassuring smile and started down the sidewalk, shadows covering him. “Come on. It’s just a block and a half. We’ll be there in three minutes.”

Sara rushed after him, not because she was convinced they weren’t going to die, but because she sure in the hell didn’t want to be left alone.

“Nothing has ever happened to me,” he added.

As far as she was concerned, that meant he was statistically due to get attacked. But she wasn’t sure how much of her concern was based on good, solid common sense, or on the fear she grappled with from her mother’s murder. Maybe it was both, but the end result was she had clammy skin, and a sick churning in the pit of her stomach. Shoving her hands in the pockets of her denim skirt, Sara glanced back and forth, back and forth. Checking every doorway, every dark nook and cranny, and ensuring she was close enough to Gabriel to grab him for assistance if necessary. His shirt was in touching distance in front of her, and she found that immensely reassuring.

Especially when she heard a shuffling sound to her right.

Reaching out, she wrapped her fingers around Gabriel’s forearm to halt his progress and whispered, “Did you hear that?”

“What?” He stopped walking and glanced back at her, looking only mildly curious. Not at all concerned.

Sara’s fear was so solid and palpable she could serve it on a platter and eat it. And she could hear the sound again.

“To the right. I hear a shuffling. Someone’s in that doorway two feet in front of you.” She was trying to pull him backwards, but Gabriel was resisting. He was actually trying to move forward to see where the noise was generating from.

Which was ridiculous. Suicidal. There was probably some guy with a gun just waiting to rob and murder them. The logical thing to do was to turn tail and run. They could hail a cab on Bourbon Street to take them back to Gabriel’s.

Obviously Gabriel had a different plan. His involved pulling away from her and just strolling straight up to the doorway. What kind of stupid idea was that? Sara opened her mouth to scream, just in case she was going to need to alert the masses that they needed help, as he peered around the storefront window.

She held her breath as his head tipped downward and his shoulders relaxed. “It’s just a cat, Sara.”

Oh, shit, thank God. Sara grabbed her chest and expelled a huge burst of breath. “Are you sure?” she asked.

“Sure that it’s a cat? Uh, yeah.” He sounded amused as he went down on his haunches and held his fingers out.

Okay, so that was a stupid question. Sara forced herself to move forward and see for herself that this was absolutely nothing to worry about. It was a cat, just as Gabriel had claimed. It was a kitten really, a small gray ball of fur, thin and scrawny and blinking up at them with brilliant green eyes.

It gave a small pitiful meow as it locked gazes with her, and Sara forgot her fear. “Oh, look how sweet.” She squatted down beside Gabriel to get a better look. The kitten was emaciated, its fur dirty and matted. “Oh, my gosh, this poor thing.”

When the cat refused to sniff his fingers, Gabriel pulled his hand back. “It’s obviously a stray. No collar. Probably just a few months old, and from the looks of her ribs, she’s been on the street a while.”

Sara reached out and stroked the top of the kitten’s head. The cat didn’t balk at the touch, and actually tilted her head and rubbed against Sara’s wrist. “I’m going to take her. I can’t leave her here like this.” The doorway was filthy, covered with cigarette butts and blobs of old chewing gum. Reaching forward, she scooped the kitten up, who didn’t squirm or try to slip away at all.

She expected Gabriel to protest, to make a comment about the cat’s lack of cleanliness, possible state of disease, or question where she was going to keep a cat, but Gabriel didn’t say anything. He just put his hand on the small of her back, urging her to continue walking down the street.

“She weighs nothing at all,” Sara commented as she snuggled the kitten closer in her arms, not wanting the cat to make a leap for freedom. Not that the kitten seemed inclined to go anywhere. She was collapsed against Sara’s chest and purring loud enough to be heard.

“We can feed her at my place.” Gabriel moved his hand from her back to her elbow, pausing her so he could glance past the parked cars and make sure no cars were driving down Royal Street before they crossed it.

It was a nice protective gesture, one Sara liked. One that surprised her, frankly. Gabriel seemed so internal, so focused on his own thoughts, that she wasn’t expecting that level of solicitude. But then again, he had been that way all night. Maybe when he turned off work, when he focused on the world around him, she saw his true character. It was strange that she thought of him as an introvert, even though he talked to her, sometimes quite a bit like he had at dinner. Yet it always seemed like there was a barrier between him and everything around him, a distance. A reserve.

She didn’t feel that as he pushed opened his courtyard gate. She just felt safe and protected in the dark and gloom of the poorly lit street, and she was grateful when he shut the gate behind her and clicked the lock shut. The dark, the looming buildings, the corners and shadows, had terrified her. Gabriel didn’t, even though she knew she had no concrete reason to trust him.

After all, maybe his preoccupation with murder was to quiet his own murderous intentions. Maybe he enjoyed writing true crime books the same way Ted Bundy had gotten a sick thrill from working at a crisis hotline center. He could be a killer. Anyone could. Yet, with nothing more to go on than her gut instinct and the look of sorrow, of longing in Gabriel’s eyes, she didn’t believe that he was capable of violence. He was as damaged as she was, and it drew her to him.

“Do you have a box or something I can put the kitten in? I don’t want her getting under my car seats or the gas or brake pedals.”

“I’m sure I have something.” Gabriel jogged up the stairs and opened his apartment.

Sara followed more slowly, and by the time she got upstairs he already had a bowl of milk in his hand. He brought it to the floor in front of the couch, so Sara sat down on the hardwood floor, the kitten in her lap. It didn’t take long for the cat to smell food and venture forward, her back legs still on Sara, her front straining to reach the bowl. She lapped out tentatively, then more enthusiastically, drinking quickly. Once she glanced back, milk dripping off her nose and whiskers, and blinked at Sara before sticking her face back in the bowl.

Sara was so keeping the kitten. She was too adorable to give up, practical or not.

“Here’s a towel to use as a blanket,” Gabriel said, handing her a white towel, smelling of fabric softener, and so sharp in color that it looked bleached.

Gabriel had laundry skills.

“Thanks.” Sara took it, but added, “It’s probably going to get ruined. She needs a bath, and she’s going to get this towel filthy.”

“Why don’t you just give her a bath now? You don’t want to be carrying her around like that. And her fur’s all matted. It’s probably really uncomfortable for her, tugging her skin.”

Sara looked back at Gabriel as she ran her fingers lightly across the kitten’s fur. She had the sense that the room around her had gotten clear, the objects in it sharply focused, more real than they were earlier. It made no sense, but it seemed that she and Gabriel themselves were sharper in focus, and she ached again with the need to touch and be touched, to lay her head down on a man’s shoulder, and rest. The night was dark and silent, and her body weary from lack of sleep, but her mind skittered back and forth, manic and excited, the fear held completely at bay for once. She’d had a fun night. Hadn’t realized she still knew how.

Now she was sitting in Gabriel’s apartment with him, and he was offering up his shower for her to bathe the kitten. It seemed like it should be odd, that they were there together. That their paths in life had crossed.

And he was an alcoholic. Which meant they were potentially poison for each other. They both had addictive propensities.

But it was a working relationship, and a strange, budding friendship that she desperately needed, and she wasn’t going to walk away because of the slim, off chance that it would go too far.

“That’s a great idea, if you don’t mind.”

“Not at all. You can do it in the bathroom sink so it won’t be as scary for her.”

Sara smiled. “Thanks.” Any man who was considerate of a mangy kitten was a good man. She felt so damn safe with him, and normal. God, it felt normal, even as her head swam from lack of sleep when she stood up quickly. Or maybe it wasn’t that she felt normal. That wasn’t the right word. Normalcy was still elusive. Maybe it was that she felt alive.

For the first time in a year.

* * *

 
Gabriel watched Sara trying to soap up the squirming and desperate cat in his small bathroom. There was water all over the front of her tank top, dripping from the top of her hair, and splashed all over the mirror. Filthy or not, the cat didn’t want a bath, but Sara was determined. Kind and gentle, but determined.

After a chaotic five minutes, she had the cat bundled up in a towel and snuggled against her. She shook her damp hair out of her eyes, and laughed as she glanced over at him. “There. Not so bad.” She kissed the top of the cat’s gray and damp head. “You survived, Angel. From here on out, life will be a piece of cake, I promise.”

Surely he had heard her name for the cat wrong. Or she had just spoken it as a term of endearment. “Angel?” he asked cautiously.

“That’s her name.” Sara smiled and kissed the cat again. “It suits her.”

It took all his effort not to roll his eyes or to turn and just leave the bathroom. She wouldn’t understand that sort of reaction. She didn’t know, couldn’t know, wouldn’t know the truth. So he just said, “Nice. Why don’t you take her to the couch and try to dry her off a little better? I’ll get you a fresh t-shirt. You’re soaking wet.”

Alarm skittered across her face for a second before she masked it. “Great. Thanks.”

On the way to his bedroom, Gabriel paused, glancing into his office. His eye was drawn to his absinthe spoon collection. He was wandering into dangerous territory again. He was condemned to be alone, by his own sins. He couldn’t involve Sara, regardless of how tempting a simple friendship with her was. He’d get her a t-shirt and send her home, and maybe tell her she needed to work from her apartment. They didn’t need to be sitting together to sort through research.

But when he came back with a shirt, after digging through three drawers trying to find one that wasn’t too old and torn up, didn’t have a strange phrase on it, or wouldn’t swallow Sara whole like the whale did Jonah, Sara was asleep on his couch. She was stretched out fully, and the kitten was still snuggled in the towel on her chest, out cold like her owner. He couldn’t wake Sara up. That would be cruel, given that she’d been having so much trouble sleeping. He also suspected she was afraid to go outside, that the streets at night had truly terrified her.

So he found a blanket in his closet and put it over her bottom half, below the cat. Then he paced around his apartment, refusing to acknowledge that she looked battered, yet so at peace in her deep sleep. Refusing to see the way the lamplight filtered over her cheek and hid the dark shadows that offended the beauty of her face. Refusing to see the way her delicate fingers dug into the cat’s fur, clinging and cleaving, a desperate need to hold on.

He would not sketch her. He had not picked up a pencil in a hundred and fifty years, hadn’t felt the urge to do so. He did now. His fingers itched, the artist inside him wanting to re-emerge and capture the view, the light, the woman, in front of him. He wouldn’t do it.

There was no beauty to be found through the skewed lenses of his sinful eyes.

 
 
* * *

Police Description of the Crime Scene (Undated), written by William Davidson

 
The room in which Miss Donovan resided and was murdered was approximately six by ten feet, street facing, single window shuttered. Miss Donovan’s bed was on the south facing wall, next to the doorway leading to the interior hallway. Bed was an inexpensive wood frame with a thin mattress. Dressing table and chair on opposite wall, covered with various female toiletries. Chair and small table in center of room, facing bed. An opium pipe, one empty bottle of absinthe, second bottle of absinthe one-third empty, empty glass, and spoon on tray on table.

Miss Donovan’s trunk contained five dresses, two pairs of shoes, three dollars, and various personal affects, including a diamond necklace that is undoubtedly a fake. Trunk was closed, though not locked. Victim was wearing an under-dress and nothing else. There was a pool of blood on the floor next to the bed, blood on the back wall behind the victim’s head, and splattered on nearly every inch of the mattress. For description of the victim, refer to coroner’s report.

Madame Conti and Mr. Thiroux agree nothing was missing from the room or was out of the ordinary.

The following items were collected from the room.

-One bowie knife, found placed in victim’s left hand. Assumed to be murder weapon, given the size of the six inches in length, one half inch wide straight blade, which matched the approximate size of victim’s wounds.

-Bottle of absinthe and opium pipe (to be disposed of properly)

-Two absinthe spoons, one with blunt edge (on tray on table), the other in the shape of a fleur de lis (which was found on floor in blood).

-Personal affects, to be given to deceased’s family, if any can be located.

-Drawing in pencil of a woman’s arm, found on the floor next to the bed. Blood streaked on it.

* * *

 
Sara shot out of sleep, stiff and disoriented, instinctively sitting halfway up. She didn’t think she’d been dreaming, but something had ripped her out of sleep, and she realized immediately she was still in Gabriel’s apartment on his couch, and the kitten was no longer on her chest. Panic didn’t even have time to take hold before Sara saw that Angel had just scooted down and was sleeping on the couch at her feet.

Rubbing her eyes, her heart racing from the sudden interruption of REM, she wondered how long she had been dozing. The room was dark, and Gabriel was nowhere around. There was a lamp still on in the far corner, but all the other lights had been turned off. A clock ticked somewhere in the apartment in the silence, and she realized it was still the middle of the night, and there was a blanket over her legs. Gabriel must have left her sleeping and gone to bed.

That was sort of embarrassing. She’d been so sleep deprived it had actually caught up with her and she’d passed out on his couch. That was actually more than embarrassing when she thought about it. That was scary. Or at least it should be. She should be freaked out that she had fallen asleep on a man’s couch and slept like a rock. Instead, it just seemed to her like maybe there was a reason she’d been able to successfully sleep at Gabriel’s when she couldn’t anywhere else.

What that implied was what was truly scary, not that she’d been asleep and vulnerable.

Spotting her purse on the end table, she pulled out her phone. 4:46 am. She’d slept for almost three hours. That was impressive for her lately. And she felt pretty good, despite a stiff neck and a dry mouth from the wine she’d had. Going back to sleep would be impossible though. She was wide awake and needed to use the bathroom. Making sure she didn’t disturb the cat, she got up.

Picking her way carefully across the living room, she went down the hall and used the bathroom, wincing at the loud flush of the toilet. She had to pass Gabriel’s bedroom on her return trip to the living room, and his door wasn’t shut. It was too much temptation to not at least glance inside. Between the lamp on in the front room and the moonlight from his window, she could see him, a dark shadow lying on his side on the bed, back to her. The sheet came up to his waist, and his hair fell over his bare shoulders.

Sara recognized that feeling in her chest, in her body, when she looked at him. She was interested in him, not just intellectually, but sexually. There was no obvious reason why it was him as opposed to someone else, but he was the first man in well over a year who had coaxed desire from her. And he wasn’t even trying. He didn’t flirt, had never come on to her. Yet the sight of him in bed, his shoulders taut, moonlight on his lean yet muscular body, had her mouth dry, nipples tingling, inner thighs throbbing.

It wasn’t like her to have such an obvious physical response to a man she barely knew, and she didn’t know what to do with it. She’d never thought of herself as a highly sexual person, but now she wanted sex. Absolutely wanted it. With Gabriel. Wanted his weight pressing down on her, wanted his lips taking hers, wanted his body filling hers, hard heat thrusting inside her while she spread her legs for him. She could practically feel it, craved that moment when he would push against her and her body would give, accept him, and they would be joined together in the blissful escapism of sexual pleasure.

Disturbed at her thoughts, Sara crossed her arms tightly across her chest and commanded herself to stop.

His room was small, and sparse compared to the rest of his apartment, with only the bed and a dresser in it. He hadn’t bothered to pull down the shade on his window, which she found interesting. He either slept through the sun rising, or he used it as an alarm clock. It also fascinated her that she couldn’t hear him breathing. He made no sound at all, and given his angle, she couldn’t even see the rise and fall of his chest. It was utterly silent, and he wasn’t moving.

Maybe he was dead. Not that there was cause for death, since he had been alive and well a mere three hours earlier, but once the idea took root, Sara couldn’t shake it. It was possible. Anything was possible. And he wasn’t making any sound at all. What if she moved around the front of him, and found that he had been stabbed? Throat slit. Blood could be all over the bed, and she wouldn’t be able to see it from where she was. He could be dead, cold, his eyes wide open, glassy and empty.

She knew she had to be overreacting, knew he couldn’t possibly have been murdered while she was sleeping on the couch. But then again, he didn’t lock his doors, and she had been down for the count, sleeping hard and deep. If his throat had been slit, he wouldn’t have made any noise.

Bile rising into her mouth, Sara knew she couldn’t leave the room until she saw for herself that Gabriel was alive and well and fast asleep. Heart pounding, she moved forward, her palms sweaty, her sandals outrageously loud in the silence of the dark. She felt like she was going to throw up as she moved around the foot of his bed, not wanting to touch him, or lean over his back. Touch was too intimate, and she needed to see first, to process if the unspeakable had happened. Closing her eyes briefly, she moved between his bed and the window, shuffling so she didn’t trip on anything he had on the floor.

Then bracing herself, she turned and forced herself to look at the front of Gabriel, terrified of finding the worst. Almost sick with relief, she saw that his throat hadn’t been slit. There was no blood anywhere. And he was very much alive, his hand shifting slightly on his pillow.

“Thank God,” she whispered, holding her chest with her right hand. He was fine. Everything was fine. She needed to get a grip, stop seeing danger and death around every corner. And most of all, she needed to get out of his bedroom before he realized she was standing there staring at him.

Stepping back, Sara bumped the radiator. It didn’t make much of a sound, but a glance back at the bed showed Gabriel’s eyes open, blinking at her.

“Sara? What’s the matter?”

“I…” She stood there, not sure what to say, how to explain.

“Are you cold? I got out a dry shirt for you. I left it next to your purse. I’ll go get it for you.” He was starting to pull himself to a sitting position.

“No, I’m not cold, don’t get up.” Sara was embarrassed by her behavior, by his solicitude. “I was just going to the bathroom and I saw you, and I thought…you looked…” She felt herself blushing. “I thought you were dead. I was just checking to make sure you were okay.”

“Oh.” His brow furrowed.

Sara stood there, feeling like an idiot.

“Well, I’m okay. Not dead, I promise.” He smiled at her, propped up on his elbow.

“I can see that.” And she was mortified. Yet still afraid. It had been so easy to picture the blood, picture the cuts and lacerations, his still gaze. What did that say about her? “I’m sorry I fell asleep on your couch. I’m not sure what happened. I should go home.”

“Right now?” Gabriel frowned. “Absolutely not. You’re not walking to your car and driving all the way to Kenner. Just sleep here.” He patted the bed next to him. “Come on. Just lay down and we’ll go back to sleep.”

In his bed? That seemed like such a bad idea. Yet so damn tempting. She stood there, indecisive. “I left the kitten on the couch.”

“She’ll be fine there. Come on.” He pulled the sheet back so she could get in. “I can see your fear, Sara. It’s okay to be afraid of the dark after what you’ve been through.”

That kicked her in the gut, made her want to burst into tears. How could he see so clearly what she tried so hard to hide? She was afraid of the dark. Afraid of the unknown, the shadow around every corner, the future. So she kicked off her sandals and climbed onto the bed with Gabriel. She didn’t want to be alone all the time. Her head sank back onto the pillow as he pulled the sheet up over her. The bed was warm from his body heat, and soft. The pillow felt like down. And Gabriel was very masculine next to her, his body close, but not touching.

She stared at the ceiling, not wanting to look at him. Normally she slept on her side, but she wasn’t comfortable with the idea of facing him on the bed. That would be too intimate. But alternatively, turning her back on him seemed rude. So she lay there, eyes wide open, trying to slow her breathing, trying to reach for sleep, knowing it wouldn’t come.

“Relax, Sara,” Gabriel murmured to her. His hand slid in to hers and squeezed before letting go. “It’s okay.”

It was. She knew that. Everything was okay. She was okay. Kicked, torn apart, nearly destroyed, but still alive. Still her. And she slept on her side, normally, and she wanted to be normal, so Sara turned up on her left side, facing the window. When Gabriel moved in closer, his fingers stroking the back of her hair, she closed her eyes, sighing softly. It felt so good to be touched, even if it wasn’t sexual. Maybe because it wasn’t sexual. His body, warm and relaxed, brushed against hers, and he yawned right next to her ear, the rush of his breath tickling her skin.

He had taken over half of her pillow, and his hand rested on her hip, heavy and comforting on her denim skirt.

Opening her eyes, she stared out into the courtyard, watching a tree sway back and forth in the moonlight. For the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel the need to yank down the blinds and shut out the night. It was a beautiful view, leaves dancing, shadows shifting and changing, and she was safe inside.

Eyes drifting back shut, Sara fell asleep.

Chapter Seven

 
Summary of autopsy of Anne Donovan conducted by Dr. Maxwell Raphael on October 7, 1849 at 2pm in the presence of Dr. William Gregory.
 
Female victim, dead approximately twelve hours, purported to be Irish, twenty-three years old, with a post birth cervix, indicating she had given birth to at least one child. Victim had only a small amount of liquid and no food in her stomach at the time of death, indicting she was not intoxicated. Slightly malnourished, but no sign of disease.
Cause of death a seven inch cut across the neck running from right to left, which severed the larynx, cartilage, surrounding tissue, and carotid artery, resulting in victim hemorrhaging until death. No bruises or sign of restraints anywhere on body, expect for a thumbprint size bruise to the right of the mouth, above the lip, and two inches from the nose. In addition to neck injury, victim was cut seventeen times in the chest, abdomen, and genital area, most wounds ½ inch in width, with a significant amount of depth. All organs present and accounted for, though the uterus, bladder, stomach, and left lung all had puncture wounds from injuries. Given the uniformity of the wounds, the single weapon appears to be a straight knife. Death was immediate from the initial neck wound, and other stabs were post-mortem.
There are no signs of sexual intercourse.
 
* * *

Death Certificate of Anne Donovan

 
Be it Remembered, THAT ON THIS DAY, to-wit: the eighth of October in the year of our Lord One Thousand Eight Hundred and Forty-Nine and the seventy-sixth year of the Independence of the United States of America. Before me, John Richard Thomas, duly commissioned and Sworn, RECORDER OF BIRTHS AND DEATHS, in and for the PARISH OF ORLEANS, STATE OF LOUISIANA, Personally Appeared, Jonathon Thiroux, a competent witness, residing in this Parish, and doth declared that Anne Donovan, departed this life on the yesterday at approximately one thirty A.M., aged about twenty three years.
 
* * *

 
“What makes sense about this?”

Gabriel turned away from his computer, where he’d been studying the affects of wormwood in absinthe on users, and turned to Sara, sitting on the couch in his office, her legs crossed and tucked under her long skirt. He could see the palpable frustration on her face.

“Why the hell would John Thiroux be the person submitting the info on Anne’s death? If I’m reading this right, he essentially filed her death with the recorder’s office, and the police had nothing to do with it.”

“He was the person to discover her death.” And would never forget it. Gabriel only wished he could remember what the hell had happened before her death. But it was a blank, just a hazy memory of Anne, and pleasure, then floating off into the abyss. Then blood. Death. “That was normal for the time period.”

“He might have killed her! Why was he filing her death certificate? That’s just weird.”

“Do you think he killed her?” Gabriel asked. He was curious. He wanted, needed, to see that he was innocent. But Sara had no such stake. Maybe she would come to a different conclusion than him, and who was to say who was right? Without DNA confirmation, they could only rationalize. They couldn’t know conclusively. But he wanted to come as close as possible.

“I don’t know,” Sara admitted. “I don’t know enough yet. But I want to investigate John Thiroux a little better. There doesn’t seem to be a lot of information on him in these papers.”

She wouldn’t find much either. John Thiroux had suddenly appeared in New Orleans in 1847, and had just as suddenly disappeared in 1851. Gabriel had reassumed his true name when it had become apparent he wouldn’t be leaving. That he had been locked out forever, bound to New Orleans for an indefinite amount of time.

“So that’s your mission?” He felt a strange guilt that she was determined to research and ferret out facts about him, the man sitting straight across from her, the man she had slept in the same bed with the night before. He had offered her comfort then, and he had enjoyed that. The closeness, the sense of just being with another person. It was wrong to let her traverse down a path that would result in a dead end, wasting her time. He knew all the answers she wanted. Yet he couldn’t give them. She would never believe he was immortal, never understand his punishment.

“I think it is. That feels like the logical place to start to me, since there are no other suspects. What about you? How do you piece this book together? You said you start with the crime, then scene set. Then what?”

“The principal players. Which are John Thiroux, who you are handling, Anne Donovan, and absinthe. The autopsy suggested she’d had a child… did it survive? What happened to it? Did Anne have enemies? A husband or boyfriend she’d left before becoming a prostitute? And I want to know if absinthe is psychoactive. I can’t explain exactly the process of how I lay out a book… it’s logical to me, but I can’t really explain it.” He followed the story, wrote it like a story, albeit with facts. But that was normally, when he wasn’t personally involved. Anne’s story was different, and he wasn’t unbiased. He had a desperate stake in the outcome, an intense need, or maybe hope, to solve it, to give Anne justice and to right the wrong. He also wanted closure for Sara, in some way, with her own mother’s case.

Sara tapped her finger on her bottom lip. She had gone home after they’d woken up, and Gabriel had doubted whether she would actually come back that day or not. She had looked embarrassed, had acted uncomfortable when the morning had arrived and they were sharing a bed. But after breakfast and a shower, she had come back with her cat, and had attacked his stacks of research documents tenaciously.

“I guess I’m just going to have to trust you to write it.” She smiled at him. “Since it is your book, after all. But you know what’s bugging me… if Anne was a prostitute, don’t you think it’s odd that there was no evidence of sexual intercourse? I mean, wouldn’t they have had sex when Thiroux got there? I don’t think he was paying her to chat with him.”

No, Gabriel hadn’t paid her to chat with him, though Anne had been companionship. He wondered now what Anne had thought of their relationship. It hadn’t seemed crass or dominating to him at the time, but maybe she had felt that way. Maybe she had despised him, only saw him as a means to an end. He would never know. “If he’d consumed enough alcohol and opium I doubt sex was first and foremost on his mind.”

The bigger question in Gabriel’s mind was why there was no evidence of intercourse when he himself had walked in on Anne with another man. He hadn’t been drunk yet, though he had been distracted from withdrawal symptoms. But he had seen a man over top of Anne, thrusting in perfect parody of sex. He was absolutely one hundred percent certain of that. So why hadn’t the coroner found evidence of that?

He also wanted to know who the man was, because aside from himself, the stranger was probably the most likely suspect. But in all witness statements, there was no mention of him. On the witness stand, Madame Conti had denied Anne had seen a client before him, even when Gabriel’s attorney had asked her point blank. Which meant she had been lying. But why?

“It’s hard for me to believe that sex is ever far from a man’s mind.”

Gabriel gave a laugh. “Yeah, well, when you’re making love to the bottle, a woman isn’t always necessary.”

Her face fell. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make light of alcohol addiction.”

“It’s fine, Sara. You don’t need to walk on eggshells with me. I’m not overly sensitive.” Maybe that was true, maybe it wasn’t. Sometimes he did feel hyper-sensitive, but not with her. Maybe because she didn’t seem like the type to insult him intentionally, nor was she a know-it-all. She had too many of her own issues to pass judgment on his.

“Can I ask how long you’ve been sober? You seem like you’re handling it really well.”

He couldn’t tell her it had been seventy-five years without her doubting his sanity, so he said, “Seven and a half years.”

She looked impressed. “Wow. That’s fabulous.” She bit her lip, and glanced down at the stack of papers in her lap. Then she met his eye. “Can I tell you something?”

“Sure.” Even as he said yes, he knew he shouldn’t encourage intimacy with Sara, but he wanted it. He knew he did, and he was encouraging it, fostering it. Which made him wonder if he had learned a damn thing in the last century.

“I was addicted to sleeping pills. After my mom died. I couldn’t sleep, and I started taking sedatives, then more and more, then suddenly I realized that I had a serious problem. I just got out of rehab six weeks ago.”

She drew back slightly, like she expected a backlash from him. A verbal blow, maybe. But Gabriel wasn’t surprised, nor was he disappointed in her. He understood what it was like to feel the crushing pressure of reality weighing down on you, how appealing and easy it was to escape it artificially, to seek answers where there were none. What impressed him about Sara was how quickly she had fought back. Her mother had only been dead a year, so he figured she’d really only struggled with the sedatives for six months or so. That was commendable, that she had reached out for help so quickly. And watching the determination on her face, and from what he’d seen of her personality since they’d met, he had no doubt that she would conquer her dependency. Even if she couldn’t conquer her demons, given that she had no idea one was sitting four feet away from her.

He didn’t want to be her demon.

And he needed to back off emotionally.

But not before reassuring her that he thought she was amazing.

“I think that’s great that you addressed the issue so quickly. It took me a long time to admit I had a problem, and even longer to actually do something about it. You should be proud of yourself for facing it head on, and fixing it. I totally respect that.”

“Thanks. I feel better. I do. I’m kind of a control freak, and I didn’t like being out of control in my life.”

Gabriel knew that control was a fine line between screwing the lid so tight on your emotions you couldn’t breathe inside, and reckless, scattered explosion. “Do you have any idea as to who killed your mom? Or what went wrong in the investigation?” It was rude to ask, but lack of answers drove her, that was obvious. It had driven her right into the grip of sedatives, and right out of the state of Florida.

Sara pulled her skirt tighter over her legs, but she didn’t balk at the question. “I don’t know who could have done it, I really don’t. If it wasn’t Rafe, which I truly believe it wasn’t because first of all, he loved my mom. And second of all, I saw him drive off in the opposite direction that night. We were at dinner, and we all parted ways. She was killed only an hour later. And I think the investigation stalled because from day one they thought they had it solved by turning to the obvious. They didn’t even look into any other possibilities as far as I’m concerned. So any other leads they might have had are dried up by now I’m sure.”

That was probably true. Which showed a failing on the part of the justice system, but then again, there had probably been no other direction for them to investigate. “They had a lot of trace evidence. Did they test everything?”

“There’s the irritating part– they would never tell me exactly what they had and didn’t have. They couldn’t disclose that information… she was my mother and they wouldn’t give me any details. All I know is that hair and clothing fibers on her matched Rafe, which made sense since they were just together at dinner and he was in her house frequently. In her bed frequently, I’m sure. They had been dating for a year.”

“That must have been frustrating to you… being a forensic scientist yourself and not allowed access to the data.”

She nodded. “Oh, yeah. Very frustrating.”

Gabriel made a mental note to see if he could get the court records now that the trail was over. He was curious about that trace evidence, as well as a few other things. “Did Rafe frequently spout Bible quotes during the trial?”

“Bible quotes?” Sara looked confused. “Rafe? I don’t think so. Though I wasn’t there for the majority of the trial. Why?”

That was interesting. Too random to ultimately be random, given the complexity of the quote from Rafe Marino that Gabriel had read in the paper. “I just read an article where he was quoting the Bible, referring to living a righteous life.”

“Really?” She looked skeptical. “I never thought of Rafe as a religious kind of guy.”

Gabriel shrugged. “Maybe it was the stress of the trial. But Sara, I’m sorry, I really am, that the case has gone cold. But maybe there will be some new evidence, maybe they’ll solve it still. You never know.”

Her head tilted. “Come on. Do you really believe that?”

If they had taken a man to trial and he’d been acquitted, then no, he didn’t believe they would ever locate the killer. Maybe the man they’d tried really had done it. Maybe he hadn’t. But the odds were very much against the police and the prosecutor ever accumulating enough evidence to actually try someone else for the crime at that point. So he told Sara the truth. “No, I don’t really believe that. I think it’s done, and you’re left trying to figure out how to deal with the fact that there will never be justice for your mother.”

Sara stroked her cat’s head steadily, looking out the window behind him. “Yeah. That pretty much sums it up. And I appreciate your honesty. I get tired of people giving me ‘look on the bright side’ speeches. There is no fucking bright side. Even if they convicted someone, what does it matter? My mother is dead, and her last minutes on earth were torture. And yes, I have to figure out how to live with that, how to go forward.”

The curse from Sara surprised him, but he actually took it as a positive sign. She was venting, in a controlled way. She was letting it out, without losing it. That was a good thing. “Yes, you do.”

“Do you know that there’s no such thing as instant death? That if a person’s throat is slit, they are still conscious, unable to make a sound, as their arterial artery bleeds out enough volume of blood to cause death. So they’re aware, on some level, as the killer stabs them in the chest, the stomach, the face, and they can’t do anything about it. They’re helpless.”

“I know.” It was another layer of his guilt, that he could not die, but mortals did and could, painfully and slowly. That Anne had suffered that way while he had slept in a pleasure fog. “I know a lot about murder.”

Suddenly she laughed, rubbing her face with the palm of her hands. “God, we’re a pair, aren’t we? Call us Gloom and Doom.”

“Okay. I’ll be Doom, you can be Gloom. Though you’re going to have to ditch the kitten if you want people to believe you’re macabre.”

Her eyebrow went up. “What’s wrong with Angel?”

“That. You can’t be depressed and sour with a kitten named Angel. It’s an oxymoron. And I refuse to wear leather pants, by the way, so I think we’re going to have to give up our plan.”

“We’ll have to be happy?” Her mouth tilted up in the corner.

“I’m afraid so.”

“I guess there are worse fates.”

Indeed there were.

Sara’s phone rang. “Do you mind if I answer that?”

“Go right ahead.” He put his headphones on, classic rock blaring, so he wouldn’t hear her private conversation, and turned back to study the breakdown of the ingredients in absinthe. Ethanol- definitely psychoactive. Wormwood, arguably, though it was virtually impossible to determine how much might have built up in an absinthe abuser. Especially since it could be toxic in high levels, yet Gabriel had been immortal. So there was no telling how much had been in his bloodstream at the time of the murder. Nor had he been drinking quality absinthe at that point. He hadn’t cared enough to spend top dollar when a cheap substitute would get him drunk just as fast. It probably had been filled with lead and other filler metals.

It was disgusting to consider what he had put inside his body.

Gabriel reached for a spoon from his collection and tapped it on his desk.

Yet part of him would always crave the comfort, would always remember fondly the beauty of pouring water over the sugar laden spoon and that moment of erotic anticipation as the absinthe turned from brilliant emerald to cloudy lime.

Part of him was still an addict, and until he conquered that once and for all, he was still cursed.

To be addicted to the addict. It was a terrible fate, and he would have to be careful he didn’t ensnare Sara into such a horrific ending.

* * *

 
Rafe’s name was on her phone screen so Sara answered it. “Hello?”

“Hey, it’s me. How are you?”

His ears must have been burning. And for some reason, Sara felt guilty having discussed him with Gabriel, however vaguely. It still felt like she hadn’t been staunch enough in her support of Rafe during the latter part of the trial. It felt like she needed to make that up to him, over and over, by reminding people of his innocence.

“I’m doing good,” she said. “You haven’t left Florida yet, have you?” She really did want to see Rafe before he went to California.

“No. It will be at least two weeks. I have to tie up some loose ends.” He paused, than asked, “Are you really in New Orleans, Sara?”

She closed her eyes briefly. She hadn’t wanted him to know, hadn’t wanted him to worry. “Who told you that?”

“It’s in the friggin’ paper. But I know how capable they are of printing lies, so I wanted to check with you. Warn you that if you are there, they know.”

They. The mythical they who had followed her, photographed her, called her, asked rude and insensitive questions. Disrupted her mother’s funeral. Uncovered her brief stint in rehab and splashed it all over gleefully. The media.

“Yeah, I’m in New Orleans. Thanks for letting me know.”

“Can I ask what you’re doing there?”

That was a loaded question, and one she couldn’t really answer in its entirety. “I just needed to get away. I’m sightseeing. I took a three month lease on an apartment.”

“An apartment? In the French Quarter? The Garden District?”

“No. Kenner.”

“Never heard of it. So sightseeing, huh? Okay.” He didn’t sound like he believed her, but neither did he pry. “Make sure you check out the cemeteries. Everyone says you have to see them.”

Not that she would normally seek out a jaunt through the cemetery, but in this case she could answer in all honesty. “I’ve already been there. Very interesting.”

“Eat some gumbo for me, and come home safely, alright?”

“I will. Thanks. And if you need any help with the move, let me know.”

“Thanks, but I’m fine. That’s what moving companies are for. Call me next week, okay?”

She could do that. He sounded worried about her, and that was a nice thing to have. “I will.”

“Good. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Sara hung up and glanced over at Gabriel. He didn’t seem to be listening, but would he think it was odd for her to say she loved her mother’s boyfriend? But she did, in a truly platonic sense, because Rafe had made her mother happy. He had loved her mother, calmly and consistently, and that wasn’t an easy feat for anyone. Her mother had been volatile and difficult to live with. But Rafe had been a calming influence on her.

No one would even think twice about it if Rafe had been sixty to her mother’s forty-six. But because he had only been thirty-one, everyone had doubted the legitimacy of their relationship. Doubted that any man could love an older woman without an ulterior motive.

Gabriel was spoon tapping again. He seemed to have a spoon collection, though they weren’t souvenir spoons. She wasn’t sure what they were exactly, but he had at least twelve of them, lined up on the wall, hanging from nails that he hooked through the holes in the bowl part of the utensil. He had a different one in his hand then he’d had the other day, and he flicked it on the desk to the rhythm he was obviously hearing through his headphones. He was musically talented, given the ease with which he held the rhythm, while reading his computer screen. Which wasn’t surprising, given that he played the piano. Or had played the piano.

She wondered if he associated the piano with alcohol.

That would be a good reason to distance himself from music. If not, she thought it was terribly tragic that he didn’t hear music anymore.

Adjusting her laptop on her legs on the couch, Sara checked her email. She had a lot of spam, and some forwarded jokes from her friend Jocelyn, as well as a personal email from Jocelyn inquiring how her sightseeing trip was going. Sara felt a little guilty for misleading Jocelyn as well, but she hadn’t been able to tell her why she was coming to New Orleans. It had just seemed too odd, too desperate, for anyone else to understand.

Sara dashed off a brief reply that said a whole lot of nothing. Clicking through the rest of messages in her inbox, she paused at one.

The subject header was “Questions Remain In Michaels Case”, and the sender was not an address she recognized.

A chill ran over her arms and she clicked to open the email reluctantly. It was a link to the Naples Daily News online articles. She scanned it quickly.

 
The murder of Jessie Michaels is not a closed case, according to the Naples police. Despite the fact that Dr. Rafe Marino was acquitted of the July 2007 murder of his girlfriend just last week, prosecutor Daniel Smithton has indicated there is a new lead in the year old murder. Despite accusations in the media that the indictment of Dr. Marino was botched, the prosecutor maintains the case against him was strong. The drawn out and highly publicized trial has been devastating to Smithton’s reputation and former conviction rate of one hundred percent for homicide cases.
Smithton theorized during the trial that Marino and the victim’s daughter, Sara Michaels, had been engaged in an affair, and together plotted the murder of mother and girlfriend. Given that Dr. Marino cannot be tried for the same crime twice, Smithton’s dogged pursuit of a closure to this case would suggest that attention may be turned to securing a conviction of Sara Michaels for complicity to commit murder.
 
 
Shit. Taking deep breathes, Sara willed herself not to be sick, not to read the rest of the article, which was just a recap of everything she already knew. Arresting her was all just speculation, the media trying to draw out a trial that had garnered them a great deal of attention. There was no evidence to prosecute her. Rafe’s attorney had assured her of that over and over again. There was no evidence at all of a relationship between her and Rafe, and the evidence against him presented in court had been purely circumstantial. It had hurt him that he hadn’t had an alibi, but she herself had been at work that night. But despite a lack of alibi, no one had seen him at her mother’s that night either. No one had seen anyone entering the house, or seen his car parked in the driveway, or on the street.

The basis of their prosecution had been the hair and clothing fibers, and a single fingerprint on the window in her mother’s bedroom that matched Rafe’s left index finger. But he and her mother had spent virtually all non-working hours together, mostly at her house, so that meant nothing as far as Sara was concerned. In the end, the jury had agreed. It hadn’t been enough to convict him.

And there wasn’t anything to convict her on. She had to remember that. She had never spent time with Rafe without her mother present, and there had been no phone conversations between them other than when he was at her mother’s house. No one had any reason to believe or any proof that they had been involved with each other and could have done something as heinous as plot her mother’s murder.

Besides, why would they have needed to kill her mother to be together? It was completely illogical. Rafe was a doctor. He didn’t need her mother’s tiny insurance policy or house.

Sara was tempted to delete the email, just to get rid of it, but she knew she really should keep it. She should pursue who had sent it to her, try to determine if it was a random person or if it was the newspaper trying to coax a response from her. But she wasn’t up for an investigation at the moment. She wanted Florida to stay in Florida. And the only murder she wanted to think about was Anne Donovan’s, leaving her mother’s for Gabriel to deal with for the book, so she moved the email to a folder labeled Misc. and closed her browser.

Then she opened up a Word document and started typing. There were questions she wanted to answer about the Donovan case, whether they could ever reach a conclusion as to what happened or not. There were things she just wanted to know, so she typed them to organize her thoughts:

 
Where did John Thiroux come from?
Where did he go after his acquittal?
Who was keeping Anne Donovan’s child?
 
And there was the ultimate question, which she found difficult to even type in black and white, that tied present to past, Florida to Louisiana. She had never spoken it out loud, never told anyone. They would think she was either insane, making it up, or look at her like she was a complete and utter freak. Because there was no way around the truth, the question to which she had no answer:

 
Why were my great-great grandmother, great grandmother, grandmother, and mother all murdered? Was it a coincidence? A curse? Does someone know about the first two murders and decided to perpetuate it with the last two? Could it have been my grandfather?
 
Am I next?
 
The last was a small question, but one which held all her fears, encompassed the very drive behind everything she had done in the last year. The very real terror that it would be her turn at any given moment.

“Want to go to lunch?”

Sara jumped at the sound of Gabriel’s voice. Not wanting him to read what she’d written, to know what she’d been thinking, she slapped the computer lid down hard and blinked at him. He had turned around in his chair and was looking at her curiously. She knew immediately she had overreacted, though he didn’t call her on it.

“Uh, sure. Lunch would be good.” It was a little late for nonchalance, but she faked it anyway.

“Cool. Let me know when you’re ready.” He started shutting down his computer, and hung the unusual spoon back up on its hook next to its brethren.

It was really very nice that whatever Gabriel thought of her, he didn’t seem to think she was a freak, which was frequently how she felt. He didn’t so much as blink at any of her odd behaviors, including the utterly random act of staring wide-eyed at him at four in the morning as he tried to sleep. Nor had he made her feel uncomfortable for doing that, or anything else.

“Does it bother you that I’m in your space?” she asked him as she stood up and stretched. “I realize I could probably do all of this at my place if that works better for you.” She did feel guilty for invading his apartment, his life. She hadn’t realized how much time she would actually spend reading documents and sorting them. It wasn’t something he really needed her to be on site for, at least not on a daily basis. She wanted to give him the opportunity to lose her if he really preferred to be alone.

“This works for me.”

That’s all he said, and all he needed to. Sara accepted everything Gabriel said at face value, because for whatever reason, she trusted he spoke the truth, and didn’t waste words where they weren’t necessary.

And she was oddly relieved he wanted her to stick around. Or maybe it wasn’t so odd, really. She liked him. She was attracted him, even though he had given her no encouragement, no real flirtation, no sexual innuendoes. Yet she still enjoyed his company, and in a small, quiet way, knew she was hoping that at some point they would cross the line and explore a physical relationship. She didn’t want anything permanent, not a real relationship, but sex she really could use.

But it was probably a good thing that he wasn’t hitting on her. The complication was something she really didn’t need, even if her body disagreed.

“Will the cat be okay here?”

“Sure. Let’s just close her in one room so she doesn’t get into anything. We can put her in my bedroom. She can’t get into trouble there.”

Gabriel scooped Angel up off the couch and held her with one hand against his chest. His fingers scratched behind her ears. Sara followed them, wanting to make sure Angel was settled.

Then was sorry she had. When she walked into Gabriel’s bedroom, the first thing she saw was an oblong red streak of blood on the outside of his window. “Oh my God! What is that?”

He moved towards it, dropping Angel onto his unmade bed. “A bird must have hit the window. It’s probably down in the courtyard.”

Sara shuddered. She worked with, or had until the past year, blood samples in the lab on nearly a daily basis. Her entire adult life had been spent knee deep in blood, by choice.

But now she was starting to wonder why it seemed to follow her everywhere.

Chapter Eight

 
Gabriel opened the results of the fingerprint analysis on Monday, before Sara was due to arrive. The email was long and convoluted, but the conclusion was that the fingerprint, preserved in blood, on the sketch of Anne’s hand that he had drawn the night of her murder, was not a match to the right thumbprint of the set of fingerprints he had submitted for comparison.

His fingerprints.

So that wasn’t his finger in blood, which surprised him, because he remembered picking the sketch back up after he had thrown up. After his fingers had been wet and sticky from touching the blood on the mattress. So it should be his fingerprint. But it wasn’t. Which meant his memory of events was unreliable.

Which did not make him happy.

What else did he remember inaccurately?

There was only one other person still walking the earth who had any knowledge of the events of that night, and the months that followed, but Gabriel refused to contact Raphael. Didn’t even know where he was at this point.

Gabriel had spent the last century cutting off all ties with the Grigori, denying the truth of his status, pretending that he was, in fact, just another mortal. But he wasn’t. He had been an angel. Sent to watch, guide, and protect mortals. And like Alex and the other Watchers before him, he had succumbed to human vice, to one of the seven deadly sins. For Alex, it had been lust. But for Gabriel, it was gluttony, the over-consumption of drugs and alcohol. Addiction was the ultimate form of gluttony, the inability to stop consuming even after it was dangerous, detrimental, destructive.

Alex had accepted his sin, embraced his title of Demon, but Gabriel tried to deny his. He didn’t feel evil, and he didn’t enjoy perpetuating sin in others, or hurting humans. He had a loud conscience, and he appreciated it, wanted to nurture it. His flaws, and sins, were his own, and to his core, he felt he was truly not Demon or Angel. He was human.

Yet irrefutably immortal.

He had to let Anne go. Had to know he hadn’t destroyed her life, so he could move on, to a future that wasn’t stagnant, a purgatory of his own making, as Alex had pointed out.

But he wasn’t sure how to get to the truth. Had no idea who the fingerprint could belong to.

If he had Anne’s DNA, he would have an answer of sorts, because if the blood flakes still preserved on the bowie knife didn’t match Gabriel’s or Anne’s, then there had been a third person in the room. One who had nicked and cut himself as he slashed Anne in a frenzy. It wouldn’t tell Gabriel who that person was because there was no one alive to do a DNA comparison, and no other suspects besides the mysterious man in the room prior to him, but it would be enough for Gabriel to know it hadn’t been him who had taken life.

He needed to know that in his weakness, he hadn’t violated his own nature, and the laws of morality so deeply as to kill a defenseless woman.

Through the open windows Gabriel heard someone come into the courtyard gate. It was probably Sara, since she had said she’d be there at ten. She had been a little nervous with him on Saturday, jumpy almost. He had figured it was because she was embarrassed that they had slept in his bed together, but for whatever reason, after lunch she’d gone back to her apartment and he hadn’t seen her since.

He was perfectly content with his own company, but he hadn’t realized how lonely he was until he’d met Sara. Or more accurately, he had known it, but been able to ignore it. Now that he had access to Sara, it was different. He enjoyed talking to her, sharing ideas, hearing her soft laugh. Smelling her feminine perfume and touching the small of her back. There was no denying the pleasure he took from her presence, and he was pleased to hear her pushing the gate open.

He’d given her a key to the gate, so she could come and go without having to stand there waiting for him to open it. Normally, he didn’t even remember to lock it on a regular basis, and neither did his neighbor, but Sara needed it locked. It was a crutch, an illusion of safety that she needed to have right now, and he respected that. She had been through a hell of a lot, and unlike him, she wasn’t immortal. She could die.

It took him a minute to realize that she wasn’t coming up the staircase to his apartment. He listened, allowing himself to utilize his heightened senses, and after deciphering movement, he knew she had actually stopped in the courtyard. She was walking around on the old bricks, pulling out a chair at the wrought iron table that had been in the same spot for a decade.

Gabriel stood up and went into his bedroom. He had washed the streak of blood off the glass, and the window was closed again against the August heat. But he could see her through the pane, sitting at the table, reading something from a manila envelope in her lap. She had propped her feet up on another chair, tucking her yellow skirt neatly around her legs. Her blond hair spilled back over her shoulders, and she reached up and buried her hands in it, tousling and piling it up on top of her head, before letting it drop again.

The sun shone across her legs, but the building shadowed her cheek and nose.

Without giving any thought to it, Gabriel went and got his camera, and as quietly as possible, lifted the window. Angling the lenses down, to capture the feeling of watching her from above, he tested the light with several shots. Then he shifted to the left and zoomed in on her face, wanting her profile, wanting to capture the curve of her sensuous lip, the strength of her jaw, the delicacy of her petite nose, which struggled to hold her sunglasses in place. He clicked, over and over, moving in and out, shifting from her face to the whole image of Sara at Study, shoulders tense as she bent over, in contrast to the relaxed posture of her lower body.

As he grabbed shot after shot, Gabriel’s frustration grew. He didn’t want to preserve with the click of the button. He wanted to capture through creation. He wanted to see if his fingers could copy the curves of her body, the expression on her face, the duality of light, and the angle of descent. Setting the camera down on the bed, he went in to his closet, yanking boxes out of his way and tearing into a case he had shoved to the back. It held a brand new, never used sketchbook. With one single pencil, sharpened and ready to use. Bought in a moment of weakness, of longing for the feel of the slender pencil between his fingers, stroking and sliding across paper, generating thought and emotion on the page.

They felt good in his hands, and he flipped not to the first page, but to the middle of the book. At the window, he only needed a minute to shift from photographer to artist, and then his lines appeared, swift and sure, outlining Sara’s body, the scratch of pencil to paper urging him on. As he worked, glancing up and down, manic in his need to emulate her juxtaposition of tension and relaxation, she shifted in her chair, and released her skirt from its prison under her legs.

She must have been getting hot in the sun, because she took the hem from where it hit at her knees and shook it up and down to fan her legs. Then still reading, she hitched the skirt up towards her thighs and dropped her knees apart, one foot moving off the chair to the ground.

Gabriel’s mouth went dry.

It was sexual, but unintentionally so. She was concentrating on the papers in her hand, her relaxing of her legs a signal of her absorption. But that was part of what was so sexy, knowing she wasn’t trying to seduce. She just was.

Flipping to a clean page, Gabriel started over, wanting this new frame captured, this sense of abandonment from Sara. Her sensuality. The length of her neck, her slender legs. It was stunning, and he raced to draw her, wanting it down before she moved, before she became aware of him, before the sun shifted. His fingers remembered, even though it had been a hundred and fifty years, and he embraced the memory, the moment, the gift he had been given.

Sketching standing up had never been natural for him, and in impatience, he gripped his pad and climbed onto the window ledge, the sill providing a narrow seat for him. He dangled his feet over the side of the brick house, and spread his legs to make a surface for his sketchbook. And went back to work, satisfied with the progress he was making, entranced by the quiet of the courtyard, no sound but the rustle of leaves in the trees and bushes and the sound of Sara flipping through the pages in her lap.

She tugged her skirt up higher, exposing a delicious expanse of thigh on the leg that was still stretched across the chair.

He wanted to touch her, to slide his hand up that warm, firm, limb and move underneath her skirt and stroke her intimately, watching her face to see her relax, capitulate, accept pleasure at his hand. He wanted to hear her sigh for him. See the full extent of her beauty.

Outline of her form down on his pad, he studied his raw sketch in comparison to the living, breathing woman below him. It was good, and he was pleased with it.

It had been worth the risk, worth breaking a personal rule.

This was his, to keep.

He was smoothing out the line of her shoulder with his thumb when he heard her scream.

* * *

 
Sara was soaking up the sun, enjoying the feel of it on her face, her arms, even as it heated up her skin and made her start to perspire. The courtyard was peaceful and it had beckoned to her. The table and chairs were a little rickety, or maybe it was that the ground was uneven, mossy bricks that had settled and crumbled. But it felt good to sit enclosed by the vine covered brick walls and read the remaining stack of police reports from the Donovan investigation in solitude.

She was nervous about seeing Gabriel again. She had been weird on Saturday and she knew it. But sleeping in the same bed with him, overreacting both on the street and then again in his apartment when she’d thought he might be dead, plus getting that random email suggesting her guilt, it had all been too much. Embarrassing. So after lunch she had ditched out, and now she was a little nervous about seeing him.

Not that Gabriel was exempt from eccentricities himself. He was a little more abstract than the average person. So she knew intellectually she shouldn’t worry about his reaction, knew he probably thought nothing at all about her behavior, but she was still grateful for the few minutes in the sun to collect her thoughts before she saw him. Maybe if she was lucky, he would look out his window and see her, and come down to say hi. Then she could greet him sitting down wearing sunglasses instead of standing there shuffling her feet as he opened his front door, her eyes darting all over the place.

It wasn’t a very solid plan, and was, in fact, highly wimpy of her, but she couldn’t face everything straight on all the time. She was allowed to avoid once in awhile, and she hadn’t even considered not showing up at all. She wasn’t that big of a wimp.

Something out of the corner of her eye moved and she glanced up.

And screamed, leaping out of her chair. “Jesus Christ, what are you doing?”

Gabriel was sitting in the open window and half of his flippin’ body was actually out of the frame and dangling into the ether. Her first thought was that he was trying to jump, but he was just sitting there, with a big pad of paper in his hand.

“Hey,” he called down, waving.

Very casual. Like sitting in the goddamn window forty feet above brain smashing bricks was normal.

“What are you doing?” Sara clutched her papers and eyed him, waiting for him to lose his balance and come pitching forward. She honestly didn’t think she could catch him given he had a foot in height and forty pounds on her.

“I was inspired,” he said, showing no signs of retreating inside. In fact, he swung his legs back and forth and held up the pad of paper for her to see.

“Inspired to do what? Fall to your death? For God’s sake, get back inside! Carefully.”

“I’m not going to fall. And I was inspired to sketch. Come up and see.”

Sara was intrigued and pleased that he had felt the urge to sketch, but at the same time she couldn’t fully appreciate the implication because fear was choking her. “I’m not leaving until I see that you’re safely inside.”

His head tilted slightly and he smiled. Then he just nodded and said, “Okay.”

She clutched her papers to her chest as he turned and pulled his legs back into the bedroom. But she didn’t really start breathing again until he was standing up inside and pulling the window closed.

Good grief. What the hell had that been all about? She didn’t think his sense of survival was well honed. He didn’t lock doors, he strolled into dark doorways at two in the morning, and dangled out of third floor windows.

Yet another good reason why she shouldn’t get involved with him. She would constantly be worrying about him, and frankly, she had enough to worry about without adding him to the mix.

Not that he was trying to get involved with her. She had to remember that, too.

Prepared to reprimand him yet again, Sara went up the stairs and through the wide open door of his apartment. She sincerely hoped he had just pulled it open in anticipation of her entrance and that he hadn’t been home all day with the front door gaping open. Though she would bite her tongue before she said something to him about the door, and sound like a nag. Driving the point home about dangling in the window was one thing, but add the locked door issue on top of that, and she’d sound like a freak.

Which maybe she was.

But all thoughts of stern consternations fled her mind when Gabriel held up his sketchbook in front of her.

She felt her mouth drop. Actually was aware of her jaw descending and her mouth flapping open.

It was her. He had drawn her, beautifully. With clean lines and a raw sort of honesty, and appreciation.

She saw how he had seen her from the window, relaxed, but still pensive. Warm in the sun. Legs spread.

Good God.

“It’s… lovely. You’re very, very talented.” And she was going to have to revise her opinion of his lack of interest in her. The drawing was alive, and the artist was attracted to the subject. She could see that. Feel it. Unless he had done that just for affect. But she didn’t believe it. He had perceived her pose as sensual, her posture as making love to the sunshine, accepting it, wanting it.

“Thanks.” He glanced at the sketch, a satisfied smile on his face, pencil tucked behind his ear. “Like I said, I was inspired.”

“Why did you ever stop drawing?” Sara reached out and tipped the book back to her, so they could both see it. It was highly flattering, very gratifying to see herself on paper. “If you did this in just a few minutes, I can’t imagine what you could do with paint and a week.”

Gabriel glanced down at her, his arm, leg, body close to her. She could smell his aftershave, and the oddly innocent odor of baby shampoo, and she realized that individually there were pieces of Gabriel that she really liked, appreciated, was attracted to. Sometimes, put all together, she wasn’t entirely sure what she was looking at, but studied in sections, she saw nothing but aspects that pleased her.

“There’s a reason I gave it up, Sara. Drawing, painting, playing the piano… they all require emotion. Vulnerability. Exposing a piece of me.” His thumb slid over the page, rushing over the top of her hair in pencil.

She shivered, feeling again that flood of desire he inspired.

“When you’re an alcoholic, and trying to get sober, that sort of free flowing emotion and total abandonment is a really bad thing. You need control, or at least I did, to stay away from the alcohol. I had to clamp down on all my creativity. Does that make sense?”

“Yes.” She understood. Completely. “I told you I’m a control freak. I know exactly what you mean.” Glancing up at him, she asked the obvious. “So why now? What makes it okay now?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It just felt right. I’m in control. And I enjoyed doing this.”

“It shows.” She felt her cheeks pinken as she saw how truly far apart her legs had been. “I thought I was alone.”

“I know. That’s what made it so enticing. You were completely unaware of me.”

“How long were you dangling out of that window? You just about gave me a heart attack.”

He laughed. “Not long. And I have very good balance.”

“So do cats and they fall sometimes too.” She rolled her eyes to finish off her point.

Gabriel startled her by running his fingertip along her cheek, softly, slowly. “Don’t worry. I have nine lives.”

The touch felt good, and she struggled against the urge to close her eyes, to lean in to it. “Nobody lives forever, Gabriel. Don’t take unnecessary risks.”

“Maybe every day feels like I am going to live forever. Maybe it feels endless.” His dark brown eyes bore into her as his finger fell away.

He had a deep voice, at odds with his delicate bone structure, and it washed over her, his face closer to hers than she had realized. Their bodies were brushing casually, no sense of personal space between them, and she gave in to the urge to touch his hair. Just the end. Lightly. Smoothing it. It was as silken and soft as she had imagined. “Maybe it’s time to rediscover some of the things that brought you joy before.”

She meant painting, the piano. But he got a licentious look in his eye. “Oh, yeah? Like what?”

“Whatever you like. Sketching, for one.”

“Maybe. If you’ll model for me.”

Sara stood still. He was so close to her his breath danced across her face. His eyes studied her, challenging her. He was going to kiss her. She was sure of it. And every inch of her welcomed it, wanted to feel his body against hers, wanted to taste his mouth, dip her tongue inside him, and have permission to plunge her fingers into his hair and tug.

“I’ll think about it,” she whispered. “But I’m a very self-conscious person, so if I model, it will be stilted.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said. “I think if you decide to do something, you do it, without hesitation.”

She wasn’t entirely sure he was right. Nor was she sure if that was all he meant, or if he was asking her something. All she knew was that if he wanted her to initiate a kiss, it wasn’t going to happen. She wasn’t going to risk ruining their working relationship, their budding friendship sort of thing they had happening.

“Like dancing,” he added. “Once you decided to go out there, you went for it.”

That embarrassed her. Maybe because dancing, putting it out there, reminded her of the flaws in her mother, that lack of control she had frequently displayed. Sara backed up, broke away, both physically and emotionally. He wasn’t going to touch her, she could sense that. And she was too raw to make a move, wasn’t sure it was a good idea at all. “Yeah, and when you decide to sketch, you climb out of a window to do it.”

Gabriel didn’t answer, just watched her with eyes that spoke volumes, yet not in a way she could understand. “Is there somewhere I can get some coffee?” she asked. She needed to get away from him.

“Turn right on Royal and go down a block.”

It never seemed to jar him that she switched subjects clear out of the blue, and he never missed a beat. Maybe it was because he was as random as she was.

“Thanks. Want anything?”

He shook his head no. But he gave a soft laugh, a sort of scoff of disbelief.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

It was possibly the most irritating word in the English language.

So without bothering to pursue that any further, Sara dug into her purse for her sunglasses and headed for the door.

Chapter Nine

 
Gabriel wanted to find the child. If the coroner claimed Anne had given birth, then it was possible the child had been stillborn. Or died shortly thereafter. But if the child had died at birth, or some point after, there would be birth records. Assuming that Anne hadn’t given birth before the age of fifteen, Gabriel had ordered the birth records for children with the surname Donovan for all of New Orleans for the years 1841-1849. He didn’t think it was possible that Anne had given birth the year she had died, because he had known her most of that year, but it wouldn’t hurt to scan the results.

While Sara was off getting coffee, he sorted through the results, which had been emailed to him. Since he didn’t need to see the actual physical birth certificates until he found a viable name, he could just search and scroll through the list of names.

It was possible that if Anne had actually had a child, it had been left behind in Ireland, but Gabriel doubted that. Anne had told him she was thirteen when she’d made the trip across the Atlantic, and he had no reason to doubt that. Though he supposed his next search should be passenger lists to verify her arrival, along with her name and age. He had no birth certificate for Anne, only her word at the time that she was twenty-three.

Donovan also was her unmarried name, and Gabriel wondered, if she had given birth to an illegitimate child, what name it would have been given. Most likely Donovan, but it was also possible that the child had been adopted, or given to friends to raise.

It was a long shot, but something told him it mattered. Or maybe he just wanted there to be a child. Maybe he wanted to know that a piece of Anne had continued, that she hadn’t died before really living, before leaving a legacy.

There were fifty-five children born with the last name of Donovan in New Orleans Parish during the eight years in question, some listed solo, others with birth parents. Those who were listed alongside their parents’ names had their mother listed by maiden name and married name, then the father next to them. Three had mothers named Anne, though one was spelled without an “e” on the end. Then one was listed simply as A. Donovan, with no married name and no mention of a father.

Gabriel flagged those four and sent an email ordering copies of the actual birth certificates for all four.

Then he changed his mind. He didn’t want to wait. If he went to the library himself, he could view them on microfilm, then order copies as needed.

He would just leave a note for Sara and leave the door unlocked.

The idea of waiting for her, and walking over to the library together was appealing, but he had felt her withdrawal from him earlier. He had done or said something wrong, obviously, though he had no idea what. But she had definitely bolted. Which was just as well. He had been severely tempted to touch her, and that was an extremely bad idea.

So he would stick with the note and give her some space. They’d known each other less than a week, yet their relationship felt intense, advanced, for the time span. It made sense to back off, to limit the time they were together.

Even if he didn’t want to.

 
* * *

 
Sara went in to the same coffee shop she had a few days earlier and ordered an iced coffee to go. She was too restless to sit and drink it. Gabriel had nicked at her calm, and she felt the need to walk, to burn off the nervous energy.

She had wanted him to kiss her. Badly. She had wanted him to talk her into modeling, then she had wanted him to put down his sketchpad and make love to her, touching her everywhere intimately, his lips on her body. It wasn’t why she had come to New Orleans, and while part of her felt like it would only end in utter disaster, another part of her kept whispering why not? Why couldn’t she have a hot affair that reminded her of the pleasure of being alive?

It wasn’t why she’d made the trek from Florida, but it could be a serious fringe benefit.

Of course, she had also come to New Orleans to try to discover bits of her mother, the way she had been in life, as opposed to death. To try to understand the girl she’d been, the careless woman she’d become. As Sara walked back down Royal Street, she realized it was a futile effort. Her mother had been emotionally distant, and in death she wasn’t going to give what she hadn’t in life.

But Sara knew that her grandmother’s death had altered the course of her mother’s life. She had been only sixteen when her mother had been murdered. And Jessie Michaels had been the one to find her mother, stabbed to death in their suburban home. It was only six months later that she had run away from her father and taken up dancing on Bourbon Street.

None of those radical choices had ever been explained by her mother. She had never elaborated anymore than her standard, “I didn’t like rules.”

On impulse, Sara cut up Orleans Street towards Bourbon. The sun was relentless on her bare shoulders, and she pushed her sunglasses up, checking for sidewalk holes. It amazed her that every street in the Quarter shared the same basic characteristics, the narrow thoroughfare, the buildings flush to the sidewalk, the wooden shutters and doors, and wrought iron railings. Yet each street took on its own personality, its own tone. Some were seedy, others elegant, some quiet, some boisterous. Orleans was calm and reserved, with a hotel that extended for most of the block to Bourbon, which suited her. This was truly her first stroll around the Quarter on her own, and while she wanted to like it, enjoy herself, she could never seem to shake the sensation that she didn’t belong. That she was vulnerable. A target.

It was important to confront those feelings, to recognize that she was just outside of her comfort zone, and nothing more. There was no danger, and no one was out to get her.

She debated which way to go on Bourbon, but opted for left, figuring there was more in that direction. The club her mother had danced at no longer went by the same name, but the night she’d died, her mother had been drinking a steady stream of margaritas at dinner with Sara and Rafe and she had suddenly started reminiscing about her days dancing. She had mentioned the club was in the four hundred block of Bourbon where there were several gentleman’s clubs. Then she had told Rafe it was a shame he hadn’t seen her table dancing, because to quote her mother, she had been hot shit.

Sara had been appalled, but Rafe had just smiled and told her she still was. Then he had mildly suggested maybe another margarita wasn’t wise if she wanted to be able to walk to the car. If Sara had said that, her mother would have torn into her, and defiantly kept drinking, but she hadn’t been offended by Rafe’s comment. She had just laughed and said maybe he was right, but that it was still a shame that he had been in diapers when she’d been dancing.

And just four hours later, her mother was dead.

Sara was walking right past strip clubs, posters plastered all over their exterior walls, advertising barely legal girls and world famous sex acts. None of the pictures looked very appealing to her, and the one with a woman sitting aggressively on a bike seat look downright painful. The pictures went on and on, smiling women, naked and airbrushed. Sara had never been inside a strip club, and for some reason, she paused in front of the door of one after spending a few minutes perusing their posters, wondering how the dancers themselves compared to the cheerful images on the wall. Were strippers really that happy and perky? She wanted to see inside, wanted to know, wanted to picture how her mother had been bold and sassy enough at sixteen to lie about her age and dance partly naked in front of men.

“Are you looking for work?”

Glancing over at the doorman, Sara willed herself not to blush. “No.”

“Are you sure?” He smiled at her, a man in his mid-thirties, attractive, and wearing a suit. “The money’s good, and we could use a blonde. One of our best customers already saw you and asked about you. You’re guaranteed fifty a night in tips from him alone if he likes you.”

“What do you mean he saw me? I just walked up.” Sara hadn’t seen anyone on the sidewalk but her and the doorman. Though admittedly she had been busy studying the pictures with morbid fascination.

“A minute ago. He saw you when he was going inside.” He tipped his head to the door, giving another charming smile. “Come on in and watch a few of the girls, see what you think.”

It amazed her that dancers were on stage at noon on a Monday, but it was Bourbon Street, after all. Bars were advertising three for one, and karaoke was going. “No, thanks.” Though she couldn’t prevent herself from glancing in the open door. All she could see was a dark hallway, and a woman’s legs on the stage.

And she suddenly had the feeling that someone was watching her. From inside the club.

Sara shivered, rubbing her hands over her arms. Maybe the customer the doorman had referred to was still checking her out. Which she didn’t like at all.

“Well, have a good afternoon then, and if you change your mind, stop on back.” The guy waved and diverted his attention to two men passing by on the street.

Giving one last backward glance into the club and seeing nothing noteworthy, Sara started down the street, returning the way she had come. She wanted to go back to Gabriel’s apartment, to the security of his courtyard. Finding pieces of her mother’s motivation on Bourbon Street wasn’t going to happen. She had to accept she was never going to have answers to those questions. Hell, maybe she wouldn’t want them if she did have them. Ultimately, she and her mother had been diametrically opposed to each other in the core of who they were.

Funny that she had never given much thought to her biological father. It would seem logical that if she were nothing like her mother, she must be like her father, yet she had never been interested in finding him. Only once had she asked for his name, and her mother had told her she didn’t remember his last name, only his first, which had been Brian. The last name “started with an S” but beyond that her mother couldn’t recall. Sara had never asked again. Who Brian S. had been and why he had been a bouncer and what he had seen in her sixteen-year-old mother had never really mattered to her.

Maybe because it was her mother who had driven her life, not him. It was her mother who had raised her, her mother who hugged her and yelled at her, who had vacillated between effusive in her affection and stone cold remoteness. Her mother had influenced her psyche on every level, and now she was left alone to deal with the mess of her life.

It made her angry. At her mother. At the world.

Sara walked faster, dodging sidewalk holes and avoiding further doormen and one aggressive bartender already hocking shots in plastic tubes in the open doorway. She needed to let it go. Let it all go. Start over right here, right now. Yet it was so damn hard to start over when she physically felt the past following her. It was there in the Anne Donovan case, it was there in the email she’d gotten suggesting her guilt, it was there in the book Gabriel was writing, it was in the disturbing sensation that even as she walked someone was watching her, following her.

For a minute, she panicked, forgetting which cross street she wanted to turn down, and certain she’d gone too far, but then she saw the sign for Dumaine and realized that was the street Gabriel’s apartment was on. Glancing behind her as she turned onto Dumaine, she scanned the street for a clear indication of someone following her, but she only saw several women together in a cluster wearing summer business skirts, and a man hosing the street down.

God, she was totally paranoid. Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling, and she walked faster and faster until she got to Gabriel’s gate, which was open. Then she jogged down the enclosure, and up the stairs to his apartment, looking forward to seeing him, hearing his reassurances. There was a note on the door.

Went to library. Back soon, go on in. G
Sara ripped it off the door and turned the knob. He’d left the door open. And the gate. Plus a note indicating to anyone who happened by that he wasn’t home and everything was unlocked. He was afraid of nothing, and she was paranoid enough for the both of them, and one extra person besides. Sara went in and locked the door behind her, heart pounding from her aggressive walking.

Then she pulled out her phone in case she needed to call 911, and walked through his apartment, checking to make sure she was actually alone with the door locked behind her. She went through every room, even throwing open his bedroom closet and peeking behind the shower curtain. She ended in his office, and collapsed on the sofa, feeling on the verge of tears.

She fought them, hating to cry, knowing it meant she wasn’t better, despising that she was not totally and completely in control. Popping back up to distract herself, she went over to study the spoons that hung on the wall by Gabriel’s computer. She thought they were vintage, but she couldn’t be sure. She wasn’t even sure if they were technically spoons since they had holes in them, and oblong ends, more like a pie server than a spoon.

Agitated and restless, Sara knew she should just go back to the file folder of research documents she had with her. She hadn’t brought her laptop with her, and she didn’t feel comfortable using Gabriel’s computer without asking him first, but she could write out long hand all the questions she had. She wanted to find out more about John Thiroux, where he had come from, and where he had gone after his acquittal. Newspaper articles at the time hadn’t seemed to delve into his past at all. Everything she had read concentrated on his artistic endeavors and his drug problem. No one mentioned his family, his education, where his wealth had originated from, and how he might have strayed down the path of alcohol and opium.

But instead of working she found herself looking at the various objects lying around his desk. Never a nosy person, she wasn’t sure why she was standing there filled with rabid curiosity, eyes roving over an old loving cup used as a pen holder. The abandoned water bottle turned on its side, crushed, and stuck with paper clips that had been twisted open and straightened out to reveal their ends. Stacks of books with criminology titles. Gabriel was messy, but not dirty. There was no dust, no food wrappers, no indiscriminant sticky spots.

A file folder was open next to the computer and it was impossible not to see the copy of the sketch sitting on top. It was a woman in profile, sitting on the edge of a bed. She thought it was Anne Donovan, but it was hard to tell from the side. But it was signed in the corner JT. Sara stood there staring at the sketch, telling herself not to do it, but she couldn’t stop herself. Sliding the first copy over, she revealed a second one behind it. This was Anne on her stomach on the bed, nude, head lying on her arms, looking more sleepy than sexual. Like she’d woken to discover her lover had been sketching her for quite some time.

It was an intimate image, and Sara felt a profound sense of sadness for Anne, for the life she had led, and the brutal, untimely end to her existence.

But at the same time, going on pure instinct, Sara felt as though the man who had drawn that picture had respected the woman before him. There was a tenderness to what he had captured. The artist didn’t seem interested in her nudity for titillation, but as a display of her total beauty, her curves and soft feminine form.

There were three more sketches in the pile. The first showed Anne at her dressing table fussing with a pot of powder. Another of Anne smiling, an intense devotion to the artist on her face, revealing, in Sara’s opinion, that she had loved John Thiroux. Or at least had desired him, admired him, been grateful to him. There was intensity in her eyes, not disgust or boredom or tolerance. The third sketch was one of her neck, curls tumbling over her shoulders, the graceful lines of her muscles and bones delineated. A pearl necklace was resting above her décolleté, and her fingers played with the beads. Her face wasn’t visible, but she had slender fingers, and neatly manicured nails.

The final two sketches had Sara pulling back in shock. “Jesus.” Both were copies like the others, the first a rendering of the crime scene. It was appalling, brutal. Sara’s stomach roiled at the image of a woman, on her back in bed, her face and upper body mutilated, the bed sheets darkened to depict pools of blood, the stain descending to the floor and collecting in a puddle. It was only a pencil sketch, with lines blurring and details of the wounds hard to decipher, yet it conjured up memories of her mother’s death, of the crime scene photos they had briefly showed in court, and the utter violation of what had been done to her.

The final sketch was a close up of Anne’s arm, graceful and delicate in the moonlight, her fingers dangling over the side of the bed. It was a Xerox copy, but there were dark streaks across the paper, slashing through Anne’s wrist, and smattering across the right hand side of the sketch. When Sara saw the faint outline of a fingerprint, she realized that the dark spots made from the copier were originally blood, Anne’s blood, and that whoever had picked up the drawing before the blood had dried had embedded their fingerprint in it.

John Thiroux’s maybe. The police. Or another unknown killer. That fingerprint belonged to someone who had been there, seen the body soon after Anne’s death. Sara dropped it back onto the desk, tossing the sketch on top of the other one, not really wanting to see either any more. Though the second she dropped them, she found herself picking them both right back up. Whether she wanted to or not, she had to search for answers. She had to know who had killed Anne Donovan.

And who had killed Anne’s daughter.

And Sara’s mother and grandmother.

 
 
* * *

From The Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux

Statement of one Marguerite Charles, January 7, 1850

 
Prosecutor: Before me, James R. Jackson, prosecutor for the Parish of Orleans, sits Marguerite Charles, who is acquainted with the defendant, Jonathon Thiroux, and has been duly sworn and charged to answer all the questions the court presents before her in this case. Mrs. Charles, how long have you known the defendant?

Charles: For one year.

Prosecutor: In what capacity did your relationship originate?

Charles: We met at a ball through mutual friends. I believe it was at the Huntsworth’s house, but I cannot remember for certain. Regardless, in the course of polite conversation, it was made known to me that Mr. Thiroux is an artist. I expressed interest in his art, and we fostered a social relationship.

Prosecutor: Did you see one another outside of large social gatherings?

Charles: Yes. I began to model for Mr. Thiroux for his sketches. He sketches in pencil, then paints in oils.

Prosecutor: Were you alone with him during these artistic sessions? Where did they occur?

Charles: Yes, we were alone. They were in his studio on Royal Street, where he currently resides.

Prosecutor: Did you pose in costumes, or gowns?

Charles: Sometimes in costumes or gowns. Other times they were natural poses.

Prosecutor: On those “other times” are you implying, forgive me if I am making an incorrect assumption, but are you saying that by natural poses you mean you disrobed during these drawing sessions?

Charles: Yes. John did at least three nudes of me. He was interested in capturing the physical form of a more voluptuous woman and I was flattered to do so.

Prosecutor: Indeed. Why did you stop posing in this illustrious manner for Mr. Thiroux?

Charles: Because during our final session, which was last June, he threatened me with a knife when I complained that I was stiff and required a break.

Prosecutor: Threatened you with a knife? Where did he get this knife from? Tell us exactly what happened during this shocking encounter.

Charles: I was sitting on the divan, not reclining, but sitting upright, front facing, legs crossed, palms pressed on the sofa.

Prosecutor: What were you wearing?

Charles: Nothing. And my shoulders were sore from the extensive session and I asked permission to take a turn about the room. But John said no without even looking at me. He was completely absorbed in his sketch. However, I was truly uncomfortable and feeling a jabbing headache beginning behind my eyes, so I requested for the second time some relief, explaining my discomfort. Before I was even aware what he was about, he was in front of me, a knife in his hand, which he waved wildly in my face. I don’t know where he got the knife from as I never saw him draw it. But he told me to shut up, to sit still, or he would stick me.

Prosecutor: Where those his exact words? Sit still or I’ll stick you?

Charles: Yes.

Prosecutor: Had Mr. Thiroux been drinking?

Charles: Yes. I saw him drink two full glasses of absinthe in the hour preceding the incident.

Prosecutor: No further questions. Thank you, Mrs. Charles.

 
* * *

CONGRESSMAN’S WIFE POSED NUDE

FOR POTENTIAL MURDERER!

 
January 8, 1850- Yesterday saw the further attempt by the prosecution to malign the character of defendant John Thiroux and show that he has a history of violence. For those in attendance at the courtroom, it was a scene setting worthy of the theater. The attractive and artistic defendant, the charming attorneys for both sides, the gruff judge, and the pretty and bountiful wife of two-time Congressman Pierre Charles were all present playing their respective parts.

The trial commenced again at ten A.M., and every eye in the room turned when Mrs. Charles swept in to the room in her modish gold paisley print silk day dress, raven curls spilling over her curvy shoulders. She took the stand with confidence and alacrity, speaking her oath in clear, melodic tones, hand delicately placed on the Bible.

Only the defense knew at that point why Mrs. Charles had been called to witness, though many, this reporter included, correctly concluded that Mrs. Charles and Mr. Thiroux were acquainted from residing in the same social circles. It should have been anticipated that a gentleman as charming and innocuous as the defendant would have no difficulty in securing women, even those gently bred, to serve as inspiration for his art. Such a revelation raised a murmur in the courtroom, but no more than was required to express the acknowledgement of the sense of Mrs. Charles’s statement. Bored ladies with absent husbands will accept compliments where they are received, and no greater flattery exists than the request to preserve a woman’s face and figure in oil.

I think it is safe to assume, however, given the collective gasp from those present, that nary a soul anticipated that Mrs. Charles would confess, without so much as a blink or a blush, that she had, in fact, posed for Mr. Thiroux’s artistic renderings as nature had presented her.

Even more stunning was the revelation that Mr. Thiroux lost his temper with the charming and vulnerable Mrs. Charles in such an offensive manner. It is not surprising to discover the defendant was enjoying an open bottle for this encounter, nor does it present him as in control, respectful of women, and thoroughly misunderstood as the defense would have you believe.

A great number of questions arise from this testimony, not the least of which is whether or not Congressman Charles was aware of his wife’s very liberal and forthcoming support of the arts.

 
* * *

Naples Daily News

July 17, 2007

 
As testimony continues in the trial of Dr. Rafe Marino for the murder of his girlfriend, Jessie Michaels, the defense shifted tactics slightly yesterday in the courtroom. Up until this point, the defense has focused on the lack of evidence being presented, and insisting that what forensic trace evidence was present at the scene was the result of the victim having a relationship with the accused. But now the defense has taken a more aggressive stance, suggesting that a woman such as Jessie Michaels, a former stripper and drug user, and an alcoholic at the time of her death, led a double life. One in which she was the middle class suburban girlfriend of the upstanding and charming young doctor, another in which she frequented strip clubs and mixed alcohol and recreational drugs. The defense suggested that such behavior could have brought her into contact with her murderer.

Throughout the course of the trial, Dr. Marino has adamantly declared his love and affection for the victim.

Chapter Ten

 
Sara left Gabriel’s and drove back to her apartment, scratching a return message on the bottom of his note to her. She couldn’t stay, not without access to her computer, and no idea how long it would be before he returned. It had been a mistake to leave her laptop and Angel at her place. She missed her kitten, was worried about her.

And those sketches had shaken her. Had shown her that this was real, no matter in the distant past. This had happened and it wasn’t a puzzle or a murder mystery weekend to solve. It was a woman and her life. Just as real as her mother had been.

Growing up in the congested traffic of Naples and the surrounding areas with laborious commutes on inadequate infrastructure, Sara hadn’t thought twice about getting an apartment twenty minutes from the French Quarter. But she was starting to see why Gabriel had expressed surprise. The convenience of the Quarter with walking distance to food and shopping was appealing, and the drive to Kenner was getting annoying. Or she should say the drive from Kenner. What kind of Freudian slip was that?

She had already pulled in to her assigned parking spot when she realized there was someone at the door of her apartment. Instinctively, she reversed and pulled in to the spot opposite hers and sat with the engine idling, watching the man knock repeatedly and actually peek into the window right next to her front door. He looked very normal, average height and weight, short brown hair barely visible under a baseball hat, dressed in tan khakis and a green golf shirt. There was a package or thick envelope in his hand, and a phone balanced on top.

The rational, reasonable thing to do would be to get out of the car, approach him, and inquire what he wanted. But Sara wasn’t about to do that. Observing from her car felt safer, even if it was highly likely the man was selling magazines or offering religious flyers. Or he was a reporter.

That was likely her paranoia rearing its ugly head, but she didn’t want to risk it. She had nothing to say to the press. Other than an expletive that involved four letters followed by the word off.

Her phone ringing caused her to jump. “Shit.” Sara let out a breath and yanked the phone out of her purse, eyes still on the guy. He was pressing the doorbell again, lingering longer than was appropriate for a salesman.

Caller ID showed it was Gabriel. “Hello?”

“Hi. Where did you go?”

“Back to my place. Didn’t you get my note?” Gabriel sounded irritated with her, but she was too distracted by the man in front of her to bother to try and appease him.

“Yeah, but why? You just came over and then you left again.”

“You left too.” So there. “I went for coffee and you left.”

“But I came back.”

“So did I.”

“But then you left again.”

If she weren’t so distracted by her tenacious doorman, she would have laughed. “We’ve established that. We both left and came back and I left a second time and didn’t come back, because I didn’t know when you were coming back.”

“I wasn’t long,” he said, a little petulantly.

“Okay.” Now Mr. Nice Guy was actually trying the knob to her apartment, giving it a turn and a shove. It didn’t open, obviously, since she was neurotic when it came to locking her door. Maybe she should call the police. Though a guy aggressively knocking on her door wasn’t exactly threatening even if he had tried the knob. They would think she was a loon, and all it would do would be to call attention to her.

“Sara? Is everything okay?”

“Yeah…” Sara turned her car off, frustrated with herself and her fear. “Stay on the phone with me, okay? I’m in the parking lot and there’s a guy at my apartment door, and he won’t go away. I think I need to see what he wants.”

“Does he look dangerous?”

“No. He looks like a Little League coach actually. But he’s been hovering for a good five minutes so I think I need to just see what he wants and get rid of him.”

“Okay, I’ll be right here.”

It was ridiculous to think that having Gabriel on the phone with her, fifteen miles away, was going to prevent her from bodily harm, but for some reason it was extremely comforting.

“I think I found a birth certificate for Anne Donovan’s daughter,” he said.

Sara was getting out of the car and crossing the parking lot. “Are you serious?” Sara briefly wondered if she should confess she knew who Anne’s daughter was- that she had all along. But if she did Gabriel would want the whole truth, and she wasn’t prepared to tell that yet.

“Yes. Her name was Margaret Donovan, and she was six years old at the time of Anne’s death. I have no idea what happened to her though, but it’s a starting point. If we could find descendants of Anne, we could actually do something with the blood flakes that have been preserved from the knife found at the scene.”

“How? We don’t have John Thiroux’s DNA. If we found blood that didn’t belong to Anne, based on a comp to a descendant, it doesn’t tell us anything except that someone else was in the room, which of course we knew, since someone killed her.”

“Well-

“Hang on, Gabriel.” Sara was behind the guy and he had turned around curiously. She kept the phone at her ear but moved the mouthpiece down towards her chin. “Can I help you?”

Giving her a friendly smile, the man raised the envelope in his hand and waved it back and forth. “Are you Sara Michaels? I have a delivery for you.”

“Thanks.” She held out her hand, still weirded out by his behavior. He wasn’t a mailman, and he wasn’t wearing a delivery uniform. No truck with FedEx or UPS on it in the parking lot either.

“Can you sign here? I’m glad you showed up. I can’t leave this kind of thing on a doorstep. I don’t get paid until I can say I put it directly in your hand.”

That made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. “What kind of thing?” She propped her phone on her shoulder and signed the paper he held out for her, using what amounted to an S followed by a slash. It seemed like a bad idea to use her official signature, but she wasn’t going to argue either. She wanted him off of her sidewalk.

“Usually court documents. Subpoenas, stuff like that.” He shrugged and gave her an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

“Well, who sent it?” Sara glanced down at the envelope. It had a return address, but no name.

“All I can tell you is what it says right there.” He tapped the return address.

It told her nothing, other than it had a Naples address. Heart pounding she said, “Okay, thanks.” It had to be from her lawyer. He was the only one who knew her current address. Just paperwork from the house sale, or something regarding Rafe’s trial. He was just trying to keep her informed and up-to-date.

It wasn’t a warrant for her arrest or anything like that. They didn’t mail something like that to you. They just showed up and slapped cuffs on you.

“Have a great day.” He waved and jogged down the path to the parking lot.

“Yeah. You, too,” she murmured absently, fixing her phone so she could talk. “Hey, it’s just a delivery guy. He gave me a package.”

“Oh, okay. Good. So what were we talking about?”

Sara turned, saw the guy had gotten in to his car and was pulling away, and then opened her apartment door. Locking it behind her, she told Gabriel honestly, “I have no idea. And I think I should go. I think this package is from my lawyer and I should probably check it out.”

Glancing around her apartment, she spotted Angel reclining on the sofa arm, sound asleep. Tossing her purse down, she tore open the envelope, not even wanting to wait until she was off the phone. She needed to see it was just house or banking documents. Something to do with probate court. Boring. Nothing more, nothing less.

“Your lawyer? What do you have a lawyer for?”

“For settling my mom’s estate and stuff…” Sara frowned. The papers she was pulling out didn’t feel like forms or documents. They felt glossy, like…

Pictures. She gasped as she saw the image of her mother, dead, blood everywhere, on the wall, the bed, her mother’s neck, shoulders, chest, stomach, arms.

“Oh, God,” she said, flipping through the stack in her hand. “Jesus Christ.”

“What?”

Sara struggled to take deep breaths, to not throw up. To not give in to the fear and shock that was crawling up her throat and cutting off her air.

“Sara. What is in the package?” Gabriel’s voice was calm and commanding.

“Pictures. Of my mother. Dead.” She got to the last one, taken through her mother’s bedroom window at a downward trajectory. It showed the wounds on her mother’s chest in brutal, gory detail, her naked flesh ravaged by the knife and her killer.

Sara rammed it back into the envelope. “I’m going to be sick.”

Her stomach heaved and she choked on the heels of a gag. She had seen the crime scene photos in court, but that had been brief, a quick flashing in front of her as the prosecutor had tried to unnerve her. She’d never had time to study them, to take in their full glossy gore.

“Sara, listen to me. Put the pictures back in the envelope and close it. Do you understand?”

“I already did,” she said, voice trembling, tears in her eyes, as she swallowed hard, the urge to vomit thankfully dissipating. “Did you request these pictures for the book?”

“No, of course not. I would never do that without asking your permission. But I wouldn’t use crime scene photos anyway. And if I did want documents from your mother’s case I would have them sent to me, not you.”

That was true, that all made sense. “So who would send these to me?”

Even before the words were completely out, Sara felt fear creeping up. Someone knew where she was, her address. No one had access to those photos except the police and those involved in Rafe’s court case. She pulled the pile of photos back out of the envelope and found the one taken at a downward angle. Were these truly police shots of the scene or were they taken before the police arrived? By the killer.

“Oh, God, what if the murderer sent these to me?” Skin clammy, she looked around her apartment again. She hadn’t even checked the windows or the other rooms. Angel leaped off the couch, the movement startling her. “He knows where I am.”

“Sara, I’m coming over. What’s your address?”

“Uh…” She couldn’t think. Couldn’t remember her address. Maybe she’d never known it. The blood spatters in the picture she was clutching blurred, her head swimming, and she had the horrific realization that she was going to faint. She fought and clung to reality, forcing her eyes open and air into her lungs, groping for the wall. The black spots and the ringing in her ears retreated and she managed to stay standing.

Cramming the pictures back into the envelope again and closing the metal tabs, she dropped it onto the coffee table and shifted a magazine over top of it. “Sorry, I can’t remember my address. I just moved here.”

Like he didn’t know that. God, she was losing it. Yet she forced herself to pick up the envelope yet again and read off her address from the front to Gabriel. How ironic. The person who had sent her the photos knew where she was more than she did.

 
* * *

Gabriel could actually fly. He could manipulate air and space and the laws of physics with his immortal body and his demonic, bastardized angel powers. He was tempted to use his talents to reach Sara quicker, but he wasn’t sure how he would explain arriving without a car. He could also project his voice, his thoughts, into a mortal’s mind, and he could soothe Sara, offer words of comfort or reassurance, but the risk was that she would think the voices in her head were signs of insanity, and he certainly didn’t want that.

So he would have to be patient, and mortal, and he would have to drive his car on I-10 West like anyone else would under the circumstances.

Which didn’t make him at all happy.

It was twenty minutes before he pulled into Sara’s apartment complex, and if he had used any sort of common sense, he would have called her back. He should have used the drive to talk to her, to calm her down. Though she hadn’t sounded hysterical. She had sounded almost numb, which worried him just as much, if not more so.

But she answered right away when he knocked loudly and impatiently on her door, checking the metal numbers a third time, making sure it was the right unit.

“Hi,” she said, trying to smile, but the effort only resulted in a wobbling lip.

“Hey,” he said, softly. He wasn’t good at comforting anyone, and had very little experience at it. He’d never been social, never chatty or quick to respond. He had always been an observer, a people watcher, an artist, a creator. Yet he knew instinctively that Sara needed physical comfort. He just felt it from her, like he had when he’d woken up and she’d been standing by his bed.

Sara liked, wanted, needed to be touched.

So he did, knowing it wasn’t wise, but unwilling to pretend he couldn’t see what she was suffering. Wrapping his arms around her, he pulled her against him, kicking the door shut behind him with his foot.

“Lock it,” she said, voice muffled against his chest.

“Okay.” Gabriel loosened his grip and turned, clicking the dead bolt in place.

“Where’s the cat?” she asked, eyes darted around. “She didn’t run outside, did she?”

“No, she’s lying on the coffee table.”

Only then did Sara sigh and relax into his embrace, snaking her arms around his waist. He held her, rubbing his hands over her back, enjoying the softness, the warmth of her body against his. The scent of her hair filled his nostrils and he breathed deeply. “It’s going to be okay,” he murmured.

“I want to believe that. But I’m scared.” She peeled her head off his chest and looked up at him. The plaintive look in her eyes, laced with fear, jabbed him in the heart. “Who would send me those pictures? Who knows where I am? And you should see them. I almost think… I almost think they were actually taken by the killer before the police arrived.”

“Let’s go back to my place and we’ll look at them. We’ll figure this out.” He squeezed her a little tighter to him. “Now pack your stuff and Angel and let’s go.”

“Pack my stuff?” She frowned.

“I don’t think you’re comfortable staying here alone, are you?” If he had to guess, he’d bet she’d spent the past twenty minutes pacing back and forth, biting her fingernails and checking and rechecking her door and window locks.

Sara blanched. “No. I guess I’ll have to break my lease. Or maybe I can just stay in a hotel for a few days and see how I feel.” She shuddered. “But you’re right, I don’t think I can stay here tonight. And I don’t want those pictures anywhere near me.”

“You can stay with me.” There was no way he was depositing her in a hotel and walking way. She was pale and shaky, her skin clammy. He pictured her bolted into a hotel room, chair pushed against the door, awake all night long, worrying. Afraid. The desire for a pill, just a little something to help it go away, ease her mind, let her sleep and rest, growing stronger and stronger.

He didn’t want her to have to fight that, to be afraid. And it was possible that she actually was in danger, though he didn’t really believe that. More likely the photos had been sent by some incredibly insensitive reporter.

Either way, he wanted her safe, with him.

“Gabriel, I don’t know… that’s generous of you to offer, but is it really such a good idea?”

She looked worried, but she was still leaning against him. “Why wouldn’t it be a good idea?” he asked.

“Because… I don’t know.”

Because they were attracted to each other. That’s what she was silently saying. He could almost hear it, read it in the plea in her blue eyes as she volleyed the decision over to him.

Hold her or push her away. Irrational or rational. Cruel or compassionate. Both choices were potentially devastating. To both of them.

“There’s no logical reason we can’t go to my place. Where’s the cat food? I’ll get Angel’s stuff together while you pack a bag.” He brushed her hair off of her forehead, just because. Just to feel it, just to touch her. Just to reassure himself that he wasn’t going to regret his decision. To remind himself that casual touching led to caresses which led to kisses which led to sensual pleasure, which led to women clinging to him, begging and pleading and crying for more. Desperate for him, all of him, his mind, his body, his heart, his soul, as they tried to swallow him whole and replace themselves with him.

One step at a time, that’s how it happened, one touch, then another, a gradual, unsuspecting emersion, just like one drink led to another, an occasional glass led to a bottle, once a week led to every day, to every two hours until you never left the stupor and you cared for nothing but the fuzzy abyss and wet slosh of more liquid in your mouth.

Maybe Sara was different.

Maybe he shouldn’t test that irrational theory based on nothing but hope.

Yet when she went to pack her bag and he went to collect the cat accoutrements, he felt only a defiant satisfaction and anticipation for more time with Sara.

 
* * *

LADY KILLER!

 
January 10th, 1850- There was more entertainment in the courtroom today in the case of accused murderer Jonathon Thiroux, as one Molly Faye took the stand. A working girl in The House of Rest for Weary Men, where Anne Donovan was murdered in her sleep, Molly Faye confessed to the room at large that she, like Miss Donovan before her, had entered into an illicit business understanding with the defendant after the death of Miss Donovan.
While this was arguably in poor taste on the part of Mr. Thiroux, it was not a CRIME to move so quickly from one lewd woman to another, but the prosecutor maintains that this illuminates unpleasant aspects of Mr. Thiroux’s character. But before one could even truly form an opinion as to any implications of Miss Faye’s ardent testimony, yet another unfortunate, Sally Swanson, took the stand. Miss Swanson likewise described HER relationship with Mr. Thiroux in such salacious detail that Judge Henry stopped the proceedings and ordered all women and children under the age of eighteen from the courtroom before allowing Miss Swanson to continue.
A dance hall enthusiast, and fond of the sound of her own voice, Miss Swanson spun a tale of devotion and tawdry pleasures of the flesh worthy of the infamous Marquess de Sade, and unfit for description in this newspaper. Yet while most in attendance were either shocked into silence, or simply silent in the raucous immoral hope of hearing more spill forth from the cherry red lips of Miss Swanson, there was one who could not maintain quiet. Miss Faye, outraged at Miss Swanson’s timeline of her affair with Mr. Thiroux (which invariably overlapped Miss Faye’s own), interrupted most vehemently in protest of Miss Swanson’s, “no-good pack o’lies!”
What followed was scarcely to be believed. Miss Swanson calmly stated that Miss Faye was in no uncertain terms a word unprintable in this paper and frankly, one which is best left on the docks. To which Miss Faye rushed the witness stand and soundly slapped the pretty cheek of her romantic opponent. Such tussling, such pulling and slapping and tearing of hair and cheek and dress, as I have never seen in Judge Henry’s courtroom erupted, and it took three bailiffs a solid two minutes to separate the bawdy hellcats. As the women were being escorted from the bench, Miss Faye wrenched free of her captor and flung herself at the feet of Mr. Thiroux, wrapping arms around his legs and appealing for him to tell the truth, to tell everyone, “that he loved her and only her!”
Mr. Jackson has maintained throughout the course of the trial that Mr. Thiroux took knife to flesh and killed Miss Donovan after the “intemperate use of spirits.”
This reporter has to admit that if Mr. Thiroux is constantly subjected to such disgusting displays as what we saw in the courtroom yesterday from both women, than it is not at all shocking the man has descended into the bottle. In fact, if he has such an affect on woman as to find them wrapped around his kneecaps on a regular basis, it is simply astonishing that he hasn’t yet taken a knife to his own flesh to remove himself from such ludicrous feminine hysterics.
 
 
* * *

Mrs. Jane Gallier
117 Esplanade Avenue
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
Mr. Jonathon Thiroux
34 Royal Street
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
January 10, 1850
 
Mr. Thiroux,
 
After reading with much dismay and disgust, of the events in the courtroom yesterday at your rather unfortunate trial, I must confess myself horrified and betrayed. Yes, betrayed. I had thought, sir, that while you are of a passionate nature (as is true with all men of your artistic ilk) those inclinations were contained to your canvases and myself. Imagine the distress, the humiliation, the devastation, I felt upon reading in print for all to see the company with which you have been consorting.
If you have such little respect and regard for me, then I think it is best if we no longer see one another. To that purpose, I will have my butler deny you entrance when I am at home, and I am also returning the lock of hair that I snipped from your head as you slept. I cannot bear the sight of its angelic strands one minute longer, as it only amplifies my weeping, and contributes to the shattering of my generous heart.
One day I hope you will live to regret that which you have lost.
 
Sincerely,
Mrs. Jane Gallier
 
* * *

Mrs. Jane Gallier
117 Esplanade Avenue
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
Mr. Jonathon Thiroux
34 Royal Street
New Orleans, Louisiana
 
January 11, 1850
 
My Dearest John,
 
Please disregard my irrational letter you received yesterday. I do not know what came over me, and I have regretted my action every minute since the vile missive left my possession. Pray tell me you’ll forgive me, and visit me today, as I am devastatingly lonely for you. As an olive branch, I have procured your favorite vintage for your enjoyment.
Please say you’ll be over, and that you forgive me. I cannot bear the thought of never seeing you again, and I wait most anxiously for your arrival, and hope that when you are back in my presence, allowing me to make amends for my harsh words, that you will return the lock of hair to me that I so impudently returned.
Please, John, dearest, please make haste and come to me today.
 
Your ever loving and most ardently devoted,
Jane
 
* * *

 
 
Sara was looking better. There was color in her cheeks and her back was straight, head high. In fact, Gabriel would almost argue it was the best he’d ever seen her look, calm and animated. As if seeing the photos, hitting the bottom of the barrel and almost drowning in the dregs of her fear, she had climbed out with a whole new determination to not live her life that way.

Gabriel had thought she would want to be distracted, to ignore the two murder cases for a while. He had been prepared to suggest a walk to the river, a late lunch, maybe even a movie. But when they’d arrived back at his apartment, Sara had dropped her bag in the living room, had put Angel’s cat food away in his pantry, and than had sat down on the couch in his office and asked him to outline physical evidence they had from the Donovan case that had the potential to be tested for DNA.

“Are you sure you want to do this right now?” he asked. He had taken a peek at the crime scene photos she’d received when she had been packing. They were gruesome, and it was her mother. She had to be devastated.

But she just nodded firmly. “Yes. I want to do this. I want us to write this book, do everything in our power to either solve the crimes, or at the very least to show the advances in criminal investigation.” She adjusted the straps of her tank top, her hair smoothed back and contained in a twisted ponytail of some kind. “I believe in forensics. I’ve always enjoyed the satisfaction in my job of taking an unknown substance and identifying it. Giving the investigators the facts they need to connect the pieces of the puzzle and convict a criminal. Maybe you and I can’t achieve that here, but we can try, and regardless of the outcome, when we write The End and you turn the manuscript in to your editor, I’m going to have gained some sort of personal closure. That’s what I want. To be done. To move forward.”

If it were only that simple. Gabriel had often wondered if closure was a psychological myth. Nothing ended, ever. Things simply faded, hurt less, but stuck to the side of your subconscious forever, altering your thoughts, your essence, your future.

But all he said to Sara was, “Okay. Here’s what we have. A lock of John Thiroux’s hair, courtesy of Mrs. Jane Gallier. One fingerprint in the sketch of Anne Donovan’s arm. Blood flakes from the knife found at the crime scene, as well as blood found on the absinthe spoon lying on the floor. That’s it. That’s all we’ve got. And maybe, if we’re incredibly lucky, we can trace Anne Donovan’s child on down to a descendent, though that’s probably wishful thinking. And even if we could find a descendent, who is to say they’ll agree to give us a sample?”

Sara made a face. “I suppose a lot of people would find it disturbing to be approached with something like this.”

It was possible he might offend someone, but Gabriel thought it was time he set aside irrational feelings and aggressively pursued every angle he could. “Dealing with the dead is disturbing to the living.”

He was leaning against his desk, feet crossed, arms over his chest, and he watched Sara, took great pleasure in seeing her fingers pull her ponytail over her shoulder and absently stroke the ends of her hair. Her orange tank top clung to her breasts and Gabriel remembered the way she had felt, pressed against him, every curve of her body clinging to his. It had been a good thing the timing was so incredibly inappropriate because he was becoming more and more tempted.

“It almost seems as if everything is disturbing to the living.” Sara’s eyes went a little wider and she asked him, voice low, “What do you think is out there? Where do you think the dead go?”

“To heaven.” He could say that without hesitation. He had seen it, lived it, felt it. He had never wanted to leave, had wanted to spend eternity in his palace of light, where visitors found answers, where he felt generous and wise. Then he had come down to earth and had been overwhelmed by suffering, despaired of his ineffectiveness, until he had found his palace again in the bottom of a bottle.

“I hope so,” Sara said quietly. “I hope so.”

But before he could respond she straightened. “So. Anyway. So we have John Thiroux’s DNA and possibly Anne Donovan’s. We have blood from the weapon and blood that was on the absinthe spoon, which was found on the floor. Presumably both will be Anne’s blood, but possibly the murderer’s. The fingerprint is useless unless we can find prints for John or Anne, and for the same finger that touched the sketch, which is highly unlikely.”

They had John’s fingerprints since they were his own, and he now knew they didn’t match, but Gabriel couldn’t exactly reveal that little fact to her.

“Where are the samples? Have you submitted them to the lab? How did you get them anyway?”

“Everything is already at the lab. I should hear something soon actually. I’m hoping early next week.” He ignored the question about how the items had been acquired. He couldn’t tell her that he had the lock of hair because he was John Thiroux and Jane Gallier had mailed it to him. That it was his hair. Or that he couldn’t really explain why he had kept Jane’s letters, including the hair that had accompanied the one, stuffed in his desk for all these years. Nor could he tell her that he had never engaged in an affair with Jane beyond a few dinner dates and one kiss, despite her words to the contrary. That his demonic appeal altered women’s behavior drastically, made them see and feel what wasn’t there, what wasn’t real.

“It’s a shame the coroner’s report is so inadequate. A lot could have been determined from the blood spatters, a better description of the injuries, a more accurate time of death.”

“That’s the point. To show precisely that.” He wanted to compare Anne’s case to her mother’s, to illuminate the progress forensics had made in criminal investigation, but show that ultimately, the human factor couldn’t be removed from the justice system. It was people who solved crimes, who convicted or acquitted, not physical evidence.

She pursed her lips before saying, “You want to show the autopsy report from my mother’s case, don’t you?”

“It would be the best way to illuminate the difference forensic science has made in criminal investigation. But only if you’re comfortable with that.”

“It’s okay. It’s not like it’s a secret how she died. The papers and the news trotted out every gory detail.”

And she had gotten the pictures to prove it.

Chapter Eleven

 
“So we need to list the similarities between the two cases.” Gabriel was frustrated by the limitations on what he could tell Sara, but he had to be realistic in how he could write the book anyway. There were a lot of facts he had personal knowledge of that couldn’t be explained.

“Boyfriends that were the last one to see them alive. Facial and upper body mutilation. Use of a bowie knife. Attacked while in bed. No sign of forced entry. No sign of sexual intercourse.” Sara typed on her laptop as she spoke. “Anything else you can think of?”

“Does Rafe have a drinking problem?” He had wondered about that since the very first article he’d read.

Sara looked at him like he had completely lost his mind. “No. Not even close.”

“Is he religious?”

“No. You asked me that before and I told you no. Honestly, I’ve never known him to go to church or to even mention God.”

That struck Gabriel as completely odd, given the quote he’d read in the online article. He was tempted to open it in the folder he’d stored it in on his computer and read it to Sara, but he resisted. “So, in your opinion, where did the investigation into your mother’s death go wrong?”

Sara hesitated. “I don’t know. I really hate to criticize. It wasn’t an easy case. There was no trace evidence really… no semen, no blood that didn’t belong to my mother, no fingerprints other than the one print of Rafe’s. There were no witnesses, no unusual cars, no noise, no strange activity around the house in the days leading up to the murder. The blinds were closed, the window closed. No one saw or heard anything.”

Gabriel had to ask, just like she had asked about John Thiroux. “Why don’t you doubt Rafe? What makes you so sure he didn’t do it?”

“Because he loved my mother. He’s a doctor. He’s a very charming, protective, healer type of personality.” Sara glanced down at her computer, shoving it off her lap. Then she met his gaze. “I can’t be wrong. He just couldn’t have done it. Because if I am wrong, that means I have no ability to judge a killer from a nice guy.”

So that was the real root of her stubbornness. No one wanted to think that someone they had cared about, spent time with, championed, could have been lying to them, conning them, their smile hiding a heart filled with evil intentions. “Sara, if he is guilty, than it’s not your fault for not recognizing it. It isn’t. Remember when we talked about psychopaths? They’re charming, attractive, and they fool everyone. That’s how they’re able to kill and get away with it.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better. Don’t you see how if it was Rafe, which I really, truly don’t think it was, that I would feel like I should have known? Should have done something to prevent it?”

“I know. But you can’t do that to yourself. You couldn’t have known. You couldn’t have prevented it.”

“That’s very easy for you to say. You don’t have any guilt to live with.”

That was a ridiculous, sick understatement. “You think I don’t have any guilt?” Gabriel dropped his arms and scoffed. “My guilt could fill the Superdome. You asked me why I write true crime books? It’s retribution. My lame, half-ass attempt to make up for the fact that my girlfriend was killed and I didn’t, couldn’t stop it.”

It was reckless, dangerous, to tell her that, but he was too angry to care. She thought she was the only one who had suffered, the only one who staggered under the burden of guilt that she was alive, while a loved one was dead. He had felt the weight of that so oppressively for a hundred and fifty years it was amazing that he was still mobile.

“What?” She looked slapped. Her cheeks drained of color. “Oh my God,” she murmured. “Oh, God. That’s why you started drinking, isn’t it? That’s why you don’t paint, why you don’t hear music… oh, Gabriel, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

It wasn’t right to accept her pity. He didn’t want it, hadn’t earned it, wasn’t entitled to it. So he said, aware of how harsh his voice sounded, “Don’t. It’s not your problem. It’s mine.”

“I know it’s not my problem. But Gabriel, you have the same problem I do. And I’ve been sitting here acting like the victim, like I’m the only one who has suffered, when you obviously have to. I’m sorry for that.”

She looked so plaintive, so concerned, that he was exasperated. He wanted to be angry, and she prevented him from having that release. She sucked all the anger right out of him with her soft features and luminous eyes. Which irritated the hell out of him. “Don’t be sorry for anything. You have your shit to deal with and I have my shit to deal with. It’s all even.”

“I wasn’t suggesting a tally sheet. What I’m saying is that I’ve been so wrapped up in my own grief, I couldn’t see yours.”

“I don’t have any grief.” It was guilt. Disgust. Self-recrimination and a desire to find some kind of meaning in a long, endless life.

“No. You have a determination to ignore your grief.”

Gabriel didn’t know when the conversation had turned into her trying to enlighten him, and he moved away from her, determined to end the ridiculous dissection of his psychosis.

“You deny yourself pleasure–physical and emotional pleasure–as a punishment for yourself. God, I should have guessed about your girlfriend. It’s so obvious to me now.”

That sparked his anger again. He wasn’t obvious. He was a demon, for hell’s sake. She didn’t know any fucking thing about him. “Well, congratulations.” He knew she was coming up behind him, with the purpose of touching him, so he shifted, avoiding her touch, but turned back and locked gazes with her. “You think you’ve figured me all out. And while I know you’re wrong on a lot of levels, you got one thing right. I do deny myself physical pleasure. I can’t handle it. Alcohol, sex. I can’t handle it. I don’t want to handle it.”

“Maybe I can’t either,” she said, her voice soft, sad. “I’m sorry.”

“Stop apologizing!” She had nothing to be sorry for.

But she winced at his vehemence and he felt like a complete asshole. “Sara, I’m sorry. Damn it, how did we wind up here?”

She just looked at him and said matter of factly, “Murder. That’s how we wound up here.”

It was so bold, so obvious, so harsh, that all his anger deflated. “That’s certainly true, isn’t it? And it sucks.”

She didn’t answer him. Instead she moved around him to his desk. “What are these?” She touched one of his spoons.

“Absinthe spoons.” Rather a disturbing little habit he had– to buy whenever he ran across one in an antique or vintage shop, but it actually helped him. It kept his present life in perspective to have a constant reminder in front of him of his past.

“That’s what an absinthe spoon looks like? I had no idea…” She touched one, running her finger along the tip, frowning. “I was reading about them in the police reports, but I didn’t really know what one looked like. Why do you think John Thiroux had two spoons in the room with him? Why would he need two?”

“I don’t think he would, unless he was double fisting drinks.” That had always perplexed Gabriel, but he had attributed it to the fact that Anne kept his spoons at the time. Maybe she had gotten one out, then forgotten and gotten another. Or maybe he had brought it with him for no apparent reason other than that the fleur de lis spoon had been his favorite because it was wide in the middle due to the pattern and he didn’t spill any precious drops over the side when he poured.

“And why did one end up on the floor and not the other?”

“I’m sure he knocked it to the floor when he stood up to look at Anne.”

Sara was touching each spoon, making them swing back and forth. She was clearly thinking, their disagreement or burst of anger or whatever it had been clearly passed, forgotten. Suddenly she grabbed the one she’d been swinging and whirled around. “Wait a minute.”

“What?”

“If the crime was a crime of passion, not planned on the part of John Thiroux, why would he be carrying a bowie knife? Who carries a bowie knife in their pocket for no reason? Did John Thiroux hunt or fish?”

Gabriel almost snorted. Hardly. The extent of his sportsmanship had been driving, riding, and boxing. He had never had an interest in wildlife. “I don’t think so. He was an artist. Records indicate that drinking was his hobby, not gutting his catch of the day.”

“Then seriously, why would he be carrying a knife?”

“He said in court it wasn’t his knife. That he never carried a weapon. But the prosecutor maintained that he could be lying, since it was a dangerous part of town. It would have made sense to carry a weapon.”

“But a bowie knife?”

“I agree, it’s illogical. A bowie is meant to gut or kill and it’s big, cumbersome.”

Sara shook her head. “He wouldn’t have carried that unless he had intended to murder her. And I don’t think he would have drunk himself into a stupor or stuck around after the fact if he had intended to kill her. If it was a spontaneous crime, you would think he would pick up the nearest weapon– the absinthe bottle, a glass, the absinthe spoon, or even his bare hands, and killed her. Hell, he could have strangled her with her hair ribbons or smothered her with the bed sheets or beaten her to death with his fists. Do you think the knife could have belonged to her?”

“It’s possible.” Actually, Gabriel was almost certain it hadn’t been Anne’s, but damn it, he couldn’t share what he truly knew with Sara. He couldn’t tell her that he knew the knife didn’t belong to John Thiroux, knew Anne wasn’t street wise or hard enough to carry a weapon of that power. That it would have scared her. “What about in your mother’s case? Who would have had access to that type of knife?”

“I don’t know,” she said, biting her lip, and leaning back against his desk. “Rafe isn’t the outdoors type. And he wasn’t carrying a knife in his shorts and golf shirt when I saw him at dinner.” She gave a short, disbelieving laugh. “God, the idea of Rafe with a knife like that is just insane. He wouldn’t hurt a fly.”

“We should see if we can find out who sent those pictures to you. There’s got to be a tracking number or something.” That bothered him. There didn’t seem to be a logical reason for those pictures to be sent to her, especially without any explanation or instructions. And it had taken effort to locate her temporary address in Louisiana.

Sara shuddered. “I know. But I’m almost afraid to find out who sent it. Or to find out we can’t find out who sent it, you know what I mean?”

“I know.”

She threw her hands up in the air. “Arrgh. I just want to solve all of this. I want it to go away. I want murder to go away. I’m so goddamn afraid and I hate it, I hate this.”

And Gabriel wasn’t afraid at all. Not of what Sara feared, which was death. Gabriel would embrace death, would welcome a return to the other world, but that was not his choice, not an option open to a sinner as himself. He had to stay on earth, among mortals, alive, until he paid for his sins. It made him weary, exhausted from the strain of living day in, day out, with no goal, no meaningful friendships, no sense of purpose other than making it through, one step at a time. He was worn out, fucking tired, and he wanted it to either end or he wanted to find a future.

What he feared was that neither one would ever happen, and he was destined to stagnate, to fester indefinitely in his own personal hell.

 
* * *

The more Sara thought about it, the more she was convinced that John Thiroux was a psychopath, an attractive, charming killer, who may have murdered other women before Anne Donovan, and possibly after. In the twenty-four hours since she’d packed her bag and battened down in Gabriel’s apartment–determined to find something, anything that smacked of an answer to any of her thousands of questions–she had tried to find information on John Thiroux before and after his murder trial and had drawn a complete blank.

Gabriel had dropped her off at the library for several hours while he went to track down where the pictures of her mother had been sent from. As Sara sat at the computer, stiff from immobility, and cold from the overzealous air conditioning, she suspected he wasn’t having any more luck than she was. John Thiroux appeared in the society pages of the New Orleans Bee in 1847 for the first time at a large party hosted by a congressman, then disappeared without a trace after early 1851 when she’d found record of his selling his property on Royal Street.

A search of Ellis Island records and the Port of Orleans showed no evidence of his arrival in the United States, though she did discover that one Anne Donovan, age thirteen, had arrived in New Orleans in 1839 in the company of her mother, Mary Donovan, age thirty-four. Sara wasn’t sure if it was the same Mary Donovan, but she did find a death certificate for the same name, same age, a mere three years later. Which might explain how Anne Donovan had wound up a prostitute if she had no family and no income at the age of sixteen.

But John Thiroux was a mystery, and Sara’s research skills weren’t up to the task of ferreting him out. Maybe he was innocent, maybe he had just moved a lot, and historical records were spotty, but it still seemed more and more likely to her that John Thiroux had killed Anne, and that it had been planned. He had brought his bowie knife and slashed Anne to death intentionally, counting on his position in society and his remaining in the room to guarantee he wouldn’t be charged with the crime.

Nothing else made sense to her.

Unless he really had been passed out and someone else had come in and murdered Anne. But why?

No answers, only questions.

Hungry and tired, Sara left the archives room with her notebook crammed with harried notes, and went outside. The sun felt warm on her chilled arms and she sat on the steps, pulling out her phone. It was hard to feel afraid when there were people rushing around downtown in every direction, the sun was shining, and she had the comfort of knowing she didn’t have to go home to an empty apartment. Gabriel would be there, and God, she liked that.

It was a dangerous feeling, an emotional crutch, a kick in the teeth of her independence, a mockery of her strength, but she liked the rhythm of being around another human being. Liked the ability to say a thought out loud and have someone there to hear it. Liked the sound of movement, his feet echoing across the hardwood, his throat clearing, the crack of his knuckles when he was thinking, and the growing familiarity of his smile, the toss of his head to rid his eyes of dangling hair, his always clean smell. Liked knowing that it didn’t have to be difficult with him, that silence was okay. And she liked waking up with the solid presence of a man beside her, since he’d insisted she sleep, platonically, in his bed with him. It should have felt uncomfortable, overly intimate, but it didn’t. The fear stayed small, contained, in its locked box, when she was around Gabriel, and sharing an apartment, her thoughts, her life with him seemed altogether so easy that she was afraid to think about it too much and what that might mean.

She had never lived with a man other than the occasional weekend or vacation spent with a boyfriend. She’d never experienced true co-habitation with a man, just being together, moving in and out of the day’s routine, each other’s space, living and working and coexisting. At twenty-nine, staying with Gabriel, she realized she was ready for that.

Of course, she couldn’t have that with him. It was an illusion, a fantasy. They were both barely hanging on. They’d just fall over the edge faster if they were hanging on to each other.

But that didn’t stop her from desiring him. From wanting to pretend, for now, that they were friends, together.

Digging out her sunglasses, she popped them on her head, stretched out her legs, and called Gabriel. “Hey.”

“Hey, are you done?”

“Yeah. Can you pick me up or should I take a cab?”

“Did you find anything?”

“No, not really. John Thiroux disappeared after his trial.”

“That’s what I figured you’d find, but it was worth checking out.” There was rustling as Gabriel obviously shifted his phone. “I have one more thing to do. Do you want to wait for me or take a cab back?”

“I can take a cab. Are you at the apartment?”

“No. I’ll pick us up some dinner and I’ll meet you at home.”

That use of the word home sent a little shiver through Sara, which annoyed her. She couldn’t do that, couldn’t go there. There wasn’t a future with Gabriel, and home was what and where she made it herself. She was on her own. Just like she’d always been.

She must have paused long enough to concern Gabriel because he said, “Are you okay going in the apartment by yourself?”

And he actually sounded worried about her, as opposed to impatient or irritated at her overreactions. For some reason, his concern made tears pop into her eyes. Blinking hard, she said, “I’m fine. Thanks. If I freak out, trust me, I’ll be calling you.” She forced out a laugh, though it probably sounded completely fake.

“Absolutely. Call me. I’ll be home in like an hour, tops, okay?”

“Okay.” Sara said goodbye and hung up. Let the tears roll down her face and her chest heave with her silent sobs.

Maybe she didn’t cry enough. Maybe she needed to let it out. Let it go. Allow herself to feel.

 
* * *

Gabriel had ensconced himself in the corner of a busy coffee shop to talk on the phone to the reporter, Dan Fieldhouse, from the Florida paper who had covered the bulk of the Michaels investigation and trial. He had arranged the interview on the pretext of clarification for his book, which was true. But Gabriel now had a personal investment in discovering the truth about the case. He wanted closure for Sara. He wanted to protect her from incidences like getting those horrific pictures sent to her.

After they went through the basics of the case, Gabriel asked him, off the record, “Going on your experience, Dan, and your gut, did you think Dr. Marino was guilty?”

“Off the record? Hell, yeah, I think he did it. Though unlike our esteemed prosecutor, I think he did it all on his own. I saw the victim’s daughter several times, in court, and at the funeral. No way was that chick involved in having her mother killed. She was grieving for real. But Marino’s grief, it’s that glossy, paint-by-numbers grief. It’s calculated. I’ve seen a lot of murder cases, seen a lot of petty criminals and violent criminals. They all lie. Some are just better at it than others. Marino’s a good liar, but he’s still a liar, in my opinion.”

That had been the same vibe Gabriel had been getting. The charm, the poise, the perfect grieving boyfriend, the care and concern he showed Sara, it had all set off alarms for him. He had thought maybe it was just jealousy on his part, or the fact that he didn’t know Rafe, so it was easy enough to judge him, but Dan Fieldhouse was confirming his own gut reaction.

“So you think it was premeditated?”

“No, I think something set him off on that particular day. But I suspect she’s not the first woman he killed. But I have no facts to back that up. Just a feeling.”

“Did he ever say anything incriminating in your interviews with him?”

“Well, his lawyer was always there, so he was pretty much giving me the party line every time I talked to him, you know what I mean? But one day I dropped by the prison without advance warning figuring he’d say no without his lawyer around, but he actually agreed to talk to me. And he was chatty that day. Full of himself. Talked about his plans to go west and start over as soon as he was acquitted, which he was sure he would be. Then he dropped a quote on me, which was weird as hell.”

Gabriel sat up straighter in his booth, phone propped on his shoulder, laptop open and fingers ready to type. “Was it a Bible quote?”

“No. Hang on, let me look it up.” There was a pause, than Dan came back on. “He said to me, ‘My soul can find no staircase to Heaven unless it be through Earth's loveliness.’ It’s a quote by-

“Michelangelo,” Gabriel said before Dan could finish. He knew the quote. Knew it well because the artist had seen angels in his work. He had found heaven through his painting, sculpting. Through earth’s loveliness…

“Yeah. Michelangelo. The artist. There was no lead up, no reason for it, he just rips that off in the middle of a conversation where I’m digging at him, trying to get a motive for the crime, trying to ask if they had problems, if he hated women, you know, and he just drops this line on me. What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

Gabriel was just about certain it meant Rafe Marino was a killer.

 
* * *

Sara was trying to hang tough and not put in a panicked call to Gabriel as she got out of the cab and walked the two steps across the sidewalk, and unlocked the gate to the courtyard. It wasn’t a big deal. It was no big deal. No one was in the courtyard, no one was in the apartment.

Only there was someone sitting on the steps. It was a young woman in her early twenties, her hair dyed dark black, her bare shoulders and arms tattooed with a swarm of butterflies. She was sitting with her satchel purse in her lap, biting her black fingernails.

Sara smiled at her, prepared to walk right past her, assuming she was waiting for the guy who lived on the second floor, who Sara had yet to encounter.

But the girl jumped up when Sara started walking up the stairs. “Hey, wait, is that your apartment?” She pointed up to Gabriel’s front door.

“Yes.” No point in getting into lengthy descriptions of the truth.

“What happened to Gabriel? Did he move?” She was nibbling her nails again, even as she spoke, her eyes anxious.

“No, he still lives here,” she said cautiously, not sure where this was headed.

“You live with him?” The nail-bitten finger came out and pointed at her.

The rudeness irritated Sara. “Yes. Can I help you?”

“I’m Rochelle,” the girl said.

Okay. That told her a whole lot of nothing. “Would you like me to tell Gabriel you stopped by?”

Rochelle seemed to think about that for a second. “When will he be home?”

“Later.”

“And you really live with him?”

Sara could have told the truth, that she was just staying with him temporarily, but she didn’t feel inclined to point that out. She just held up her apartment key. “Yes.”

To which Rochelle burst into tears. “How could he do this to me? I’m… I’m in love with him… and he stopped coming in to the shop, and now you’re here, and I… God, I just want to die!”

Rochelle turned and ran down the stairs, her sandals pounding on the courtyard bricks.

“Wait!” Sara called, running down the stairs after her. She needed to be honest and tell Rochelle that she wasn’t really living with Gabriel, not in the truest sense. What if Rochelle really was his girlfriend and she’d just screwed up their relationship? Part of her couldn’t help but think, ‘oh, well’, but the better part of her knew it was wrong to mislead Rochelle.

But the girl was gone, almost to Royal Street already, running faster than Sara was capable of. Great. Wonderful. How the hell was she supposed to explain to Gabriel that she had potentially ruined his love life? Not that she’d known he had a love life. He had never indicated to her in any way that he was involved with anyone. There had been no phone calls when she’d been around, and he spent the majority of his time with her, so how was she supposed to know he had a Rochelle on the side?

And why was he inviting her to sleep in his bed if he had a girlfriend? That was just wrong on so many levels.

Irritated, jealous, and yet somehow fairly certain he didn’t have a girlfriend, Sara was still standing in the doorway five minutes later when she saw Gabriel come around the corner carrying a brown bag.

“Hey,” he said as he approached her. “What are you doing?”

“Your girlfriend stopped by,” she said, trying desperately not to grimace at the words.

“My girlfriend?” He looked legitimately puzzled. “I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Rochelle.”

His face was still blank. “Who’s Rochelle?”

That was interesting. “About five foot three, long, black hair–bad dye job, by the way–, fair skin, wearing an ankle length burgundy skirt and an olive green tank top.” Gabriel still didn’t look like he was making a connection, so she added, “Tattoos of butterflies all over her arms. She said you stopped coming into the shop, but she never said what the shop was. Just that she was your girlfriend.”

Which she obviously wasn’t, which gave Sara no small amount of satisfaction.

The butterfly tattoos appeared to have jogged his memory. “Oh. I know who you’re talking about. She’s not my girlfriend, she never was. We never even went out. I’m not even sure I knew her name was Rochelle.” Gabriel looked totally perplexed. “She works in the sandwich shop on Decatur. For a while I was going there a couple of times a week. But I got burned out on po boys.”

That almost made Sara laugh. “You just got burned out on po boys? She acted like you were seriously hot and heavy. Wow. That’s weird.”

“How did she know where I live? Or hell, my name, for that matter.” Gabriel held out his arm for her to move into the courtyard ahead of him.

Sara turned back to look at him as she walked. “Do they ask for your name when you order your food?”

“Yeah.” He made a face. “But just my first name. I wonder if she followed me home or something.”

“She looked like the stalker type. Though now that I think about it, she didn’t actually say she was your girlfriend, just that she was in love with you.”

“In love with me?” Gabriel’s eyebrows shot up. “I just ordered a few shrimp po boys from her.”

“She said in love with you, I swear. And she was really upset when I told her that we live together.” In retrospect, it was probably a good thing that Sara hadn’t caught up to Rochelle on the street. It was better for the girl to think Gabriel had a girlfriend so she could move on past her oddly delusional crush.

Gabriel was fighting a grin as he stopped in front of the stairs. “You told her we live together?”

Sara wrinkled her nose. “Yes. It’s true. I am staying here, for now.”

“Were you jealous?” he asked in a low, teasing voice.

She scoffed. “Of course not.”

“You shouldn’t be, since I obviously don’t have any sort of relationship with her. But I’d like it if you were.”

God, he was flirting with her. There was no denying the tone of his voice, the way he was leaning towards her. “Oh, yeah? Why?”

He was so close to her, the only thing that separated them was the bag of take out food in his hand. She smelled spicy oriental chicken as he touched the end of her hair with his free hand, twirling a strand around his finger. “Because that would mean you’re okay with me doing this.”

“Touching my hair?” she asked stupidly. He was so close she found herself staring at the stubble on his chin. There was no rhyme or reason to his hair growth. It was sporadic and random, the hairs soft, darker than the hair on his head. Yet even though he hadn’t shaved, if you were a foot away from him, you’d never be able to tell there was stubble. He had no imperfections on his face anywhere, no scars or blemishes or discolorations. Up close, he was even lovelier to look at then when she was standing across the room. Up close she could see the strength of his jaw, the sharpness of his cheekbones, and the deep, rich desire in his compelling eyes.

Up close, she had no hope, no intention of resisting him. His fingers in her hair made her shiver with anticipation.

“Yes. And this.”

Then he leaned forward and kissed her. She closed her eyes immediately, wanting to enjoy it, savor. He came at her with a short, testing the waters press first, then without hesitation he went for broke, taking her mouth with his, hand buried in her hair, holding her head.

It was sexy and skilled and Sara felt it everywhere. Gabriel was giving her the kind of kiss that reverberated throughout her entire body, awakening her breasts and inner thighs, stirring up both an appreciation and a restless want for more. He tasted, felt so damn good, and she gave it back, opening up for him, burning with want for him.

Gabriel was aware with half his brain that he shouldn’t be doing what he was doing, but he ignored the voice of reason and continued feeling, touching, tasting Sara’s mouth. She was delicious, warm and soft, and small, yet strong, confident, kissing him back with passion and fervor, and when he slid his tongue inside her, she opened for him without hesitation. Their tongues intertwined and her fingers dug into his forearm, and it was a damn good thing he was holding a bag of Chinese food or he would have pushed her against the wall, ground his aching erection against her, yanked down her t-shirt and sucked her breasts.

It would be very, very easy to lose control with her, to go from kissing to touching to their bodies naked and sweaty as he thrust inside her. He wanted that. Wanted to take it. Knew he could.

But a kiss would have to be enough, so Gabriel ravaged her mouth, pressed and licked and sucked, plunging his tongue deeper inside her until Sara stumbled backwards, losing her balance under his urgent pursuit and breaking their connection. She blinked up at him, lips shiny and wet, as they both panted. Her fists opened and closed at her sides, and her nipples were clearly visible, taut against her shirt. There was a piece of hair stuck to her bottom lip and she didn’t bother to pull it away. He could read the capitulation on her face, could see that one word and they could be upstairs in his bed, yanking off denim and cotton and enjoying each other’s flesh, and he wanted it. Bad.

The only thing he wanted more was freedom. Because he couldn’t make love to Sara. Rochelle was a reminder of that. He didn’t want to see Sara grow desperate with the illogical and demon driven urge to be possessed by him, over and over. He couldn’t live with himself if he took Sara, then had to watch her lose herself in a debilitating addiction to him, who wasn’t worthy of any sort of devotion.

He had only touched Rochelle once, brushing an ant off her arm when she had handed him his change, and look what that had done, had created in Rochelle.

There was no choice to be made. Gabriel had to stay strong, so he wiped his mouth, regretting his actions. It was going to be harder to resist what he had already tasted. But he would. Especially knowing that he was keeping truths from her. Knowing that she was going to hate him if she ever learned any of those truths, especially if Rafe really was her mother’s killer.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, readjusting the bag of food into both hands.

“What?” she said, blinking like a baby owl. Then she took a deep breath, tugging at the hem of her t-shirt. “Right. Dinner. Great. Thanks.”

Chapter Twelve

 
From the Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux

January 13, 1850

Attorney for the defense, Mr. Swift, questioning Dr. Stephens.

 
Mr. Swift: Dr. Stephens, can you explain to us what absinthism is?

Dr. Stephens: Certainly. Absinthism is a syndrome that chronic ingestors of absinthe eventually incur. It is characterized by addiction, seizures, delirium, and hallucinations.

Mr. Swift: What precisely do you mean by addiction?

Dr. Stephens: Addiction is a physical dependence on the intoxicant itself. In this case, absinthe.

Mr. Swift: And you say this absinthism results in seizures, delirium, and hallucinations?

Dr. Stephens: That is correct.

Mr. Swift: Could a person suffering from this unfortunate syndrome lose their faculties during one of these seizures, states of delirium, or hallucinations?

Dr. Stephens: Absolutely. That’s the nature of the beast.

Mr. Swift: So they could come to after one of these episodes and have no memory of what had occurred in the interim?

Dr. Stephens: Certainly. They very easily could have memory gaps as a result of these brain traumas.

Mr. Swift: Would you say that someone who has consumed absinthe every day for a period of at least eighteen months is at risk for absinthism, resulting in these seizures, states of delirium, and hallucinations?

Dr. Stephens: Absinthe every day for eighteen months? Good God, I would say most assuredly a person ingesting that level of drink would be suffering from absinthism. Without a doubt, in my mind.

Mr. Swift: Thank you, Dr. Stephens. I have no further questions.

* * *

 
From the Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux

January 14, 1850

 
Prosecutor: Dr. Raphael, in your medical opinion, would the wounds inflicted upon Anne Donovan be easy to create using a bowie knife?

Dr. Raphael: I am not certain what you’re asking.

Prosecutor: I apologize. Let me rephrase the question. We have heard testimony as to the severe damage a bowie knife can do to an individual. It is inarguably a most vicious weapon. Would you say that anyone, whether they are of great strength or not, could have inflicted these wounds upon Anne Donovan?

Dr. Raphael: I wouldn’t say that. The depth of the wounds, the violence of the attack, and the damage to both organs and bone indicate to me that the killer was a man of size and strength.

Prosecutor: Even though the bowie knife is used by sportsman to easily gut fish and skin animals?

Dr. Raphael: I am not an expert in knives. I can merely tell you that bone was penetrated in a multitude of places, and as a medical expert, I do not believe that a person who was intoxicated to the point of unconsciousness could have inflicted wounds with this type of severity. I don’t believe a woman could have done this. I believe only a very strong man, in full command of his faculties, could have done this kind of damage.

Prosecutor: Have you ever acted as coroner in a prior murder case where a bowie knife was used?

Dr. Raphael: No. I have only taken the position six months past.

Prosecutor: Is it true, Dr. Raphael, that you are prior acquaintances with the defendant?

Dr. Raphael: Yes. I had met the defendant on several occasions, always in a large social setting.

Prosecutor: Were you friends?

Dr. Raphael: I wouldn’t say that, no. We barely exchanged a dozen words.

Prosecutor: Yet you were seen dining alone in the company of the defendant twice last year by at least seven witnesses. No further questions.

* * *

 
Gabriel had kissed her and pulled back immediately. Then fed her Chinese food. What did that mean? She had no idea, and she wasn’t in the mood to guess.

There was no energy left for prevaricating. She had used it up on grief, sleep deprivation, and fear. So as they ate, she swallowed a noodle, then just said, “You didn’t have to stop, you know.”

“Stop what?” he asked, but she could tell he knew what she was referring to, because he got a wary look in his eyes.

“Kissing me. I was enjoying it.” Immensely. And she wanted to enjoy it again, all over her body. She wanted him to take her to his bed, peel off her clothes and kiss her between her thighs, stroking his tongue over her until she came, then push his hard body inside hers. The idea thrilled, just from thinking about it, and she found that intriguing. It wasn’t like her to respond so sexually to a man, and while she didn’t entirely understand it, she was too aroused to even consider waiting to decipher what it meant. She just wanted him, wanted to feel alive, whole again.

“I know. I was too.” He fiddled with his chopsticks.

It amazed her that he could actually use the utensils. She always wound up flinging chicken chunks onto the carpet when she tried to use them.

“But?”

“But… Sara, I can’t. I’m not capable of giving you what you need.” He shot her a beseeching look.

She wasn’t having any of that, because she wasn’t asking for anything. “Why, are you impotent?”

Gabriel let out a startled laugh. “No.” He gave a small smile. “I’m pretty certain of that.”

“Then we don’t have a problem, because I’m not looking for promises or forever or anything other than sex. We’re attracted to each other, so what’s the big deal?” Even as she spoke, she knew she was simplifying things, but she suddenly felt there was a really important reason she needed to win the argument. That she needed to have sex, with Gabriel. That she needed to know.

“It’s not that easy. When is sex ever really just sex? Emotion always creeps in.” He dropped down his chopsticks onto his plate. “I have all this guilt over my girlfriend, and sex, it’s like the ultimate let down of all your guards, you know? I think it’s dangerous for me to lose control.”

“Why? Because if you lose control, you might have to admit that it’s okay to live, to have a good time, without your girlfriend?”

He looked defiantly at her. “Yes. You should recognize me in yourself.”

That was why she understood him so well. That was why she was certain they were both damaging themselves further by letting the guilt eat at them. “So if I push it, and you eventually give in, I’m the bad guy, aren’t I?”

He shook his head. “No. I won’t give in. And eventually we’ll both lose interest.”

“Oh, really?” She had to admit, that infuriated her. “You have it all figured out, don’t you?”

“Absolutely.” He nodded with confidence.

“Then why the hell did you kiss me?” She wasn’t sure whether she regretted it or not. It had been a fabulous kiss, and she had been curious what it would be like, but on the other hand, now she knew their chemistry was real, yet he was telling her they couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

“Because I’m an idiot.”

Which was the male answer to everything. They seemed to think if they just admitted their stupidity, somehow it exempted them from responsibility for it.

“I can’t really argue with that.” It was snarky of her, but she didn’t want to play those games. Not with him. Not now.

He just smiled. “You shouldn’t.”

Sara stabbed a carrot, still feeling irritated. “You didn’t find out who sent those pictures, did you?”

“No. But I think we should inform the police, both here and in Naples.”

That was the last thing she felt like doing. “They’ll just make me fill out a bunch of paperwork, then they’ll never do anything with it.”

“You’re not just some random person showing up with gruesome pictures. This might have some bearing on their investigation.”

“What investigation? They think they found their man. They’re done, and whether he was convicted or not, as far as they’re concerned the case is closed.” Sara hadn’t thought she was bitter about that, but hell, she sounded bitter. Maybe she was.

Gabriel didn’t call her on it. He just said, “It’s up to you. We can say something or we don’t have to.”

“I don’t want to. Not right now. Maybe later.” And what would change later to make her suddenly take the pictures to the police, she didn’t know, but she was having trouble being definitive. Changing the subject before he could reply, she said, “What do you think of that whole absinthism argument? Do you think that was a real syndrome? And could it have debilitated John Thiroux to the point where he wouldn’t have been able to use that bowie knife on Anne?”

Gabriel said, “I think absinthism was just a term given to alcohol addition. I’m sure drinking excessively would result in blackouts with absinthe, like any other form of alcohol. As for hallucinations and delirium? I doubt they were true hallucinations. I think alone, absinthe acts mostly like a heightened alcohol drunk.”

Sara was sitting next to Gabriel on his couch, the food on the coffee table in front of them. Angel was perched on the window ledge, looking out at the courtyard. It was weird to her how comfortable she felt with him, in his apartment, in his life. Now that she knew about his girlfriend, saw clearly how he punished himself for her death, she knew it was a major concession for him to allow her in his space. And she wanted to help him move forward as much as she wanted that for herself. “I wish I knew exactly what that kind of drunk felt like. Can you still buy absinthe?”

“Yes. Mostly online.” Gabriel was no longer eating, but just shoving rice back and forth on his plate. “I have a bottle of it.”

“Why?” she asked him in surprise.

“Because I thought the same thing you did. That if I could know exactly what it felt like, then I could determine for myself who was right. Thiroux maintained he was out cold and didn’t hear a thing. The prosecutor said that in a violent rage he sliced Anne Donovan to pieces. The coroner said a man under the influence couldn’t have exhibited the force necessary. I want to know. So I bought a bottle of absinthe.”

Sara stared at his profile. He was speaking with nonchalance, but she knew exactly what he was saying. “You can’t drink it and you know you can’t. It wouldn’t be worth it.”

“I know.” He dropped his chopsticks and pushed the plate away from him. “That’s why it’s sitting in my kitchen cabinet unopened.”

“I’m glad you didn’t.” Sara touched his knee, stroking the denim with her thumb, her heart aching for his pain, for hers. “But I can. I’ll drink it.” If he wanted to know badly enough that he had risked that kind of temptation, she could answer the question for him. Alcohol was not her demon.

“You don’t have to do that.” Gabriel looked at her in that way he did sometimes, where he just watched, and his brown eyes bore into her, unreadable, like he had a thousand thoughts that he wanted to share, but couldn’t, wouldn’t.

“I know I don’t have to. I want to.” Now that she had decided, she was determined. Sara stood up and headed for the kitchen. “Which cabinet is it in?”

Gabriel got up and followed Sara, torn between letting her drink his absinthe and forbidding her. He suspected if he told her flat out no, that she couldn’t have it, she wouldn’t pursue it, and that was what his first instinct was. To just haul her out of his kitchen, put himself between her and the cabinets, break the bottle and dump the drink down the drain. He had a slight panic in his gut at the thought of her going into his bottle, taking herself to that place he had loved so much and still craved. But Sara wasn’t him, and she wasn’t doing it to escape, she was doing it to understand. And he also suspected she was still shaken from the packets of pictures she had seen. Drinking the absinthe was a grasp at control, ironically enough, a way for her to express defiance in the face of death and two murder cases that appeared to be unsolvable.

He wanted to tell her no. Even said, “Sara, this isn’t a good idea.”

But when she found the bottle by opening all his cabinets, and pulled it down, he didn’t yank it away from her.

“It is a good idea. I need to know, Gabriel. Don’t you understand that? I can’t do anything else… I can’t bring my mother back and I can’t… with you, but this I can do. I can do whatever it takes to solve Anne Donovan’s case, at least to our personal satisfaction.”

The defiant and desperate edge to her voice forced him to realize that she did absolutely need to do this. She needed to let go of her fear, move herself out of the corner she had backed into, and allow herself to be bold, angry. The feral expression on her face had him contemplating the other way she could let go. They could have hot and sweaty sex. He could lift her onto the kitchen counter and hike up her skirt and plunge into her the way he ached to.

She wanted him to. It was on her face, in her words, in her body language as she held the bottle up against her breasts. She licked her bottom lip, and he had a painful, throbbing erection that demanded release. There was no doubt in his mind it would be passionate, intense, fast, with grinding and pushing and gripping, a hot, hard slapping of their bodies together.

He wanted that.

He couldn’t take it. God help him, literally, but there was less danger from the absinthe than from sex.

“I’ll get you a glass.” He turned, away from that offer, away from that pleading, and opened his cabinet, pulling out a tumbler. They were supposed to be for juice, since he didn’t keep any glasses for alcohol, and no corkscrews, no ice buckets. No implements at all for alcohol. Except for his absinthe spoons.

“Thanks.” She was inspecting the bottle. “Do I just drink it straight? Is it like a shot?”

“You don’t want to drink it straight. It’s going to taste awful to you.” Gabriel set the glass down on the counter, right where he had pictured spreading Sara’s thighs. “We’ll dilute it with water and sugar, the traditional way. You can even pick one of my spoons to use if you want. Might as well have the full experience.” And if he sounded less than thrilled, it was because he was holding on to the edge of his own control. Not to drink. That wasn’t the temptation. He was struggling to prevent himself from touching Sara. He wanted to run his fingers down her shoulder, her arm, and grasp her hand in his. He wanted to lace their fingers together, draw her to him, and kiss her, better and longer than he had downstairs.

Instead, he unscrewed the cap and splashed two inches of absinthe into the bottom of the juice glass.

Sara leaned over and sniffed. She instantly recoiled, “Ugh. It smells like Nyquil.”

That almost made him laugh. “It has anise in it. That’s why I suggested diluting it.”

“I’ll go get a spoon.” She had her nose curled up and her arms tightly over her chest. “Though doesn’t diluting it just mean I’ll have to drink more of it?”

“You can try it both ways.” Gabriel went for the sugar and a glass of water.

Sara returned almost immediately, the most ornate of his spoons in her hand. It was carved with extensive curlicues on the handle, and it was elegant, had been expensive. She rinsed it off and dried it, then handed it to him. “I’ve always liked this one.”

Gabriel rested the spoon across the glass. A warm feeling of euphoric anticipation stole over him, an associative memory that this preparation was followed by a beautiful, impenetrable clarity. A confidence that he was brilliant and in control, achieving all his goals and all that had been asked of him.

It was all an illusion of course, and he was tempted to smack the spoon back down on to the table. Hurl the glass. Exercise his own mastery over life, destiny, emotion.

But the better way to express that control would be to pour for Sara and hand her the glass. To give it up, move it from his hand to hers, after seeing the water slide through the sugar and drag it down into the absinthe via the holes in the spoon. To watch water and absinthe blend in a beautiful cloud, to lift away the spoon, and hold the heavy glass in his hand, feel its weight, its promise.

Gabriel handed it to Sara, meeting her eyes head on. She took it from him, wide-eyed, a question clearly in her expression. But all she said was, “Thanks,” in a grave whisper.

“I recommend sipping it like wine or a beer. Don’t toss it all back at once. Why don’t we go sit down and watch TV or play cards or something. Do you play gin rummy?” He actually despised playing cards, because while he appreciated the logic of the games, he didn’t enjoy being subjected to chance, which was what pulling cards always was. But he would play cards with Sara if she wanted to. They couldn’t just sit there while she drank. He couldn’t just sit there while she drank.

“Cards would be fun. I was a card shark in my dorm in college.” She took a very tentative sip from her glass. Her face screwed up. “Well, it’s no margarita.”

He wouldn’t know. He’d never had a margarita. They hadn’t been on the menu in the nineteenth century and Gabriel hadn’t had a drink since prohibition. “Lick some sugar if it’s that bad.”

She did, sticking the tip of her tongue on to the absinthe spoon and tasting the sugar that had remained behind, clumped from the water. Gabriel turned away, retreating to the living room in search of a deck of cards. He couldn’t watch her, couldn’t stare at the pink, wet tip of her tongue and not imagine touching it with his own, feeling it on his body, thrusting his own inside her mouth, her inner thighs.

It had been too long for him. He had stayed away from women entirely in the last eighty years. It had been easier in the early part of the twentieth century to visit a woman anonymously in Storyville and know she had no ability to track him down. He had made sure to have sex with women whose senses were dulled from drugs and alcohol, so they wouldn’t remember, wouldn’t respond to the interaction, wouldn’t want him irrationally and unnaturally. He could appease his physical urges and get the hell out before there were consequences.

But it wasn’t that easy anymore. There was no anonymity. Anyone could find another person if they really wanted to. And the thought of going to the lowest of the desperate low, the women who were strung out on crack and littered with disease, living on the streets, offended his aesthetics, not to mention his sense of right and wrong. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, use a woman like that for his base, physical satisfaction, and he wasn’t attracted to sex for the simple sake of release anymore. He could do that on his own.

And there was no way, absolutely no way, he would engage in a sexual relationship with a woman he knew, someone who would potentially fall for him, become addicted to him. He couldn’t subject any woman–like Sara–to that, not even for the most desperate sexual want. It had also been true what he had told Sara, that sex was lifting the lid off of his control, and he wasn’t sure he could handle the consequences. So he had been celibate for nearly eight decades, and was feeling the affect of that acutely and painfully.

His hand could take the edge off, but it could never replace the feeling of burying himself inside a woman.

So he moved away from Sara, out of touching distance. After digging cards out of a drawer, he sat in a chair across from the couch, dragging it up to the coffee table. He busied himself packing up their Chinese food while Sara wandered in, sipping the absinthe.

“It gets better with each sip,” she said. “Maybe that’s because I’m actually killing my taste buds or something.”

“Maybe. Do you want to deal?”

“No, you go ahead.” She took another sip.

Gabriel found himself getting tenser as her glass emptied, while Sara got chattier, looser. With each sip, she relaxed her shoulders a little more, allowed her knees to gap apart another inch. While he gripped his playing cards, bending them in the tight fan he held, she waved hers carelessly around as she spoke.

And she talked about everything. Work. Housing. Him. On and on as he watched her get quickly and giddily intoxicated.

“I like my job,” she said. “I really should go back. Don’t you think? Except I’m afraid of screwing up. I don’t sleep at all anymore. Did I tell you that? Of course I told you that.”

He couldn’t even get a word in and she was on to her apartment. “My couch is purple. I hate purple. It’s a rich, syrupy color. It’s medicinal. And I would never wear purple. It’s like a cure for coughs on your clothes. The only time I like purple is when it’s a flower. Irises are beautiful.”

Gabriel discarded, not sure what the hell he was supposed to say to that.

But it didn’t matter because Sara was plowing through her second glass and she was speaking her thoughts out loud with confidence and clarity.

“Play the piano for me, Gabriel.”

“No.” The idea wasn’t even remotely appealing.

“Please. Pretty please?” She stuck out her bottom lip and pouted, her blue eyes glassy and bright from the alcohol. “I want to hear you play.”

“No. I told you I don’t hear music anymore.”

“You’re just being stubborn.” She tossed back the remainder of her glass. “How much am I supposed to drink? I don’t feel drunk at all. Just sort of relaxed, like everything is sharp and focused. I feel very logical, like all my thoughts are better organized. Am I acting different?”

“Yes.” She wasn’t a sloppy drunk– that wasn’t what the absinthe did. But it gave the illusion of intelligence to the drinker, like every thought one had was utterly brilliant. “You’re very chatty.”

“Oh.” She fanned herself with her five card spread. “Am I bugging you?”

“No.” What she was doing was turning him on. Her legs were wide apart, her skirt hitching up past her knees. Her tank top strap had fallen off her shoulder and she hadn’t bothered to pull it back up. “I like to hear you talk.”

Because if she stopped talking and decided to touch him, they were going to have a serious problem.

“You don’t talk enough.” Her finger came up and shook at him in reprimand. “You’re like Mystery Man.”

That made him smile. “Maybe I’m not worth listening to.”

“Or maybe you’re meant to express yourself through painting and music, not spoken words.”

That ripped the smile off his voice. She might as well have kicked him in the groin. “Sara…” He meant it as a warning, to let it go, that she was too close, crossing a boundary, treading into something that was none of her business.

But she either was too drunk to realize his intent, or she was choosing to ignore it, because she said, “Play the piano for me. Right now.”

“No, damn it,” he said in frustration.

“You have a choice. You can play the piano or you can kiss me.”

Oh, yeah. She was drunk. He knew she would have never said that otherwise. Yet, it was clear she meant it. She was tossing down her cards and leaning across the coffee table, palms on the flat surface. She was going to kiss him, and he wasn’t going to be able to resist.

“Fine. I’ll play the fucking piano,” he said angrily, dropping his own cards on to the table and standing up, quickly, before she could touch him. Anything to keep her away from him.

“It wouldn’t hurt, you know,” she said. “You might even like it. A kiss, that is.”

Was she even serious? Gabriel stood with his feet apart, erection throbbing. “That’s not the problem. I know I would like it. But there are issues. I can’t.”

Before she could respond, argue, breathe on him, he moved across the room and flipped the lid open. It was probably grossly out of tune and he was completely out of practice, but if she wanted to hear sour off-key notes, more power to her.

“What do you want me to play?” he asked, sitting down in total irritation. He didn’t want to do this, but he was already cracking his knuckles, relaxing his shoulders, giving in, feeling the pull of the keys.

“Whatever you want to play. Whatever you have music for.”

What he wanted to play was something dark, something frustrated, to express his feelings. Something yearning and intense. “I don’t need sheet music.” Once he learned a song, he always played from memory. It was all still there, he was sure of it. His fingers remembered, even if he no longer heard it. So he tested the scales, getting the feel of the instrument. He closed his eyes, letting his fingers guide him, sighing at the unexpected pleasure the first strains of Chopin’s Ballade in G Minor gave him.

Maybe he had missed it after all.

The music swelled in his soul, and he let it flow from his fingers, the rhythm of 6/4 suggesting an underlying waltz, a tender poignancy that was perfect for his mood, for the unexpected longing that arose from the feel of the keys beneath his fingers. For music, for beauty, for Sara.

Gabriel found his confidence as the ballade increased in musical intensity, swelling into one of Chopin’s spectacular embellishments of 18 notes against solid quarter-note chords, a flourish that pleased him. With two-note slurs, the music pushed forward, yearning, a keening cry that was perfect for his mood, echoing the frustration he felt, the anguish, the growing hope and desire that was being ground into the dirt by the unrelenting reality of murder. Crushed by his sins, his demon status, the bounds of his punishment.

In the music he could allow himself freedom, an abandonment, and he swept into the breathless speed of arpeggios fearlessly and without hesitation, understanding its intent, feeling it. He was lonely, and there was a lovely woman who desired him, both physically and intellectually, and he couldn’t have her. He couldn’t touch her. Even when he craved her body, her mind, her heart, he couldn’t have her.

So instead of pouring himself into her, he poured himself into the music, the passion increasing, the notes feverish and frightening, unexpected outbursts of emotion before it slowed down again, shifting from fast and angry to melancholy, resignation. Gabriel was resigned.

And he suspected so was Sara.

He glanced over at her, realizing that she had been quiet since he had started playing.

Gabriel’s fingers paused when he saw her. Bloody hell. She had reclined onto the sofa on her back, knees up in the air, eyes closed, and her chest was rising and falling rapidly, her thumb brushing over the taut nipple beneath her tank top. Her lips were open in sensual abandonment, like a woman being stroked and aroused and loved by a man’s hand.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered, a tiny moan of disappointment that lacerated his control and sent his fingers tripping sensually over the keys the way he wanted to touch Sara.

God, he wanted to touch her.

He stroked the piano instead and hoped his control would hold.

Sara lay back on the couch and let her eyes flutter closed. She didn’t feel drunk, not in the way she was used to. Wine made her giggly, mixed drinks made her stumbling, shit-faced drunk, and beer made everything seem extra loud. This wasn’t like any of those. She felt alert, wide-awake, completely in control. Everything felt sharp and focused and real, and like everything seemed so much more logical than it had before. She was feeling prosaic about her mother’s death, dissecting the path of her mother’s life, and seeing how, like Anne Donovan, when a woman flirted with danger, drugs, alcohol, stripping, prostitution, her risk of harm increased. It didn’t mean she deserved it, but it meant simply that her odds of tragedy were greater. Sara could see that. She thought it sucked, but she could see it.

And she could see that coming to New Orleans had been a brilliant idea. It truly had. She was facing the past, the present, the future. She actually felt confident that when the book was finished, she could go back to work. Move forward.

Gabriel’s piano playing was beautiful, the strains of the music flowing around her, over her, in her. It rose and fell, a desperate, frustrated piece that reminded her of the man himself. He was locked inside himself, an introvert. Yet what was in there was passionate, creative, demanding, sexual. He wanted her, she was sure of that. She could see that in his eyes, hear it in his music.

Never in her entire life had she wanted a man to fill her body as rabidly as she did right at that moment. Lying there, her body ached for him, every inch tingling and aware and raw, wanting that touch, that brush, that push, that possession.

It didn’t occur to her that she wasn’t alone and maybe it wasn’t the time or place to touch her nipples. She just accidentally brushed one, and it felt good, right, so she did it again. If he wouldn’t, she could. There was no harm in that, and maybe it would ease the ache.

When he paused for a moment, she asked him not to stop, and he continued, the notes harder again, louder. Sara looked over at Gabriel, watched his profile from her angle, studied his fingers moving. He had elegant, gorgeous fingers, long and tapered, strong and masculine, commanding in their control of the music, but artistic. Fingers that brought beauty and pleasure.

Fingers that she wanted on her. As she stared at him, watched in awe the quickness of his playing, the confidence, the grace of those long fingers, she imagined what it would feel like to take one into her mouth, to suck it to the tip, pull the entire length into her mouth. To have it pluck at the tightness of her nipple, slide smoothly down her abdomen. To slip into the heat of her body, his length giving her the satisfaction of depth, his elegance the pleasure of skilled stroking.

His lips were pursed, a scowl on his face–of concentration, irritation, frustration–she wasn’t sure. It didn’t seem like he was struggling with the music. There was no hesitation, no trips or pauses or bad notes that her uneducated ear could detect. Sara let her knees fall apart, onto the couch, because it seemed like they needed to be open. Everything ached and desired and she inched her skirt up past her knees, feeling hot and aroused. Gabriel wasn’t going to touch her, she knew that. He was playing the piano, and he needed to do that. She really knew he needed to do that, for his sake.

But she couldn’t just lie there, alone, wanting him so desperately that she could feel the dampness in her panties, feel the tug and pull in her womb for sexual fulfillment. It was just impossible. And while her fingers weren’t his, she could touch, so he could play, and they could both have what they wanted.

It made perfect sense to her in his dark apartment, the absinthe convincing her that all her ideas were amazing ones, while Gabriel’s music danced around her, an expression of his giving in, his freedom, his creative joy. His sensuality. Sara slid her hands along her inner thighs, sighing. Not the same at all, but it still felt good, especially when she brushed the back of her thumb over her panties.

Gabriel made a sound, and she glanced over at him. He still played, but his eyes weren’t on the keys. They were on her, and they were burning. He had seen her touch herself, could see her white panties, that was obvious. He looked a little shocked, but mostly, he looked like he liked it. Sara moistened her lips and his eyes narrowed. Oh, yeah. He liked it.

So she turned away, looking up at the ceiling, and touched her chest with one hand, squeezing and rubbing her nipple, while she stroked across the front of her panties with her other hand. It felt so good that she sat half up and yanked off her tank top, dropping it to the floor so she could feel her skin, reach inside her bra and free her breasts, cupping with both hands. Maybe she was drunk, because it seemed perfectly natural, and she didn’t hesitate. It felt amazingly good, heady and voyeuristic to know he was watching her, wanting her. Instead of being angry that he wouldn’t take, she felt the power of that tease, the heightened titillation of knowing that everything she did could both bring pleasure to herself and acute arousal to him.

She pulled her skirt up all the way to the waist and slipped her hand inside her panties. The warmth heated her skin and she lay still for a second, just feeling the anticipation, feeling the heat of Gabriel’s eyes on her, feeling the cool breeze from the air conditioner propped in the window a few feet away tickling over her bare stomach and thighs. Even though she knew nothing about music at all, particularly classical music, she could hear and feel what the piece Gabriel was playing was intended to convey. It was passionate, wild, no longer angry, but not melancholy either. It was a song of seduction, a challenge to continue, to ignore convention and propriety and embrace pleasure.

Closing her eyes, she stroked inside her panties, rushing along her clitoris and into the moistness of her body. The first touch tripped off intense need, and she moved more urgently, stroking in and out, her breathing turning into a low pant, her back arching, her heels digging into the couch cushion. She wanted to ask him to help her, to come over, to replace her finger with his, but she couldn’t speak, couldn’t make the words come out loud and be heard over the music. Couldn’t spoil the moment, the pleasure, the feeling that in a way, he was the one touching her. It was his finger, his music, his creation, the swirling rise of ecstasy in her body the result of him, all him.

And when she came, when her inner muscles convulsed around her finger, it was him she came for, and the image of his fingers deep inside her. That way, he could play, fill the room with the sound of his music, at the same time she could shatter in pleasure, her hips lifting up in the air, body tensing everywhere as she rode it out.

She wasn’t sure if she made any sound, but she felt the moans, heard them echoing in her head, the tight pulses settling down as she relaxed her legs, her back. Prying her eyes open she swallowed hard. Wow. She had never been so aggressive before, so frantic in pushing herself to completion. That had been hot and exciting and unexpected and she wanted more. She was sitting up, ready to strip completely, yank off her bra, ditch her skirt, go in for a second time, longer and deeper, up on her knees, when she saw Gabriel.

He was watching her, and she couldn’t read his expression. It was tight and he had stopped playing.

Then he said, “Get over here.”

“What?” Sara reached for her glass, emptying the last few drops, her mouth dry, throat sore and hoarse. She wasn’t sure what he was saying exactly, if he intended to yank her bra back over her nipples, lecture her, or fuck her.

“I said, get over here. Right now.”

Hoping it was the latter, Sara stood up and walked over to him, letting her skirt fall down over her thighs on its own, her body still moist and slick with want, her breasts still spilling over the top of her bra. She pushed her hair back off her forehead and went to him, enjoying that walk, enjoying the way his eyes watched her, the way his fingers stayed tight, poised over the keys, but not playing. His hair fell over one eye and he shook it off by jerking his head.

She went up to him, right to the bench, and slid in front of him until she touched his arm with her thigh. “Yes?”

Gabriel moved his arm until he was surrounding her, holding her, enclosing her. Then he shocked her, literally yanked the air right out of her, by gripping her waist and lifting her up, clear off the floor, and slamming her ass down onto the keys. Her back collided with the top of the piano, and she teetered, unbalanced, startled by the angry vibration of a dozen keys hitting at the same time, and by his unexpected action, her toes struggling to touch the floor and keep her from falling over in a tangled heap. “What are you…”

Then she lost her thought, her words careening into a cry of shock and ecstasy as he yanked her skirt up, shoved her panties to the side, and bent over, plunging his tongue inside her. “Oh, holy shit.” Reaching left and right, slapping her hands around for something to hold onto, anything, Sara felt the force of his tongue in every inch of her body. She instantly had a mini-orgasm, an aftershock of the one before, and a reaction to his aggressive behavior.

It was so intense, so sensitive, her clitoris tight and hard, the pleasure almost painful, that she tried to retreat, tried to back up. But the piano ground into her, held her in place, held his tongue deep inside her, and she glanced down, finally dropping her hands to his shoulders for help in keeping her upright. His hair fell forward, covering his face from her view, and those silken strands, in their curious variety of colors, caught the light, looking ethereal, preternatural, surreal like the moment itself, the sensation of his moist tongue sliding along her hot flesh too real, too intense, for anything else to feel normal. It all seemed glossy and shiny, strange and crisp, like she was inside a painting, like the wall behind him was a canvas that could shift at any moment, like the only thing that she could trust in as real was the feel of his shoulders beneath of her fingers, the smell of his cologne, the hard press of the piano in her back, and the touch of his mouth on her desperate, over-stimulated, agonized body.

She wanted to say something but she couldn’t think, grab on to any words. It was all just sensation, sound, want, reaching for a release, which came suddenly in a tumultuous wave that had her gripping his t-shirt, her head snapping back as it took her under. Sara bit her lip so hard she tasted blood, rocking forward, vaginal muscles vibrating and straining, her mind empty, breath held. The intensity overwhelmed her, the pleasure all consuming. As the last spasms subsided, she had to force herself to relax–fingers, legs, shoulders, abdomen–to suck in air and remind herself to breathe, to remember who and where she even was. “Jesus Christ,” she said, loosening her death hold on his shirt.

Mouth thick and in desperate need of water, she took another deep breath, swallowing hard, suddenly aware that the hair on her forehead was damp, and that her legs were trembling from the position. She wanted to say something, needed to say something, but she just looked at him, waiting for him to either flip her entirely onto the top of the piano, which struck her as a bad idea, or yank her down to the floor or the couch to finish what they had started. To fill her with him, to take both of them into that ecstasy, that completion, together.

But one glance at his face had her amending what was going to happen next. Gabriel wasn’t going to have sex with her. It was obvious in the tightness of his shoulders, his face, the frustration she saw etched in every muscle, in all of his body language. He was already pulling away, literally and figuratively. As he retreated, he pulled her skirt down, covering her, his hand wiping his mouth dry.

She refused to feel ridiculous, slighted, annoyed. She had known why he was resisting, known it was too soon. She hadn’t intended to force him into action. He had done that. She would have been content with what she had done on the couch. Knowing he was watching, getting aroused, had been enough for her, and this was his choice.

So she decided to take the upper hand, instead of waiting for him to embarrass her by reminding her he wouldn’t have sex with her. “I’m going to take a shower,” she said, peeling herself off the piano. She trailed her fingers across his cheek, through his hair, as she moved past him. “Thanks for playing. I really enjoyed it.”

He opened his mouth. Then shut it. Then opened it again. “No problem. My pleasure.”

The irony of that nonchalant statement made her laugh.

And Sara headed for the bathroom, stopping to scoop up her shirt on the way, feeling more relaxed than she had in a year.

 
* * *

Gabriel watched Sara head down the hall, her tank top swinging back and forth in her hand, her light laughter carrying as she gave him one last glance over her bare shoulder. The look was saucy, pleased. She had gotten what she wanted and didn’t seemed offended that he wouldn’t take it to the next step.

He wasn’t feeling at all pleased. He was sick with self-disgust, at his complete lack of control. The taste of her was lingering on his mouth, and he could still feel the warmth of her thighs as he gripped her, keeping her legs spread, her panties pushed to the side, as he had moved his tongue in and out of her receptive body. She had been wet, eager, easy to orgasm, and he had known when he’d seen her sit up on the couch and reach for her skirt that she was going to peel off her clothes and pleasure herself some more, and that he was going to take her himself instead.

It had been stupid. She was drunk, dancing with the green fairy, and had let down all of her inhibitions. She was going to regret touching herself in front of him the next day. He should have left it alone, just concentrated on the notes and not even watched. He should have stepped out of the room to give her privacy. He should have resisted the urge to touch her.

But he felt a kinship to Sara, an intense longing and lust that superceded any and all common sense, and he suspected that he was succumbing to the very angelic emotion of love. He had thought that since his fall, since his plunge into selfishness, he was incapable of stepping outside of himself and caring about another person but maybe he had been wrong, because his desire for Sara was complex. It wasn’t just lust, but was a need to connect, to feel her, to touch, to please, to protect, to make her happy.

Gabriel pushed D above middle c with his thumb. The note rang out, than faded. It had felt good to play again. He had heard the music once he had touched the instrument. But it had made him lose control.

Or maybe he had never been in control.

He didn’t know what he was doing. Who he was. Why it mattered to solve Anne’s murder.

He didn’t know how to prevent Sara from falling victim to his sins.

And he didn’t know how to move beyond his purgatory into a better life, one where he could have a positive impact on the world, humanity. One where he didn’t stand around motionless in the muck of his sins, but took action.

Gabriel played Bach idly. He didn’t know any contemporary music, or anything twentieth century, for that matter, since he hadn’t played in a hundred years. But he liked the traditional intricacy of eighteenth and nineteenth century composers.

He needed to stay away from Sara.

But he knew he wasn’t going to.

“Gabriel?” she called from down the hall. “I forgot a towel. Can you bring me one?”

Without hesitation, he got up and went down the hall.

He was fallen, after all.

No one expected him to have a halo anymore.

Chapter Thirteen

 
DONOVAN WITNESS DEAD!

 
January 11, 1850- In a shocking twist to the willful murder trial of Anne Donovan that has the city riveted, witness Molly Faye, former lover of elusive and charming defendant, Jonathon Thiroux, is dead, by her own hand.

After engaging in a heated and illustrious argument with another witness, also an lewd and unfortunate woman, just two days past, in which Miss Faye learned she was not the only object of the defendant’s affection, Miss Faye took her life in the decisive manner of slicing open her own throat.

Found by the proprietress of The House of Rest for Weary Men, Madame Conti, in the victim’s own bed, the vision first conjured up images of the scene last October when poor Anne Donovan was found in a similar state just two rooms down the hall. But whereas Anne had been sliced repeatedly, with such brutality and force as to render her unrecognizable, Molly Faye suffered merely one wound, from the left side of her throat to the right, approximately six inches in length and of a shallow depth. Dr. Raphael, the coroner, has concluded her death a suicide, as the weapon was in her hand and the slice tentative, as is often the case when a person hesitates on the threshold of death. The deceased’s personal affects were tidy and in order, and no note was left, though that can be explained by the simple fact that Miss Faye was not literate. Next to her bed, on the nightstand, was a torn out clipping of the newspaper article written by this reporter, detailing the courtroom scuffle involving Miss Faye and Miss Swanson. There was no money in the room, no evidence of next of kin, and possessions only enough to fill a small satchel.

A sad ending indeed to a sad life.

One questions how many women like Miss Faye wander our city, at the mercy of fate and fortune, weary from the fight to subsist.

It would seem the murder of Anne Donovan provides no answers, only questions.

* * *

 
Gabriel was reaching in the hall closet for a towel when he heard a knock on the door. For a flash of a second, he thought it was another demon. A female. Then he dismissed the idea, not sure why he had even thought it was. He couldn’t feel any energy, only the warmth of a human being outside his door. Definitely a woman though.

Rapping on the bathroom door, Gabriel waited for Sara’s “come in” impatiently. He wanted to dispense with whoever was standing outside the door so he could go back to Sara. Finish what they had started. What Sara had started. What he wanted to finish, regardless of the consequences.

He quickly opened the door and tossed the towel on the floor, unable to prevent himself from glancing inside. She was still behind the shower curtain and he couldn’t see her at all, which was probably a good thing. “There’s someone at the front door. I’m going to answer it. I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

She laughed. “Where would I go? I’m naked and wet.”

Just what he didn’t need to hear. And he decided not to mention that he had brought her a towel. “Be right back.”

The minute he opened the door, he regretted it. It was the girl from the po boy shop. The girl who Sara said had stopped by earlier. He’d already forgotten her name, yet she was standing on his doorstep, big, wet tears in her eyes and her arms crossed tightly across her chest. She had a giant army green purse over her shoulder and crossed diagonally so that she didn’t have to hold it, yet she was still clutching it in front of her.

This was going to take tact. Something he wasn’t all that great at. “Hey, this is a, uh, surprise. How are you?” he asked, hoping to feel out exactly why she was there.

“How do you think I am?” she asked, her voice high and shrill. “I’m awful. I’m sucky. You’re just standing there looking at me all politely and you have a woman living with you. I’m in love with you and you have a woman living with you.”

Not knowing where to go with that, Gabriel shook his head, keeping his voice even, and he hoped, soothing. “I’m not sure why that would matter to you. You and I… we said hello a few times. We didn’t have a relationship beyond that.”

“Yes, we did.” Her voice was trembling now. “It was there, in the way you looked at me, in the way you touched me. And I felt it. When I met you, I knew that you were it for me. I met you and that was it, do you know what I mean?”

Gabriel felt absolutely awful. He couldn’t even remember her name, and she was declaring that her life had altered when meeting him. It was a burden he despised, one that he resented, loathed, felt the injustice of over and over. Why should someone else be punished for his sins?

There was no answer, only the echo of the question in his head, and the feeling that there was something he was missing, something he was supposed to know, to learn, to solve. An end.

“I do know what you mean, and that’s really flattering, but I’m not worth it, honestly. I don’t deserve these feelings you have for me.” Gabriel wanted to touch her, to reassure her, but that would be a mistake. That would only encourage her.

She was weeping now, her nose red and dripping, tears streaming down her face. Swiping at her cheeks with the canvas of her purse, she said, “Don’t do that. Please, God, don’t do that.”

“Do what?” he asked, wishing he knew how to free her, how to just make it all go away.

Of course, he knew how to create the illusion of making it go away. That was what absinthe and opium could achieve. The modern version of heroin would work just as well if not better. But that would only accomplish oblivion for him, not her. It wouldn’t fix anything. And he would hate himself even more than he did standing there watching her sob, pathetic and irrational.

“Look at me like that. With pity. I don’t want your pity. I want your love.”

He didn’t know how to erase the pity from his eyes, from his face, from his soul when he did feel it. Pity for her that she had fallen victim, that she was suffering. “I don’t have any love to give.”

Maybe that was true. Maybe that was why he stayed this way, year after year. Maybe that was why he could never return. He hadn’t loved, enough or well. Hadn’t loved God, himself, Anne. Maybe he didn’t even know what love was.

But he did know he wanted to reach out to this girl, wrap her in his arms and tell her he was sorry for her pain, sorry he had stumbled across her path, ripped her out of normalcy and into agony.

“Gabriel, is everything okay?”

Damn. He turned and saw Sara standing in the living room in her tank top and skirt, no bra, toweling her wet hair dry.

Before he could respond, she glanced around him and saw the girl in the door.

“Rochelle? What are you doing here?”

Rochelle. That was her name. How ironic that Sara remembered when he didn’t. “Sara, just give Rochelle and I a minute.” He didn’t think it was a good idea for Sara to be involved, for Rochelle to be further humiliated.

But when he turned back to face the girl, he caught a glimpse of shock and horror on her face before she sobbed and ran, her pace so fast Gabriel was afraid she was going to trip and fall down the narrow stairs.

“Damn.” He said to Sara over his shoulder, “Stay here. I need to talk to her. I can’t let her leave like that.”

“Gabriel, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

But he was already heading down the stairs. This was his fault. He needed to fix it. He didn’t know how, but he had to try.

When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he saw Rochelle had stopped in the passage to the street, bent over her purse.

“Rochelle, I’m really sorry if I’ve hurt you, but I had no idea you felt this way about–”

Gabriel forgot what he had been trying to say when Rochelle turned, her big dark eyes wide and glazed with shock, pain, misery. Something fell out of her hand, clattering on the bricks, and he realized it was metal, long and narrow, with a straight edge. A switchblade. Her wrists and palms were covered in blood as she held them out to him, eyes beseeching, purse falling slack against her thigh.

It was almost impossible to process, to believe what he was seeing. Her pale fingers raised up, the vivid red of the blood streaming across them, back down her wrists, the jagged wounds brutal and desperate, the crimson stain pouring over the swarm of butterfly tattoos on her young, delicate skin.

He had done this. His weakness, his addiction, his gluttonous lust for escape, for the need to boost his faltering confidence, his inability to cope with his responsibilities and the job he had been entrusted with.

Watch. Guide. Protect.

“Sara!” he yelled as loud as he could. “Call 911.”

Yanking off his t-shirt, he reached out and pulled Rochelle’s hands and wrists together, swaddling the shirt around them tightly, so her fingers entwined. Pulling to create pressure, hoping to staunch the flow as much as possible, he looked into her eyes. She was losing focus, her legs starting to crumple, and he slid his free arm around her back, holding her up against his chest so she wouldn’t fall.

“Stay with me, Rochelle.”

“I…” Her eyes started to roll back into her head.

Gabriel shook her a little. “Look at me.”

She did, sad, confused, scared.

And Gabriel did what he never did. He locked gazes with her and let her see into his eyes, his soul, his true nature. He let her see the light and full force of his power, the hope and beauty and promise and future. Projecting into her mind, he showed her what she could have– a man who truly loved her, a house in the Quarter with a lush courtyard, her every heart’s desire. He found her love of art and passion for sculpture in her racing thoughts, and so he showed her a successful career, where her work showed in national galleries and the art community knew her name. It was wonderful and it could all be hers if she held on, clung to it, chose it.

Her eyes widened, in wonder, awe, joy.

And then she lost consciousness, slack in his arms.

* * *

 
Sara drove back from the hospital, eyes scratchy and throat dry. Gabriel had insisted on staying with Rochelle, who was thankfully okay, but had been admitted. Sara was exhausted, with a clinging headache and a ravenous cotton mouth, which had to be from the absinthe drinking. She hadn’t wanted to leave Gabriel, who was taking Rochelle’s suicide attempt hard, but she had realized her presence was only distressing Rochelle, and distracting Gabriel.

So she had decided to come back to the apartment and leave him to wait for Rochelle’s parents to arrive from Baton Rouge.

She had no idea how they had become embroiled in this girl’s problems, or why Gabriel seemed to think he had any reason to feel guilty about anything, but she completely understood wanting to stay with her, to try to help her.

It had been heartbreaking when Sara had seen the girl in a faint, blood all over her hands and arms. When Sara had first grabbed the phone, dialing 911, and run down the stairs, she had almost fainted herself. The sight was so shocking, so unexpected, the blood jarring and vivid and a horrible reminder of her mother’s death, that Sara had almost thrown up. She had still been drunk, which she hadn’t realized until that moment, when her mind had rolled slowly and laboriously to process what she was seeing, to take action, to separate fear from reality and understand that Rochelle had tried to kill herself.

She hadn’t seen that coming, hadn’t understood how truly desperate Rochelle had been, and she had actually told Gabriel he shouldn’t follow after the girl. Now she knew that they would have probably found Rochelle dead in the passageway in the morning if Gabriel hadn’t had the compassion to go after her.

His face had been so intense, so rigid, so filled with self-condemnation when he had looked up at her, Rochelle slack against his chest, her blood smeared on his bare chest and forearms, that Sara had actually been frightened. It had made her realize she didn’t know exactly what had happened to Gabriel’s girlfriend, only that he clearly still lived with the damage from the tragedy every day, just like she did.

Interesting though, that neither of them had chosen the out that Rochelle had. Sara had never wanted to die.

But maybe she and Gabriel had been slowly killing themselves with sleeping pills, alcohol, guilt, anguish.

She didn’t want that for herself or for him. She wanted to live, to breathe in at the start of a new day and look forward to what was ahead.

Finding a spot on Dumaine, which she was starting to realize was a miracle in the French Quarter, she pulled in and then readjusted her car to be aligned better. The day was already hot, even though it was barely eight in the morning. It was quiet, the sound of water dripping down from the recently watered potted plants on the balcony above creating a rhythmic and soothing pattern. Sara stepped out and tipped her head left and right, trying to release the tension in her neck. Eventually when Gabriel got home, they were going to have to talk about Rochelle. Try to process what the hell had happened. And acknowledge what Rochelle had interrupted.

What had seemed so logical and reasonable when she’d been drunk now had her blushing in the daylight. She would have sworn on a stack of Bibles at the time that she wasn’t drunk, and her thoughts had been so clear, her actions so natural, that she hadn’t hesitated to touch herself in front of him. It had been right, good, sexy as hell. Last night.

Today she was feeling a bit like she wanted to run away and never be seen by Gabriel again, clothed or unclothed. God, what had she been thinking? He had told her straight out he couldn’t get involved with her, couldn’t have sex with her. So her solution was to masturbate in front of him? Nothing about that made sense.

But it had been sexy. And he had liked it. She felt warm just remembering the look in his eye, the sound of his music swelling around her, the way he had grabbed her and tossed her on the piano. His tongue inside her.

Sara pushed open the gate and stepped inside, unable to prevent herself from glancing at the spot she had found Gabriel with Rochelle. She was expecting to see dried blood splashed on the ground, but it wasn’t there. Which made sense. Most of Rochelle’s blood had been caught by her shirt and Gabriel’s, and it wasn’t the kind of wound that sprayed and dripped all the way down to the ground anyway. But she still looked before heading up the stairs.

And stopped in shock when she saw what was sitting in front of Gabriel’s apartment door.

It was an unopened bottle of absinthe.

What the hell was that doing there?

Sara went up and studied the green bottle sitting there. It was the same brand that Gabriel had opened the night before. Maybe he’d had a second bottle. Maybe he’d bought another one to replace the one she had put a serious dent in. But she knew immediately that made no sense because he wouldn’t have had time to do that and he wouldn’t have left it sitting on the landing.

A cold chill raced down her spine. She darted her eyes back down the staircase, then tested the doorknob to the apartment, leaning around the bottle. It was locked. She’d locked it after the ambulance had left with Rochelle and she and Gabriel had headed to the hospital.

Picking the bottle up, she saw there was a decorative tag attached to the neck with a ribbon. It was a quote.

In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins.
Sara didn’t know what it meant, or what the point was supposed to be, but it kicked the fear up another notch. It didn’t look like something the liquor manufacturer had intended to be there. And someone had intentionally set the bottle out for her. Fumbling with the key and the bottle, she managed to get the door open, herself inside, and the door locked behind her.

Only to scream when she saw a man sitting on the couch scrolling on his phone, leg crossed casually.

“Whoa,” he said, glancing over at her. “You have bigger pipes than I would have given you credit for given that you look like you have TB. In person you’re even more waifish than the pictures Gabriel had of you.”

Sara gripped her purse, trying to dig inside it for her phone. “Who are you?”

“I’m Alex, Gabriel’s friend. We go way back. I’m surprised he hasn’t mentioned me.”

She shook her head, not sure if she should turn and run, or if she should believe him. He must have used a key to get into the apartment, which had to indicate he was Gabriel’s friend, whether Gabriel had ever mentioned him to her or not. She and Gabriel didn’t know each other that well, frankly. He probably had lots of friends she knew nothing about.

“You must be Sara.”

Not sure what to say, she just nodded. “Yes.” The assumption would be then that Gabriel had mentioned her to Alex, which further legitimized his claim of being a friend. But she was still suspicious and a little freaked out.

He stood up, tucking his phone into the pocket of his dress pants. He was dressed like he was headed into the office, his blue button up shirt crisp and ironed. Alex had short, dark hair and the kind of smile that, while perfectly charming, almost looked condescending. Walking towards her, he stuck his hand out. “Gabriel told me about you. Nice to meet you.”

“You, too.” She shook his hand automatically.

“Where is Gabriel, by the way? I was hoping to talk to him.”

“Uh, he’s at the hospital. There was an incident outside our apartment last night.” Sara suddenly realized she had referred to Gabriel’s apartment as belonging to her as well, and felt heat start to creep up her cheeks. This was Gabriel’s friend and she didn’t want to sound presumptuous. She also didn’t want to explain Rochelle’s weird obsession with Gabriel.

“An incident?”

“A girl tried to kill herself and Gabriel is visiting her.”

Alex rolled his eyes. “He’s at it again, is he?”

“What do you mean?” Sara wanted a drink of water and some aspirin desperately. She felt like she was having a hard time processing information, like her brain had slowed to a snail’s pace, and her head was throbbing.

“Gabriel. He gets too emotionally involved with these girls.”

Sara raised an eyebrow. “Well, she did try to kill herself. He’s just being compassionate.”

Alex gave her a wry look. “I call it being stupid. You don’t know how many times I’ve seen him do this.”

“Do what?”

“Take in a broken woman thinking he’s going to nurse her back to good mental health. Like a bird with a damaged wing.”

Like her, maybe? Not a flattering thought.

“It’s a big waste of his time. You can’t fix another person.”

That was very true. She could vouch for that with her own mother.

“I don’t think he’s trying to fix this girl. He just felt bad for her. It was a very random thing.” She didn’t know what else to say. She really wanted Alex to leave so she could take off her shoes and curl up on the bed with her kitten. Go to sleep finally.

“Well, I’ll take off then, since he’s not home. I need to go see my daughter. She’s having boy trouble, as usual. But if you could tell Gabriel I stopped by, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sure. It was nice meeting you. Sorry I’m a little out of it from lack of sleep.” Sara wondered how old Alex was that he had daughter dabbling with dating already. She would have put him at no older than thirty-five, but then again, she herself had been nineteen when her own mother was thirty-five.

“I understand. It was nice meeting you, too.” He smiled.

Sara remembered the bottle of absinthe in her hand. Alex must have brought it as a gift. “Oh, did you want me to give this to Gabriel?”

But Alex just shook his head and studied the bottle. “I didn’t bring that. It was sitting on the doorstep when I got here.”

“Oh.” She wished he had. The alternative was too disturbing.

“And Sara, just a little warning. There will be others.”

“Other what?” Gripping the green bottle and her purse, she just blinked at him, her mouth and face hot, palms sweaty. She really needed to lie down.

“Other girls. Women. They can’t resist Gabriel. They all want to coax a smile from him, and they all want to be the one who is special, who manages to get a reaction from him. None of them can though, and they become obsessed with him.”

There had been others, besides Rochelle? With that kind of intense reaction? That was a disturbing thought. Yet she could understand it. She herself had been drawn to Gabriel from the beginning, intrigued by his solitary life, his lonely eyes, his physical beauty. Didn’t she want to think she was special, that he let her in, and her alone?

Alex added, “Don’t let that happen to you, because it really is pathetic.”

She felt a stab of humiliation. Of course it was. As was what she had done on the couch the night before in front of him.

He reached out and flicked the label of the absinthe bottle. “I didn’t know Gabriel was back on this shit. Interesting.” He pulled the attached card out to read it. “‘In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins.’ That’s not a very sexy label for alcohol. It doesn’t make me want to drink a drop. And it’s wrong. Sins are never forgiven, and never forgotten.”

Giving her a smile and a wave, he headed towards the door. “Have a good one, Sara.”

Then he was gone and Sara was left wondering what the hell had just happened.

And with the knowledge that she knew much less about Gabriel than she thought she did.

Chapter Fourteen

 
From the Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux
 
Attorney for the Defense, Mr. Swift: Mr. Thiroux, describe to us what the room surrounding Miss Donovan looked like when you regained consciousness and discovered her dead.

Mr. Thiroux: It was hot in the room and there was a sweet, sickly odor. It was dark, except for moonlight. Anne was lying on the sheet. She must have remade the bed with the intention of going to sleep because I had actually taken the sheet off earlier.

Mr. Swift: Why did you do that?

Mr. Thiroux: It was tattered.

Mr. Swift: Tattered?

Mr. Thiroux: Yes. She had hosted a visitor in her room prior to my arrival and I was offended by the evidence of that.

Mr. Swift: So there was another man specifically in Anne Donovan’s room before you arrived?

Mr. Thiroux: Actually, he was still there when I arrived. I informed Madame Conti that he needed to vacate Miss Donovan’s room as I had an understanding with her that Anne would always be available to me.

Mr. Swift: So you were paying a retainer for her services?

Mr. Thiroux: Yes.

Mr. Swift: So it was unusual to see another man in her room?

Mr. Thiroux: Yes, very. In the nine months I had been seeing Anne, I had never encountered another man in her room.

Mr. Swift: Can you describe this man?

Mr. Thiroux: I did not get a very good look at him, as his back was to me, and I left the room immediately. But he was dark haired, with what appeared to be an olive complexion. I can get no more specific than that.

Mr. Swift: But Madame Conti saw him in Miss Donovan’s room?

Mr. Thiroux: Yes. As stated, I demanded she force him to leave, which she did. I heard her offering him three girls for the price of one as compensation for his inconvenience.

Mr. Swift: Did she refer to him by name?

Mr. Thiroux: No, she did not.

Mr. Swift: Were you inebriated at that point?

Mr. Thiroux: Not in the slightest.

* * *

 
 
Gabriel was shaking the hand of the young, personable physician in the ER who had treated Rochelle, ready to leave now that her parents had arrived, when he suddenly realized what he had never bothered to investigate. He had read all the online articles in reference to Jessie Michaels’ murder case. But he had never seen any pictures. The articles had all been text.

He wanted to see Dr. Rafe Marino, who Sara seemed to think was attractive and charming, with a heart of gold.

Gabriel had his doubts about the good doctor’s true character, especially after his conversation with the Florida journalist.

It was the biblical and Michelangelo references. They had been rolling around in his head, bothering him, nagging that something was not right.

So instead of going home, he headed straight over to the library, ignoring the fact that he’d been up all night and hadn’t eaten. He did a general search on Dr. Rafe Marino. He got what he wanted immediately. A staff picture from the hospital in Naples where Dr. Marino had worked prior to his arrest.

“Holy shit.” Gabriel sat back in his chair, heart pounding. It couldn’t be.

It was Raphael.

A fallen angel.

Once a healer.

And now, obviously, a killer.

The face smiled back at him, familiar and open. Raphael wasn’t suave yet disdainful like Alex, or quiet and intense like Gabriel. Raphael had always been the one who could put people at ease, could draw out a smile, a laugh, even from the most devastated.

How could he take that trust and destroy mortal lives?

Unbelievable, just insane. Gabriel couldn’t believe that Raphael was capable of such heinous acts. It wasn’t possible to understand how anyone could do what had been done to those women, but Raphael, a man he had known, spoken to, shared meals with. That he had committed such evil, it was incomprehensible.

But true. And he was a demon, after all. Raphael had sinned like all the rest of them. He had succumbed to the pleasure of flesh and food and wine and turned his back on his duty. In the nineteenth century he had cared more for the cut of his coat than his position as coroner. But murder? Gabriel would have never guessed. It sickened him.

Tapping quickly, Gabriel did another search. This one yielded an email address and phone number. Raphael hadn’t tried very hard to cover his tracks. Working for twenty minutes, digging up everything Gabriel could–history, education, professional associations–on Rafe Marino, he hit the jackpot when he found that one Dr. Rafe Marino was the sole benefactor of a trust. The very trust that had purchased a house in New Orleans two years prior. On Dauphine Street.

It was The House of Rest for Weary Men.

Owned by Raphael.

Which unlocked the memory of the man, angry and swearing at Madame, leaving Anne’s room. The voice that had sounded familiar to Gabriel, but which he’d spent a hundred and fifty years trying to place without success. It had been Raphael. He was absolutely certain of it, so obvious to him now he couldn’t imagine why he had never realized it before.

Raphael had killed Anne.

Gabriel hadn’t.

Relief and horror mingled together and left him staring blankly at the screen, the words blurring together.

“Are you okay?” the lady sitting next to him asked. “You look like you’re going to be sick.”

And then some.

“I’m fine, thanks,” he said automatically, glancing over at her. She was in her eighties, her skin loose and peppered with age spots and veins. Her navy sweater enveloped her as she hunched over the computer keyboard, her glasses perched on her nose.

She patted his knee with her soft and delicate hand. “Whatever it is, this too shall pass.”

“Sure.” Wherever there was evil, there was always good, and this woman was his reminder of that. A memory of duties long ignored. So he smiled at her, and for the second time that day, he let someone see the depths of his power, the beauty, the promise, the vision of his palace in the sky.

Her hand gripped his knee tightly, the strength in her astonishing, as her eyes went wide. “Have you come to take me?” she asked.

“No. It’s not your time yet.” He could feel that in her. She had years of vitality still.

“Are you my guardian angel?”

The longing rose in his soul, aching and heavy, painful, dripping sorrow for what he had done, for what he had lost, for what he had betrayed and could never be again.

Gabriel stroked the top of her withered hand. “No. Just a friend.”

 
* * *

From the Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux
 
January 16, 1850

 
Attorney for the Defense: So Dr. Raphael, what you’re saying, is that in your expert medical opinion, Jonathon Thiroux could not have killed Anne Donovan?

Dr. Raphael: That is what I’m saying. I do not believe Jonathon Thiroux had the strength to kill Anne Donovan.

 
* * *

From the Court Records of the State of Florida vs. Dr. Rafe Marino
 
Prosecutor: So, Detective Manson, what you’re saying is, in that your expert opinion, given the lack of forced entry, and the victim’s daughter’s assertion that her mother locked her doors and windows, that the victim knew her assailant?

Manson: That is what I’m saying. I can say there was no evidence anyone came into the house who wasn’t let in by the victim.

Attorney for the defense: Objection! How can he know that the doors weren’t left unlocked?

Judge: Sustained.

Prosecutor: Can you explain how you have reached the conclusion the victim knew her assailant?

Manson: Well, how do you explain that the front and side doors were dead-bolted and chained yet the back door was wide open? What makes sense is that the victim came into the house with her assailant or she let him in, then locked the door behind him. Then after he killed her, he unlocked the back door and left, leaving the door a foot open so he wouldn’t make any more noise than was necessary. That’s the most logical scenario.

 
* * *

 
Gabriel was climbing the stairs to his apartment, wondering what exactly he should tell Sara–or not tell her–when the door flung open and she stared down at him.

“Thank God you’re home.”

“Why, what’s wrong?” Concern kicked in and he jogged up the remaining steps. Sara looked pale and shaken.

“Who’s Alex?” she asked.

Great. Just what he needed, Alex sniffing around Sara. There was no telling what the demon would say to her. “I’ve known him a long time. Why? Was he here?”

“Yes. He was sitting on the couch when I got home. He said you gave him a key because you’re old friends. I thought he brought this–”

She reached behind her and pulled a bottle off the table in his entryway. “But he said he didn’t. It was just sitting outside the front door. Who would do that?”

It was a bottle of absinthe. Gabriel’s mouth went dry. Alex was either lying and had in fact brought it as a way to mock him, or it had been another demon. Possibly Raphael. Only demons knew who Gabriel was, and what he had been. There wouldn’t be any reason for anyone else to associate him with absinthe.

Whoever it had been, they were pushing him into a confrontation. He wasn’t going to tolerate anyone interfering in his life, his problems. With his Sara.

But his first priority was reassuring her.

“I don’t know who would do that.” He took her elbow and gently urged her inside. “Come on, let’s go in.”

“Do you think…” she swallowed hard. “Do you think someone could have seen me last night? Drinking the absinthe and… everything?”

By everything she meant touching herself. Lifting her skirt and stroking herself to a beautiful, shuddering orgasm. Then leaning against his piano while he tasted between her thighs with his tongue and lips. It was an everything he would love to repeat.

He wouldn’t. Not after Rochelle.

But then again, Sara didn’t seem obsessed with him in the aftermath and he had poured all of his passion, feeling, intensity into her. It had been a touching with intimacy and emotion, frustration and lust, and yet while she had responded as a woman, she didn’t seem to have altered her attitude towards him. Maybe she was immune to his punishment.

It was a dangerous path of rationalization.

It would happen. She would become obsessed, addicted to him.

It always did.

He couldn’t live with himself if she became Rochelle.

“No, I don’t think anyone saw you. How could they? This is the third floor and the only window in the room faces the courtyard and the roof of the carriage house.”

She bit her fingernails. “You’re right. But why the hell was there a bottle of absinthe sitting outside the door?” Running her fingers across her bottom lip, she paced, Angel darting out of her way and leaping onto the couch. “First the pictures, now absinthe. Someone is toying with me, and it’s starting to really piss me off.”

Gabriel could see that. She had pink cheeks, tousled hair, and an exasperated look on her face. While there was definitely fear in her eyes, there was also anger. She was mad that someone was interfering in her life.

“I want to be left alone.”

“Me, too,” he said with all sincerity. The question was, how much did he tell her about Raphael, who was known to her as Rafe? She liked the guy. Thought he was innocent. And Gabriel had no proof of anything other than the fact that Raphael had known both women, which of course he couldn’t share with her. Nor could he tell Sara that he was concerned about Rafe’s actions because he had in fact known him in the nineteenth century when he had been Jonathon Thiroux. “I can’t explain what is going on here, but I want you to know that you’re safe here with me, Sara. I’ll protect you.”

To the demon death, if necessary.

She didn’t deserve that, had done nothing to bring this kind of fear, suffering, on herself. Gabriel couldn’t undo the past, but he could prevent any more harm from befalling Sara. It felt like his fault, like he had somehow been responsible for introducing Raphael into Sara’s world, which was totally irrational. He hadn’t known that Raphael could have killed Anne, and had never thought of him as a threat to anyone. He had lost track of him years ago and had been perfectly content to not know anything about him.

Back in the nineteenth century, Raphael was actually the one who had introduced him to Anne. She had been Raphael’s mistress first, but Gabriel had bought her away from him, attracted to her auburn hair and sweet smile. Raphael hadn’t cared. He had said he was tired of her, had indicated she had a level of prudery he had no patience for.

But if Gabriel hadn’t killed Anne, then Raphael had, which meant he had very much cared, hated. The relief that it hadn’t been him, the very thing he had longed to believe for so many years, his innocence, didn’t bring the comfort he had thought it would. It was a relief, yes, but with it came a fresh wave of guilt that if it was Raphael, he should have known. Should have prevented it.

Gabriel reached for Sara, needing to feel her in his arms, wanting her hands likewise on him. She came into his embrace from the side, wrapping one arm around his front, the other around his back, burying her face in his shoulder. Her body was soft, warm, petite alongside his, and he felt it again, that unmistakable swelling of emotion in his chest.

He was in love with her.

Yet she deserved so much more than him, a damaged burnt out shell of a man, with guilt that clawed and ate at him, and a control that vacillated depending on the day.

“How’s Rochelle?” she asked, head still in his shirt.

It was that concern, that compassion, that intensity of heart and soul and feeling that he admired, adored in Sara, and it was the very thing that would crush her if he let their relationship go any further. There was no future for them. He had to acknowledge that. Even more so now that he knew about Raphael.

“She was doing okay. She was awake when her parents got there. She seemed confused and embarrassed more than anything else.” Gabriel stroked Sara’s hip. “I feel so damn bad about what happened.”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

Indirectly, it was. He knew that. Accepted responsibility. Hated it, and wanted to fix it. But didn’t know how. If he thought for one minute he could get a straight answer, he would go to a demon, like Alex, and ask if they knew how he could end his punishment. But he suspected Alex would either mock him or give him false answers for his own personal amusement. He had distanced himself from all the other demons, including Marguerite, who he had once considered a friend. He hadn’t spoken to her since she’d betrayed him and lied during his trial.

“You need to stop doing that,” she said.

“Doing what?”

“Your silence is your denial. You don’t say anything when you disagree with me. It’s something I’ve noticed. Obviously you don’t like conflict any more than I do. But in this case, you are wrong. You’re not responsible for whatever is wrong with Rochelle. She imagined a relationship, and she obviously has some serious issues that have nothing to do with you.”

Or Rochelle had fallen victim to his demon lure. But Sara was right. He wasn’t going to argue with her. There was no way to argue his point. And while it bothered him that Sara didn’t know all of him, didn’t understand the true depth of who he was and what he had seen, done, there was no option to tell her the truth. She would think he was insane and leave.

And he couldn’t let her go.

“I guess this is where I stay silent again.”

She gave a muffled laugh. “You’re a good man, Gabriel St. John.”

He wished he could claim that. “I haven’t tried hard enough. I’m going to try harder from here on out.” He needed to fight for redemption, for the right to live among mortals without the danger of causing them harm. He wanted the opportunity to use his gifts again, for the pleasure of people, and to inspire, to allow them to see beauty around and within themselves.

Escape no longer appealed.

He was ready to change, to make it all right.

“Gabriel, I have something to tell you.” Sara took a deep breath, not at all sure how Gabriel was going to respond to the fact that she had lied to him. But she needed to tell him, now, before they went any further. He had let her into his life, into his work, and his apartment. Into his sketching and his music. He had offered her comfort, security, passion, and understanding. He had looked at her and let her know that he knew what it was like, how she felt, what grief and fear and addiction could do.

She owed him the truth.

“What’s up?” he asked, squeezing her upper arm.

It was hard as hell to peel herself off of him and meet his eye, but she did it, because she was tired of being afraid, exhausted from the cowering and the worrying and the looking over her shoulder all the time. “There’s something I didn’t tell you about myself. I agreed to help you on this book because I wanted to solve my mother’s murder, that’s true. But I thought that was really a long shot… that if the police couldn’t solve it and the court couldn’t get a conviction, than there was nothing I could do. But I thought maybe in going through the case, comparing it to Anne Donovan’s, I could find some closure.”

She wrapped herself tighter around him, knowing he would pull away, not wanting him to. “Because what I haven’t told you is that I’m interested in Anne Donovan’s case because she was my great-great grandmother. And I want to know why the women in my family are murdered the same way, generation after generation.”

Gabriel’s eyebrow went up as he stared at her. “Excuse me?”

“I’m Anne Donovan’s descendent.” She could feel it–he was moving away, trying to disengage himself from her arms–but she hung on. “And the coincidences between her murder and my mother’s scared me. That’s why I came here.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me? We have your DNA– we could have done a comp to see if our blood samples were Anne’s or John Thiroux’s or someone else’s entirely.” His hands were on her elbows now, trying to gently push her away. “You let me waste an entire afternoon looking to see if Anne Donovan had a child, when you knew she did. You knew the kid’s name. You knew I was trying to track a descendent.”

“I know and I’m sorry.” She had felt guilty about that. “But the thing is, I didn’t want you to think I was a nutjob. That I had ulterior motives or a bias.” Maybe she hadn’t really had a good reason, but she had been protecting herself. Plain and simple. “Everyone for the past year has been looking at me with pity, Gabriel, waiting for me to crack. They think I’m insane, and maybe I am. But the one secret I managed to keep during this whole ugly investigation and trial is that in every generation of my family, a woman has been murdered. Can you imagine the kind of story the media would make out of that? I’d be a freak show, looked at with pity, fascination, horror. I would have no chance at a normal life.” Just the thought of the headlines, the media camped out on her lawn again, the flash photography going off in her face, filled her with panic. “I swear, some loon would probably even murder me just to be the one who sealed the ‘curse’.”

Why wasn’t he saying anything? He was just looking at her, eyes narrowed, frowning, head shaking slightly. “So you’re saying that every generation has had a murder? What kind of murder? Domestic violence, robbery shooting, or random unsolved murder?”

“All of them were random unsolved murders.” A chill went up her spine just saying it out loud. “My mother never seemed to think it was a big deal. She used to joke about it. I personally find it scary as hell. But I’m trying to tell myself it’s a horrible coincidence, that the women in my family who were murdered all lived edgy, dangerous lives. With the exception of my grandmother. As far as I can tell, she was just a suburban housewife.”

Gabriel had at least stopped trying to tug away from her, but now he looked puzzled. He wasn’t actually looking at her, but over her shoulder. “I find that really disturbing,” he said.

Somehow it was the right thing to say, yet the completely wrong thing she needed to hear. At the same time she wanted him to admit and acknowledge that it was weird, beyond coincidence, scary, she didn’t want him to. Because Gabriel had his own baggage. Adding hers to his created a set too heavy to haul around. It might be the very thing that would make him definitively pull away from her. Literally and figuratively.

“I know. And I can’t bear the thought of anyone knowing, of dealing with the fallout from that. Do you understand that?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I get that. But this changes everything.”

“What does it change?” she asked, a sick churning in her gut kicking into overdrive. She relaxed her hold on him. She couldn’t bind him to her by pure desperation and want. That would make her no different than Rochelle. Seeing, forcing what wasn’t there. If he wanted to pull back, she had to let him.

Even if she had fallen in love with him, which she suspected she had.

That knowledge hit her harder than she would have expected. Hadn’t she known she was in love with him? Maybe she had, and she’d chosen to ignore it, pretend that it was lust, attraction, interest brought about from their circumstances, their close proximity. Because maybe it wasn’t love. Maybe she was like Rochelle, having feelings that were false, spinning fantasies about loving him and being loved in return.

But she didn’t believe that. She knew what she felt, knew it was real, knew that she loved him clearly and poignantly for the man he was, whether he would ever return those feelings or not.

It wasn’t wise to love him, not at all self-protective, fraught with the danger of getting her heart trampled, her feelings lacerated, but God knew she couldn’t control it. That was what the last year of her life had taught her– control was elusive. She couldn’t manipulate or change certain events in her life, but she could choose to accept and live the best she possibly could. The search for control, for answers, had landed her in rehab. Sometimes there were no answers.

She had to live with that.

And if Gabriel wanted to walk, she would gather herself and move on. If anything, she had learned she was a survivor.

“This changes the respect I had for you. I thought you were lovely before, Sara, but now I think you’re truly the most amazing woman I’ve ever known.”

It almost made her cry. Suddenly and without warning, they were there, tears in her eyes, from relief and gratitude and modesty. God, she didn’t feel amazing, but she wanted Gabriel to think she was. It felt so freeing to have someone look at her and think that she had it together, that she wasn’t a wreck, a mess, a woman on the verge of a breakdown. She didn’t think she was. She had skirted the edge a few times, but never entirely fallen off, and she was tired of everyone assuming a crash was inevitable.

“Thank you,” she said, blinking hard. “I appreciate you saying that. And we can do whatever you want with my DNA for comparison.”

“We can do whatever you want, Sara. Only whatever you’re comfortable with.” He pulled away, but only to turn fully to her and take her cheeks in his hands. His eyes searched her, for what she wasn’t sure. “I’ve been selfish. I know how difficult all of this must be for you, and I haven’t been sensitive enough to that.”

Ironically, she felt the same way about him. “I don’t think you’ve been selfish at all. We’re just trying to wade through ugly stuff… it’s hard. It’s emotional. I actually think we’re doing a pretty damn good job of holding it together. Especially since we had the incident with poor Rochelle.”

He looked away and sighed, his hands falling away from her face. “I want you to take everything Alex says with a grain of salt, okay? Alex is charming, but he’s also a liar.”

Sara raised an eyebrow, not sure how he’d jumped back to Alex. “Okay. But why would he want to lie to me? I don’t even know him.”

“He lies just for the fun of hurting people.”

“So why are you friends with him?”

“I’m not. We’ve just known each other a long time.”

“So he probably brought the absinthe then?” That actually reassured her in a weird way. It was better to know how it had gotten there than to imagine something worse. That someone had been watching them, mocking her.

“Probably.”

“You drank absinthe, didn’t you? When you were having your drinking problem.” She was positive that’s what Alex had meant by his comments.

Gabriel nodded briefly, leaning down and scooping up Angel with one hand as the kitten walked past him. He settled her against his chest and scratched behind her ears. “Yeah. It was appealing because you don’t feel drunk. You feel very in control, very intelligent.”

“I understand.” And had the burning cheeks to prove it. She had felt utterly in control peeling her clothes off and touching herself in front of him. Which they had yet to discuss or even mention.

“But that’s all in the past. I don’t drink anymore at all.”

“I know.” Why did it seem like he was telling her something else? Reassuring her, yes, but himself also. And there was something lingering, waiting, hovering between them… like everything had been said and yet nothing.

Or maybe she was just tired and needed sleep. It had been almost two days since she’d slept and she had gotten drunk in the interim. That wasn’t good for her body, or her state of mind. She was exhausted and hypersensitive.

Which might explain why she said randomly, “Your mistakes shouldn’t supercede your gifts.”

He brought Angel up to his face and nuzzled the fur on the back of her neck with his chin. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I mean that your drinking problem shouldn’t prevent you from drawing and playing the piano. You have extreme talent… those are gifts that you can’t deny. They need to be shared.”

She wasn’t sure what she expected him to say, but he didn’t say anything. He didn’t protest, didn’t agree, didn’t scoff, just put Angel down on the couch and looked at Sara. His poignant looks destroyed her, because they said everything, yet nothing. They were cries for help, tosses of defiance, pleas for understanding, hints at love, yet a barrier that warned the world off. He broke her heart with that look, made her yearn for solidarity, togetherness, for the comfort of leaning on another person, for the pleasure of being that shoulder in return. To take care of and be cared for. To love and be loved.

“Come lie down with me,” he said, reaching for her hand. “I need some sleep.”

Apparently that was all Gabriel could offer her.

He had warned her and she had harbored no illusions that it could be more, really, when she had thought that she could have an affair with him, some hot sex to feel good, to forget. But Gabriel didn’t do casual sex, that was obvious, and maybe she didn’t either. If she never had before, why the hell would now be different, when she was actually emotionally engaged, intrigued, longing for Gabriel in ways she couldn’t have him. Sex would be disastrous, would shatter her resistance, strip away her barriers, show him the truth about what she was feeling.

She suspected neither one of them was ready for that.

But Gabriel could and was offering her companionship, a quiet and safe place to stay, to rest.

She took his hand and walked to his bedroom with him.

Chapter Fifteen

 
He disappointed her.

He could sense that. Sara wanted more. She wanted him to touch her, to make love to her.

Gabriel wanted to do that. Both his body and his soul yearned for that connection with her. But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t be able to live with himself if he stripped away Sara’s strength, if he made her miserable and desperate and clinging.

He wanted to give her everything, to let her know how he felt, but he didn’t know how, and his mind was distracted, swirling with the implications of what she had told him about her connection to Anne Donovan.

“What time is it?” she asked as she climbed onto the bed, peeling the comforter back.

“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. We’re just going to lay down.” He knew that Sara would worry about the time, would mentally tick away the minutes as she lay there and couldn’t find sleep, so he didn’t want her to think about it. In the past ten days she had probably slept two or three hours a night, and none the night before. He wanted her to relax, to fall deep into sleep.

Because when she woke up he was going to have to tell her about Rafe. Or at least the portion he could tell her.

Sara sighed when her head hit the pillow. “I feel like I’ve run a marathon. My joints ache.”

“Tension and alcohol. Not a good combination. I shouldn’t have let you drink last night.” He debated taking his jeans off, but figured that was an incredibly bad idea. He settled for kicking off his shoes and peeling his t-shirt off before getting in bed. Flicking his hair out of his eyes, he realized he could probably use a haircut. But he could never be bothered. Though he wondered what Sara thought of his hair, if she thought it was too long.

“Apparently there were a lot of things I shouldn’t have done last night.”

Sara was lying on her side, facing away from him so he couldn’t see her face, but her tone was wry, slightly embarrassed, and Gabriel didn’t like it. “Hey.” He was going to touch her hip, but stopped himself. “Don’t regret anything else. I don’t. You’re a beautiful, sensual woman.” And he wanted to bury himself so deep inside her that she would scream with pleasure.

“Thanks.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “But come on, you have to admit, I have reason to feel embarrassed.”

“No, you don’t.” Hand behind his head, he stared at her, frustrated, wanting her to understand. He fucking would if he could. It wasn’t her. It was totally and completely him. “See if you can get out of your lease,” he said. “Stay here until you’re ready to go home to Florida.”

Sara didn’t say anything, just stared at him, her mouth slightly open, tongue darting out to wet her bottom lip. “Why?” she asked finally.

“Because I want you to.”

“Okay.” Then she sighed again. “I want to sleep. Why won’t it ever come to me?”

“Your mind is too busy, too crowded.” Hell, he could see the wheels turning every time he looked at her. Unable to resist, he reached out and stroked the back of her hair. It was soft, springier than his, and his finger got caught in a curl.

“Do you sing?” she asked, shifting back slightly so she was closer to him.

The bed was getting warm and he was getting sleepy himself. “I love to sing. I’m just not all that good at it.”

“But you’re an artist, a musician. I bet you sing better than you think you do.”

He wasn’t being modest. He really couldn’t sing. “No, I don’t.” No matter how hard he tried, his voice was flat. He could hear music, could coax the piano to provide the right sound, but his voice was incapable of hitting the notes.

“You have to sing for me sometime,” she said, her words trailing off into a big yawn. “I want you to play ‘Beth’ by Kiss on the piano and sing it for me.”

Gabriel laughed softly. “I can do that if we download the sheet music.” She’d regret it, but it wouldn’t be a bad regret, not like another could be if he gave her what they both really wanted. “Why Kiss?”

“Because it’s the first song that popped into my head that has piano in it. My mom was a huge Kiss fan.”

“I see.”

“Gabriel?”

“Yes?” He forced himself to remove his hand from her head, though he snuck in one last stroke, pulling her blonde strands out in front of him and letting them fall down onto her back.

“Nothing.” Her words were mumbled.

Disappointed, wishing she would have said whatever she’d been thinking, he waited. Then realized that Sara was in the first vestiges of sleep, little rushes of air coming from her mouth. Her body was tense still, shoulders tight, arms clasped in front of her, knees jutting out.

She wouldn’t sleep long like that.

When he did a cursory sweep of her thoughts, sort of a surface scan, not wanting to violate her privacy, Gabriel saw and felt nothing but anxiety from her. She was worried. About Rafe. About him, Gabriel. About the kitten. About Rochelle. About herself. About her friend, Jocelyn. About her mother’s father. About her job. About Anne Donovan.

It was no wonder she couldn’t sleep.

So Gabriel leaned over Sara and touched her forehead, her temple, caressing his finger down her cheek, quieting her worries, banishing her anxieties, filling her with warmth, with pleasant dreamy thoughts.

“I’ve fallen in love with you,” he whispered, brushing his lips across the bare skin of her shoulder where her tank top had slipped.

She gave a shuddery sigh in her sleep, and Gabriel reluctantly pulled back.

He’d given her what he could.

Now he just wanted to watch her sleep.

 
* * *

Sara slept for fourteen hours. She couldn’t believe it. She’d been out cold from 5pm to 7 the next morning. When she’d woken up, Gabriel had been sitting up in bed next to her reading the newspaper. Which meant not only had she slept, she had slept through his getting in and out of bed, possibly several times.

It felt like a major accomplishment. A triumph.

Then she and Gabriel had spent the day walking around the Quarter, playing tourist. The history he knew amazed her. He seemed to have a story, a thought, a reference for every street and nearly every building. He talked about the Pontalba, the Cabildo, the Creole ballroom on Orleans Street. But he never told the story she wanted to hear, which was that of his girlfriend.

She wouldn’t pry, but she wanted to know. Wanted him to trust her with his hurt, his guilt. But he never said anything.

Instead he just occasionally smiled at her and told her anecdotes about people long dead, and while it was entertaining, intriguing, it struck Sara that everything she and Gabriel did and talked about was driven by the dead.

It was an eerie thought.

When they sat down on the steps in front of the Mississippi river, the sun beating down on their backs, Sara knew they needed to finish their business with the dead, and move forward as the living. There were no answers. There had never been answers. There never would be definitive answers. It only was speculation and isolated facts.

“What do you want to do about the case?” she asked, leaning forward onto her knees. “I can give you a DNA sample for comparison to Anne Donovan’s. If we want rush results, I can overnight everything to my friend Jocelyn. She can do it in the lab after hours in a day or two.”

Maybe she should even go back to Florida herself for a few days. She did want to see Rafe before he left for the west coast.

Strangely enough, she wasn’t feeling the fear any more. The pictures, the newspaper article her mother had received, the absinthe bottle, it was all disturbing, and not her imagination. Someone was watching her. Someone who knew something. Possibly a murderer. Yet she felt like she had reached the bottom of the depths of her fear, had seen the worst, had lived with fear for so long that it no longer had the power to paralyze her.

Instead she felt a strange sort of calm, an acceptance.

Maybe it was getting a full night’s sleep.

Maybe it was looking at the horrific possibilities of all that could happen and realizing she couldn’t control the future, only her now.

Maybe it was the serenity of being with Gabriel, the magic of meeting someone who was a mirror, a reflection of all her pain and sorrow and yet, hope. Sara glanced over at his profile, at his sharp nose, his beautiful cheekbones, his hair dancing in the small breeze.

Maybe it was falling in love.

Everything seemed easier to face when you had a man standing behind you with his hand on the small of your back.

She could be and was independent. Had been since the age of thirteen. But it was pleasant to have someone understand her, anticipate her, offer such a subtle support. Gabriel wasn’t the type for overblown gestures like flowers or public displays of affection, but she liked his quiet style better.

It was sexier to have him sketch her in private than hold her hand in public.

No question about it, she was in love with him, and she had the conviction that they would be together. They were together. Sex, some sort of permanency, would come later, when they were both ready for it. But they were together.

“I need to tell you something,” he said, interrupting her dreamy sun-soaked musings.

“Yeah? What’s that?” Wary of his tone, she glanced over at him. He looked uncomfortable with whatever he was about to say.

“Doing a comparison in your lab is a good idea. And the thing is, we can take it a step further. Because now we know you’re Anne Donovan’s descendent.” He cleared his throat. “And I’m Jonathon Thiroux’s. So if your DNA and my DNA don’t have markers that match the blood found on the knife, than there was a third person in the room who nicked themselves when they stabbed Anne.”

Sara sat up straighter and gaped at him. “You’re Jonathon Thiroux’s descendent?”

He nodded, staring straight ahead at the river, fingers drumming on his knees.

“Were you planning on telling me?” And how dare he express indignation the day before that she had kept her biology a secret when he had been withholding the same information and still had, even after her confession?

“Probably. Eventually. But I didn’t want you to think I was biased. I actually don’t think Jonathon Thiroux did it, but I suspect you do.”

“I do think he did it. I think he was a psychopath.” It was the only thing that made sense to her. There hadn’t been anyone else in the vicinity that they could tell from the distance of a hundred and fifty years. The evidence was lousy, the facts all open for dispute. But no one had doubted that Jonathon Thiroux had been in the room. And it seemed the most logical explanation to Sara. In 1849 they hadn’t known what a psychopath was, nor had they access to forensic analysis. But the whole point of Gabriel’s book was that both were irrelevant when a conviction was at the mercy of a judge and jury influenced by the media.

Yet she thought he did it.

She added, “I think it’s natural to be biased if he’s an ancestor of yours. But I don’t think you have any reason to conclude that anyone other than him did it.” For some reason, she felt irritated with him. The whole case took on a different perspective knowing that he did in fact have some sort of personal stake in it. Not that she was any different. She’d withheld her own history from him too.

Yet she was still irritated, irrationally or not.

“And I think Rafe Marino killed your mother.”

“What?” Sara went from irritated to furious. “Why would you even say that? I told you it’s not Rafe.”

“Why are you so sure? Is it because you have feelings for him?”

Sara’s face went hot and her hand flew up. “Oh, you did not just say that.”

That Gabriel of all people would accuse her of pining for her mother’s lover made her furious. “Why can’t a man and a woman like each other without people assuming that they’re harboring secret love?”

“I don’t mean that you had a relationship, I just mean that if you care about him, it would be really hard to accept that he could do something so horrible. You said yourself that you didn’t want to believe he could be capable of that kind of violence because it called into question your judgment.”

“He didn’t do it.” Maybe that was just her being stubborn. But damn it, she had seen the way Rafe had looked at her mom. “My mom wasn’t easy to love, and he loved her.”

“People kill those they claim to love.”

“Like Jonathon Thiroux killed Anne Donovan?”

Gabriel’s jaw tightened. “I don’t believe he ever claimed to love her. Or she him. But he doesn’t seem like a man capable of murder.”

Sara threw up her hands in exasperation. “Neither does Rafe! You’re not using the same argument, the same standard for both cases.”

“Neither are you. You said Jonathon Thiroux was a sociopath, that he charmed everyone and fooled them into thinking he was just a quiet artist. So why can’t Rafe Marino have done the same thing?”

He had a point, which was irritating in the extreme. “Well, why do you think he did it? The prosecutor couldn’t prove it.”

“Did you hear that Bible quote? There’s something off about that.”

“Maybe he was bored in prison and took to reading the Bible. I would think being accused of murder would make you search for a higher power.”

“Or maybe he enjoys that his crime is known only to him and God.”

Sara just stared at Gabriel. “I guess you’re right. Only God and the murderer know irrefutably who killed my mother. The same for Anne Donovan. But I don’t think it was Rafe and I’m going back to Florida to say goodbye to him and run the DNA.” What had just been an idea five minutes earlier now suddenly seemed absolutely essential. “We can fly since it’s faster.”

“We?” Gabriel frowned at her. “I’m not going to Florida.”

“Why not? I need your blood.” And she wanted to be with him. On a consistent and regular basis. She wanted her and he to be a we.

“I’m not giving you my blood.”

“Why not?” Now that just flat out astonished her. “You just said you’re Thiroux’s descendent and that we could run the DNA. You and I are the key to isolating Anne and Jonathon from someone else.”

“But there’s no way I’m going to put in the book that either of us are descendents of them, because neither one of us needs or wants that kind of notoriety or scrutiny, so really there’s no point in running the data.”

“But don’t you want to know? Isn’t that the whole point?”

“Maybe we’re not meant to know.”

She could only gape at him. It was like he’d done a complete one-eighty. And he was just staring out at the river, eyes narrowed, fingers tapping, tapping, tapping a restless rhythm on his knees.

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope.”

“Okay.” Not really. She wanted to smack some sense into him, but knew that wasn’t the method of reasoning to use with Gabriel. He would only withdraw if she started shouting at him. “You can still come to Florida with me.”

“I don’t like to travel.”

“It’s just to Florida, not China. It’s a two hour flight.” Maybe he was afraid of flying. That was a common enough fear. “We can drive if you want.”

But he just shook his head. “No, I don’t want to go.”

Gabriel was well aware that Sara was staring at him like he had entirely lost his mind, but he didn’t have a choice. He was bound to New Orleans and couldn’t leave. There was no way around it. And he couldn’t give her his blood because she would discover he wasn’t Jonathon Thiroux’s descendent, but the same man.

But he didn’t like the way she reached for him, hooking her arm around his elbow, her chin resting on his shoulder. It made the ache in his heart all that much deeper.

“Gabriel,” she said, her voice coaxing, close to his ear. “I’d really like you to go with me.”

“No, I really can’t.” It felt terrible to say, and he knew he was hurting her, but he didn’t have any other options. The truth wasn’t possible and he didn’t want to spin a lie.

She made a sound of frustration and pulled back. “You just told me you think Rafe killed my mother.”

He turned, not sure where she was headed with that statement. “Yeah, and you said you don’t believe me.”

“But if you believe Rafe is capable of violence–murder–why would you let me go to Florida to meet with him alone? Aren’t you at all worried that he might hurt me?” She twisted her hair on the side of face and held the coil on her shoulder. “Not that he would, but you seem to think he could. So don’t you care about me at all?”

Her lip had started to quiver and he could see how that angered her. It was slicing him, the burning guilt and regret tearing through him, and he wanted to just pull her into his arms, to tell her that he loved her, that if he had his way, he would never let her leave him. But they were sitting in public, a dozen people around them, the lap of the water on the dock a reminder that this wasn’t the time or the place for revelations. In fact, there would never be an appropriate time to tell her that he was a demon, immortal, bound to the city of his shame for an indefinite period of time.

He didn’t want her to go to Florida, because he didn’t want to be without her. But he wasn’t worried about her safety. Because Gabriel was ninety-nine percent sure that Raphael, or Rafe as he called himself now, was back in New Orleans. He was the face in the window of the house on Dauphine that Sara had seen. He had dropped the bottle of absinthe off as a mocking gift.

“Of course I care about you, Sara. I care about you tremendously. But if you want to go to Florida, I can’t stop you.”

And truthfully, there was a benefit to her being gone. Gabriel had to confront Raphael, and that could get ugly. Because Gabriel was going to get a confession from him, for both murders, and maybe all the murders on down the line of Sara’s family, regardless of what it took. Gabriel was no longer an angel, but he could vanquish another fallen one if he had justification, and he did.

Anne hadn’t deserved to die. And she had because of her association with Raphael, with him.

So he was going to punish Raphael, for what he had done to Anne, and to Sara. And possibly to all the other women in Sara’s family who had suffered the same horrific fate.

“You can’t stop me?” she said flatly.

“No. You’re a grown woman. You can do what you want.”

“You could say, ‘I don’t want you to go. It’s dangerous.’ You could say, ‘I’ll go with you to make sure you’re safe.’ You could say, ‘Stay here and just overnight the lab work to your friend.’ But you’re not. You’re just sitting there.” Her voice was getting high and shrill and she was jerking on his arm to emphasis each point she made.

Gabriel almost wanted to tell her the truth. Almost wanted to blurt out who and what he was, what he’d seen, what he’d done, what he felt. Instead, he gathered his strength, his resolve, his determination. He had to do what was right for Sara, not what he wanted. So he looked her in the eye and said, “Stay here and just overnight the lab work to your friend.”

He knew it would piss her off. And it did.

She gasped and dropped her hand from his arm. Tears in her eyes, she popped up on the steps. “I’m going back to pack.”

“Okay, I’ll walk with you.” He stood up too, stretching out his arms as he turned to follow her up the stairs.

“Gee, thanks so much,” she said sarcastically.

He could have said something. Knew she wanted him to.

But Gabriel kept his mouth shut.

Chapter Sixteen

 
From the Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux

January 21, 1850

 
Prosecutor: Gentlemen of the jury, you have been discharged with a serious duty before God and this court. Justice for the deceased, young Anne Donovan, and the future safety of our city, both reside in your esteemed hands. There is no doubt in my mind that Jonathon Thiroux is guilty of this vicious crime. He took a woman who due to the degradation of poverty was dependent upon him, violated her trust, and slashed her from life to death. He did this, an act of utter violence and fury, without remorse or hesitation.

No one else could have committed this crime. Witnesses swear that no one else was seen entering or exiting Anne Donovan’s room, or the house itself for that matter. The window was shut and locked. Anne and Jonathon were alone, as they frequently were. What went on behind closed doors in the privacy of their relationship as master and mistress, one can only speculate. Had he shown her a violent side prior to October the eighth of last year? We don’t know. What we do know is that Jonathon Thiroux was a man of two faces– one, a quiet, charming artist. Another, a hot-tempered womanizer dependent on pharmaceuticals. Miss Faye, Miss Swanson, Mrs. Charles, and Mrs. Gallier all succumbed to Mr. Thiroux’s unquestionable charm, only to live to feel the sting of his rejection, his disdain, his temper. Some violent criminals can never hide their true nature, but others wear a mask for the world, a deceptive face of upstanding citizen, and move among us with the vast majority of the people they encounter unaware of their evil hearts.

Jonathon Thiroux is such a man. Only rarely does he peel off his mask. But when he does, the face beneath is a hideous beast, selfish, brutal, ruled solely by his need for yet one more drink, one more pipe.

No one else was in that room. Jonathon Thiroux was covered in Anne Donovan’s blood. He sketched her after death.

Was he angry that Anne slept peacefully while he fought the rage of the demons of drink? Did he resent that she reposed instead of opening his second bottle for him? We shall never know, gentlemen. But it is your responsibility to see that this man is punished for his crime, and that with his conviction you send the clear message that regardless of a person’s station in society, they are entitled to life, to justice, and for the right to live free from molestation.

Jonathon Thiroux is a clear and brutal example of the effects of over-consumption of alcohol and opium, but we leave that debate, and the moral questions that arise, for a different day. Where there is alcohol, there is crime, and our city has seen an increase in both, but that is not your dilemma to solve with the discharging of a guilty verdict in this case. Your burden is to bear the weight of justice, to show that our judicial system works with fairness and alacrity and punishes men for the crimes they commit, without bias or prejudice.

Jonathon Thiroux stood up, knife in hand, and stabbed Anne Donovan seventeen times, flaying her to the bone in places. I urge you to consider whether you can live with yourself if this man is allowed to walk our streets unimpeded. He is a murderer, and as such belongs behind bars for the rest of his natural life.

 
 
Attorney for the Defense: Gentlemen of the jury, I first commend you for your rational and attentive tolerance of this case. I fully appreciate the burden and inconvenience serving on a trial of this length and notoriety has caused all of you. You may be comforted in the fact that without men such as yourself, the very foundation of democracy would shift and crumble. I happen to believe that Jonathon Thiroux did not commit this murder, but my personal feelings on this are irrelevant, as should be yours. Though it may be difficult to accept or understand, I am not here to defend Mr. Thiroux. My duty first and foremost is to defend the Constitution of the United States of America in all its brilliance and fairness. A man is innocent until proven guilty beyond a reasonable doubt. It is the sound foundation of a fair judicial system, and if destroyed, violates our right to freedom, and renders all of us unsafe from arbitrary arrest and conviction.

It is not the defendant’s burden to prove his innocent, but rather the duty of the prosecution to prove his guilt. The prosecution has not proven beyond a reasonable doubt that Jonathon Thiroux committed this crime. Mr. Thiroux has no history of violence, and as you saw for yourself, is regarded as a man of quiet charm and artistic talent. He had no motivation to kill Anne Donovan, never displayed any temper with her, and was in fact the person who ran for help when she was discovered. He sketched her because he loved to sketch, appreciated Anne’s beauty, and didn’t yet realize the horrible truth of her death.

This is a man who spends the majority of his time under the influence of alcohol and debilitating opium and as a result is incapable of the methodical and consistent violence required to commit this crime. The coroner himself said he is absolutely convinced that a man in the state of inebriation that Mr. Thiroux was in could not have committed a murder of such repeated violence and strength. I do not see how we can dispute the judgment of a man medically trained to determine cause of death.

Was it possible for another man to enter the room while Mr. Thiroux was dozing and murder Anne? Of course it was. This is a house of ill repute, gentlemen. There are men of all station entering and exiting at all hours unencumbered. It is not without possibility that someone entered the house and was not seen or was seen and disregarded.

Mr. Thiroux had the misfortune to be in the wrong place and the wrong time, a victim of his own weakness and absinthism. He has been devastated by the death of Miss Donovan, burdened with guilt that he was incapable of helping her. Mr. Thiroux provided Miss Donovan with a proper Christian internment, which is not the act of a murderer.

Mr. Thiroux’s life rests in your hands, as does the future of our judicial system. There is no proof that beyond a reasonable doubt Mr. Thiroux committed this senseless crime, and it is your duty and responsibility to find him not guilty.

 
 
* * *

JURY SET TO DELIBERATE IN THIROUX TRIAL!

 
January 22, 1850- After instructions from the judge, the jury will go into seclusion to deliberate the verdict in the shocking and sometimes unbelievable trial of Mr. Jonathon Thiroux, accused of stabbing Anne Donovan seventeen times to her death. While it would seem the prosecution has a strong case, one can only speculate what a jury will decide. Mr. Thiroux is an attractive, quality member of our city’s society, a true peer to those sitting in the box, who has never displayed any violence in a public setting. It is hard for the mind to wrap itself around the concept that such a gentle artist could lift a bowie knife and strike with such ferocity and ill intent, especially when one looks into the frequently confused and sad eyes of the defendant.
If Mr. Thiroux is found guilty, anticipate the temperance and vigilance movements to gather steam and push their opposition to spirits, for if a man such as Jonathon Thiroux can kill under the influence, they would ask you to imagine it in the hands of the less gently bred. The prosecutor maintains that the question of the connection of alcohol to crime will be debated another day, and not through this case, but the majority will recognize that this is naïve. It is public outcry that forced the initial arrest, not justice for Miss Donovan, and from the beginning the question of the influence of alcohol on behavior has been indelibly wrapped around this case just as the oppressive heat of summer tendrils about our city.
 
* * *

 
Sara hung up the phone after purchasing her airline ticket and went to pack her suitcase, the unmistakable and irritating feeling of tears in her eyes yet again. She didn’t know why she felt like crying. She was angry, maybe irrationally so, given the length and depth of her relationship with Gabriel. She had no right to assume anything or to expect anything from him.

But she had. She did.

It made her angry at herself. She had wanted something from Gabriel, right from the beginning, without even being aware of it. She had thought he could provide it, only to discover that she really didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.

Tossing her suitcase on his bed, she started shoving random clothes into it, pulling her things out of his drawers. That upset her even more. She had actually unpacked her clothes into his drawers. Yet they’d never even had sex. How weird was that? She had allowed herself to get carried away by that friendship, that sense of comfort she felt with him. She’d made assumptions.

Now she felt like a fool.

Gabriel was tapping his absinthe spoons in the other room. She could hear the frantic, agitated rhythm of two spoons hitting the desk simultaneously. Absinthe. God. Why had he let her drink it when he knew exactly what it did? He’d admitted it had been his drink of choice prior to his sobriety.

It didn’t make sense. None of it made sense. Gabriel had withheld important information from her, had accused Rafe of murder, yet was perfectly willing to let her go to lunch and pal around with Rafe.

Sara leaned over Gabriel’s bed, which neither one of them had bothered to make after her marathon sleep session, to snag her pillow. She never traveled without her down pillow. Dragging it across the bed, she was irritated to see that one of Gabriel’s long caramel colored hairs was stuck to her white pillowcase. It was irrational, but seeing that made her absolutely furious. He wouldn’t have sex with her, but he could shed on her linens, depositing his DNA all over the place.

The random thought made her pause in the act of picking the hair off the pillow, her original intention to fling it down onto his pillow. Wait a minute. Tossing it defiantly back at him made no sense. It was his DNA. In her possession. Glancing towards the door, reassuring herself that he couldn’t see her, Sara took the hair and unzipped her makeup bag she had already slung into her suitcase. Wrapping the hair around a lipstick, she settled the tube and hair in the bottom of the bag and zipped the case back shut and jammed it in her purse. She could head down to Royal Street and mail it overnight to Jocelyn with the other samples so she could have the results sooner. Maybe Gabriel wasn’t curious to see what a comparison would show, but she was.

It wouldn’t change the past or the future, but she wanted to know if Jonathon Thiroux was a killer.

 
* * *

From the Court Records of the Willful Murder Trial of Anne Donovan, State of Louisiana vs. Jonathon Thiroux
January 23, 1850

 
Judge: We the jury find the defendant, Jonathon Thiroux, not guilty of murder in the first degree.

 
* * *

From the Court Records of the State of Florida vs. Dr. Rafe Marino
July 31, 2007

 
Judge: We the jury find the defendant, Rafe Marino, not guilty of murder in the first degree.

* * *

 
Gabriel pulled up to the terminal at the airport the next morning and put his car into park. When he glanced over to ask Sara what time her flight was supposed to arrive in Naples, she was already opening the passenger door and climbing out. Great. She was just going to grab her suitcase and leave without saying a word.

Turning his car off, he jumped out and beat her to the trunk of the car, pulling out her suitcase before she could. He set it on the ground and pulled the handle up, facing her. It had been a cold, quiet day and night with her avoiding speaking to him more than was absolutely necessary and he was frustrated. He missed her. Wanted to see her smile.

“Call me when you get in,” he said.

She just nodded. “Thanks for watching Angel.”

“Sure, no problem.”

The longing to touch her, to reassure, to make everything right again, was almost overwhelming. Gabriel clenched his fists and studied her, wanting her to see in his eyes what he couldn’t say in words. Wanted her to know that there was a million things he wanted to tell her but couldn’t. That she had stepped into his lonely life and made it better. Made him better. That he had met and known a lot of women, but that she was the only one who had ever made him feel such an acute longing, such true, deep love.

“You’re coming back, aren’t you?” he asked.

“Probably.”

“Probably? No, you need to come back.” He wanted a commitment, a promise. Needed to hear that she would be back, and soon. She wouldn’t leave her kitten with him permanently, he was positive of that, but he wanted her to return to be with him, not just to collect the cat.

“Why should I come back?” Her head tilted and she was asking so much more. She was asking for all the answers, for everything.

He gave her all he could. “Because I want you to.”

Sara sighed.

Gabriel ground his teeth together, desire, frustration, love all spilling up and over and making him want to kick her suitcase. Or more accurately, to pull Sara into his arms and kiss her senseless.

Instead he settled for a watered down nothing of a kiss that he brushed over her forehead and a muttered, “Be careful,” before he turned and walked away, afraid of what else he might say or do.

Afraid that if she asked again, he would tell. Touch.

But when he got in the car and looked in the rearview mirror, she was already walking through the airport doors, without a single glance back, and he was regretful anyway.

Either way, he was going to lose, and he hated it.

* * *

 
Rafe wasn’t home. In fact, it looked like he had moved out. Sara stood on the front walk of his condo and glanced around. Everything was quiet. The blinds were partially open and there was no furniture in his dining room.

He had left. Without telling her.

Stunned and hurt, Sara felt more tears pricking her eyes. Damn it, she hated to cry, and she’d been on the verge for twenty-four hours.

She wouldn’t do it.

Taking a deep breath, she called Rafe, leaving a voicemail for him to call her back when he didn’t pick up.

She turned to head back to her rental car and to Jocelyn’s apartment where she was staying, when she almost collided with a woman with dark hair and big sunglasses. “Oh! Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” The woman smiled. “You’re Sara, aren’t you?”

Anyone knowing her name made her wary anymore, so Sara said cautiously, “Do I know you?” She didn’t recognize the woman, but the sunglasses make it harder to see her features. Sara would estimate the woman was in her late twenties, and that she had money, given her sundress and expensive handbag. She had a firm, curvy figure, and her dress was flattering, her demeanor confident and sensual.

“No. I’m Rafe’s girlfriend.”

Sara took an instinctive step back and said, “What?” Since when the hell did Rafe have a girlfriend? Her mother was his girlfriend.

“I’m Marguerite.” She stuck out her hand. “Rafe’s told me a lot about you.”

He’d told her jackshit about Marguerite. Sara took her hand and shook it lightly. “Where is he, by the way?” She couldn’t force a nice to meet you platitude because she really had no goddamn interest in meeting the woman who had replaced her mother in Rafe’s life.

She was angry. It had been a year already, and she understood that eventually he would move on, but it seemed too soon. She hadn’t moved on, not yet. How had he? Plus he’d been on trial for murder. When the hell had he been dating?

“He’s moved in with me. I just stopped over to pick up his mail. It’s not being forwarded correctly.”

“Oh, I see. Well.” Sara had no clue what the hell to say. “I just left him a voice mail, but tell him I said hello. I’ll only be in town for two days if he wants to give me a call.” She had wanted to see him, but now she wasn’t sure she did.

“I’m sure he’ll want to talk to you. Maybe we can go out to dinner.”

So the three of them could discuss how he’d been tried for her mother’s murder? Yeah, that sounded like good times. “Sure. Lovely.” She was such a bad liar and she wanted away from whoever the hell her name was. “Nice meeting you. I have an appointment I have to run to.”

Sara waved and started towards her car.

The woman called after her, “I’ll see you soon. And say hi to Gabriel for me.”

That brought Sara to a grinding halt. Heart pounding, she turned around, wondering if she could have possibly just heard that. The woman was already walking in the opposite direction across the parking lot, her back to Sara, too far away to question.

But she’d heard that name, coming from that strange woman’s lips. No question about it.

The real question was how in the hell could Rafe’s new girlfriend know Gabriel St. John?

Chapter Seventeen

 
 
Gabriel picked his way down the narrow alley next to the house on Dauphine Street, tromping through brush and over a random pile of bricks. Ending up behind the house, he assessed windows and the door. Unlike some of the neighboring houses, this one still had the original wooden pane windows and no evidence of a deadbolt on the door. While not dilapidated, it was easily one of the shabbier houses on the block, paint peeling, and various rusted out pieces of furniture and car parts strewn across the small back courtyard.

Deciding the easiest approach was the door, Gabriel went up the brick step, turned the knob, and shoved, using his immortal strength. The lock gave and the door swung open with a slight squeak. Stepping in, Gabriel paused to get his bearings. This room was a kitchen now. Gabriel couldn’t remember how it had been used in The House of Rest, but it looked like it had been modernized in the eighties. The cabinets were dark, the walls a ruddy yellow, a red fruit themed wallpaper border hung above the cabinets.

The overall affect was tired and gloomy, the original charm of the transom over the door, the thick moldings, and the wood floor lost under the influence of the drop ceiling and the muted yellow countertops. But someone was obviously in residence, since there was a dirty coffee mug in the sink, and a sticky spoon on the countertop.

Moving forward through the kitchen door into the next room, Gabriel saw a half bathroom had been added in the corner, and the room was being used as an office, a desk and bookcase prominent in the small room. The house was shotgun style, with the rooms leading off of each other, and no central hallways. When he moved into the front room, he recognized it as the original parlor, where he had entered so many nights all those years ago from the street. At some point it had been painted a mauve color, which offended his artistic sensibilities in the extreme, and the floor was carpeted in a periwinkle blue, but beyond that, the room was unchanged. The fireplace and moldings were intact, and the front windows still had traditional shutters.

He could see it, the way it had looked then, with its scarlet sofas and peeling wallpaper, smoke hanging in the air, the woman spilling out of their gowns, perched on the laps of men as they watched them play cards, waiting for the moment when the wine and the winning would cease, and the gentlemen would seek comfort upstairs. Gabriel could still hear the random and sour notes being pounded out on an out-of-tune piano that Madame had won in a game of keno, and could only marvel now how the level of his tolerance for depravity and disgusting surroundings had increased in conjunction with his addiction.

While it wasn’t as crass as it had been as a cheap bordello, it wasn’t a well-loved house either. Most of the structure and decor looked like it hadn’t been bothered with in a good twenty years. The stairs had also been carpeted in the offensive blue, and the railings a dirty white that begged for fresh paint. Gabriel jogged quickly up the stairs, knowing that what he was looking for was waiting for him.

The succession of little rooms seemed to have been consolidated into two larger bedrooms and a bathroom. But oddly enough, or maybe appropriately so, Anne’s little room at the end of the hallway had been left untouched, serving as a minute guest room with a daybed.

 
* * *

 
“John, isn’t my room just lovely?” Anne asked him, quite serious, a smile on her face as she spun around and fell backwards onto her bed. She gave a contented sigh, surveying her tiny domain.

He thought the room was a stuffy little hole in the wall, the plaster crumbling, the sheets yellow with age, the dressing table chipped and wobbly, the shutters missing slats. It had the odor of damp and a thick layer of dust on the baseboards and there was absolutely nothing lovely about it.

Madame was charging him too much for it, but he didn’t really care if he was being fleeced. Money was only money, and Anne had his absinthe. It didn’t matter where he drank it and the room was enough to please Anne.

“Not as lovely as you,” he said. “Pour my drink then let me sketch you.” He wanted to capture that smile, that satisfaction on her face.

Maybe if he captured it, he could figure out how to create it for himself.

 
* * *

 
Raphael was sitting on the daybed, cross-legged, a stack of papers in his hand, more on the mattress next to him. “Hello, Gabriel,” he said without looking up. “I figured I would see you sooner or later.”

Gabriel stepped into the room, the floor creaking beneath his boots. “Raphael. I assume you know why I’m here.”

Setting his papers aside, Raphael sighed and looked up, his expression calm. Gabriel had been expecting anger, disdain, sarcasm, maybe a sick satisfaction. But he saw none of that on the demon’s face. “I think you are planning to tell me to stay away from Sara Michaels.”

“To start with.” Gabriel had other thoughts as well, but first he wanted to hear what Raphael had to say. “Are you going to agree quietly or do I have to convince you?”

There was nothing but a shrug. Raphael’s passivity was unnerving. Gabriel had arrived expecting, anticipating a battle. He had a sheath knife in his back pocket, prepared to kill Raphael if he had to, knowing full well only an immortal could kill another immortal.

But the man he had come to think of as his nemesis, the one who had taken Anne’s life, making him doubt his own innocence, his soul, his very self, and had hurt Sara in ways that could never be repaired by killing her mother, just sat there hunched over in khaki cargo shorts and a red golf shirt.

“I’ll stay away from Sara because I don’t want her to get hurt,” Raphael said. “I never wanted to hurt her, and I’m sorry that she has been affected by all of this… by me. I came here to watch her, to protect her. I admit I was surprised that she was with you… I didn’t anticipate that, but I figured it was a good thing. With both of us watching out for her, she should be safe, right? She is safe, isn’t she? Where is she?”

Confused, Gabriel just stared at Raphael. What the hell was he talking about? Safe from who? It didn’t sound like the words of a man who had sent her pictures of her mother’s crime scene, but Gabriel was wary of drawing any conclusions. “She’s safe. Why do you care?”

Raphael propped his chin up with his hand. “I care about Sara… she’s a wonderful person. Kind, giving, and she loved her mother even though Jessie had her fair share of problems. I should have stayed away from both of them.”

“If you care about Sara so damn much, why did you kill her mother? That nearly destroyed her.” And Raphael had clearly lost his mind. He was eerily calm, melancholy, unfocused.

But Gabriel’s words made Raphael’s head snap up. “I didn’t kill Jessie. Gabriel, I swear by all that is holy, I didn’t kill Jessie. I loved her… we had a good relationship. Together, we were helping each other be better, if that makes sense.”

Gabriel did understand that. It was the very way he had thought of his relationship with Sara. But he couldn’t wrap his mind around Raphael being innocent. All evidence pointed to his guilt. “Then who did? You were the last one with her. Your DNA was found on her. There was no forced entry.”

Raphael waved his hand, in dismissal. “And like my attorney said in court, we were in a relationship. There was reason for my DNA to be on her. But I don’t want to run through all the forensic evidence. I can’t stand the thought of it any longer. I can’t stand what was done to her. I came here to kill myself, you know. To end it. Where it began.” Raphael stacked up the pile of papers neatly and held them out. “My last will and testament, if you please.”

Still unsure of what exactly was going on, Gabriel took the papers, feeling like the last piece to the puzzle was still missing. “Why did you kill Anne? She did nothing to you, and if it was to punish me in some way, why did you testify for the defense in my trial?”

But Raphael just shook his head. “I didn’t kill Anne either. I was upset when she chose you over me because I was fond of her, but I was willing to recognize that you had more money than me, and a prettier face. I also realized that Anne didn’t appreciate my love of the French ménage a trios. I couldn’t resist one last visit to her though that night, but you arrived early and Madame sent me packing.”

Not bothering to hide his disbelief, Gabriel crossed his arms over his chest, crumpling the papers in the process. “So you’re telling me that you had nothing to do with any of these women’s deaths? That you’re just an innocent little lamb prancing around the fucking meadow?”

“I never said I was innocent, any more than you are innocent. We are fallen angels, you know. We’ve sinned, over and over, you and I. But yes, I am telling you that I did not kill those women. But clearly, I am responsible ultimately for their deaths, because in the last one hundred and fifty years, every woman I have had an intimate relationship with has been murdered.” He gave a short laugh. “It rather ruins the ardor.”

“You’re a crazy mother fucker, Raphael… you’re killing these women and you know it.” Gabriel didn’t understand who it could be if it wasn’t Raphael and it wasn’t him. No one else had ties to both Anne Donovan and Jessie Michaels, and it clearly had to be an immortal.

It couldn’t just be a sick and weird coincidence. “Why did you send those pictures to Sara?”

“What pictures?”

“And the absinthe?”

“Absinthe? What are you talking about?” Raphael frowned. “I thought you stopped drinking that swill. Don’t tell me you’ve fallen off the wagon. I thought you were better than that these days.”

Gabriel stared at his fellow demon. Either Raphael had completely lost his grip on reality, or he was telling the truth. Unfolding the stack of papers Raphael had handed him, he glanced at the will, a quote towards the bottom of the page leaping out at him.

I live in sin, to kill myself I live; no longer my life my own, but sin's; my good is given to me by heaven, my evil by myself, by my free will, of which I am deprived.-Michelangelo
“What’s with this sudden obsession with Michelangelo?” he asked as he stuffed Raphael’s will in his back pocket, angry that he couldn’t make sense of what was going on.

Raphael gave a slight smile. “Michelangelo saw angels. ‘I saw the angel in the marble and I carved until I set him free.’ Don’t you think it’s odd that these women, the women I cared about, the women I loved, the women I wanted to help, Gabriel, were carved? Carved until set free… sent to heaven.”

A cold sweat broke out over Gabriel’s flesh. That was the most appalling visual, the most horrific metaphor, he’d ever heard, and he almost choked on his disgust. Raphael had done it, had killed those women, and he was sitting there in his suburban doctor clothes with a stupid smile on his face.

Gabriel reached for his knife without hesitation. “Raphael, stand up so I can send you back to our Maker.”

Chapter Eighteen

 
Jocelyn pulled the door to her apartment open immediately. “You’re back early.”

“Rafe’s not home.”

“Good. Well, not good, but I’m glad you’re back, because I really want to talk to you about your samples, but I didn’t want to hold you up when you got here earlier. You seemed really eager to see Rafe.”

She had been. Not so much anymore. “So what did you find with the samples?”

“Well, your samples were tainted or mislabeled.”

“What do you mean?” Sara was still unnerved from the encounter with Rafe’s girlfriend, and the quasi fight she’d had with Gabriel the night before when she’d left New Orleans. She wasn’t sure she could wrap her mind around deciphering how she could have screwed up the samples.

They sat down on Jocelyn’s sofa and Sara pulled her legs under her skirt. She was tired. Numb. Jocelyn, who was a six foot tall brunette with funky retro glasses and more energy in one minute than Sara had in an entire day, had a glass of red wine in her hand. “Do you want a drink? You look worn out, Sara.”

“No, I’m fine, thanks. I just had a weird thing happen. I’ll tell you about it after I hear the lab results. You’ve got me curious. I don’t see how I could have mislabeled those samples.” But then again, she had sent the samples overnight to Jocelyn when she had been distracted and irritated with Gabriel. She supposed anything was possible.

“Well, here’s the thing. I found the markers matching your blood sample to the sample you said came from your ancestor. So that made sense. There wasn’t a lot to work with, given the age and size of the sample, but I did a DNA comp to the first hair sample you gave me and there was no match. So whoever that hair belonged to, it wasn’t his blood on that knife. Which again, makes sense since you said it was a woman’s blood on the knife, the victim. But then I compared the two hair samples to each other, since you said the two men are related. Only they’re not related.”

“They’re not related?” But then why the hell had Gabriel said he was a descendent of John Thiroux if he wasn’t? Or did Gabriel just think he was, but he wasn’t?

“No.” Jocelyn gave her a shrug. “They’re better than related. They’re the same guy.”

“What?” That made absolutely no sense whatsoever. “That’s impossible.”

“Nope. There’s no doubt about it. Those two hairs came from the same dude, Sara.”

Sara wished she’d said yes to the wine. She sat back against the couch cushions, mind racing. How could she have wound up with two samples from Gabriel? That was just impossible because she was sure there had only been one hair on her pillow, and the other hair had come from Gabriel’s sample of John Thiroux. Unless the hair Gabriel had given her as John Thiroux’s was really Gabriel’s all along and he had known that. But why the hell would he lie about something like that?

“That’s just so weird… I don’t see how they could have gotten mixed up like that. Maybe he’s just a close match to his relative.” Even as she said the words, she knew that wasn’t possible. Jocelyn knew what she was doing and she would be able to tell the difference between mere markers and a match.

“DNA doesn’t lie, honey. For whatever reason, you wound up with two samples of the same guy. And I’m hoping after I’m done telling you the rest of my findings, you’re going to illuminate me as to who all these samples belong to, and what exactly it all means. I thought you were in New Orleans on sabbatical.”

That was a polite way to explain what she had been doing. “I’ll tell you everything, I promise.” God knew she needed to talk to someone. “But first tell me what else you found.” Not that it was going to matter if she had screwed all the samples up. Which infuriated her. She didn’t like to mess up, couldn’t explain how she could have done that.

“That patent print you sent me? I entered it in AFIS and got a list of four possible matches. Patricia ran through them last night for me, which means you owe her big time for doing that on a Saturday night, but anyway, she made a conclusive match. Twelve points.”

Sara narrowed her eyes at Jocelyn. “Wait a minute. I only sent you one fingerprint scan. How the hell could that match prints in AFIS?”

“Because it’s the same person.” Jocelyn looked at her blankly. “What do you mean? Why did you send it if you weren’t looking for a match?”

What she meant was that the print she’d sent Jocelyn had been the bloody fingerprint on the sketch of Anne Donovan, left there in 1849. Almost a hundred and sixty years earlier. She’d sent it merely to ask Jocelyn if she thought there was any possibility of extracting DNA from the bloody fingerprint on the original sketch, but she’d never actually gotten around to asking that of Jocelyn, so her friend had obviously assumed she wanted to search for a match. Which hadn’t occurred to her as even a possibility because of its age. “It’s an old print. There’s no way there should have been a match.”

“How old?”

“It was from 1849.” A chill went up Sara’s spine. Something was very wrong, only she had no idea what it was.

“What? That’s impossible. Patricia doesn’t mess up like that. She’s an expert fingerprint tech and she’s been doing this for fifteen years. She found twelve fucking points of comp, Sara.”

“That’s why it doesn’t make any sense!” Sara rubbed her temples. Nothing made sense. “Who did the match come up as? Just some random petty criminal?”

“No. It’s a woman who was arrested in Louisiana in 2003 for running a prostitution ring. Her name is Marguerite Charles. Does that ring any bells?”

It did. Sara sat straight up. That’s what the woman outside Rafe’s had said her name was. Marguerite. But she hadn’t told her a last name, so why did the whole name Marguerite Charles sound familiar?

“I don’t know… maybe. I went over to Rafe’s before I came here and some woman was there getting his mail. He had obviously moved out of his condo. This woman said she was his girlfriend… and that her name was Marguerite.” She had also mentioned Gabriel. Say hi to Gabriel.
Oh my God. Sara suddenly remembered where she had seen the name Marguerite Charles. In the court records of the trial of Jonathon Thiroux. Marguerite was the congressman’s wife who had posed nude for him.

“Since when does Rafe have a girlfriend?” Jocelyn looked as offended as Sara had felt. “It’s a little soon to be moving in with another woman. It’s been three weeks since his acquittal. God, that’s tacky.”

“Thank you.” Sara couldn’t agree more. “That is exactly what I thought, but I figured I was totally biased.” She either had to be wrong or it was some kind of monstrous and weird coincidence that a woman arrested for prostitution in Louisiana could be the same woman who Rafe was dating. And it was flat out impossible that she could be the same Marguerite in the court records, or that she could have been physically present at the scene of Anne Donovan’s death.

But now she was curious to know if Gabriel knew a Marguerite, and how.

“Well, I guess that’s typical for a man,” Jocelyn said. “But it’s still rude.”

“She invited me to dinner with the two of them.”

“Eew.” Jocelyn wrinkled her nose. “I hope you told her to go fuck herself.”

Sara laughed. God, she loved Jocelyn, and she had missed her. “Not exactly, but I doubt she was serious. She was just trying to be territorial and prove a point.” And in lieu of everything else, Sara no longer really gave a damn that Rafe had a girlfriend. What concerned her was who the girlfriend was, and what relevance she had to Gabriel or herself.

Everything was too strange, too circular, too oddly familiar and overlapping, and it was disturbing, unnerving.

“I think I’d like that glass of wine. And if you don’t mind, I’d like to give Gabriel a quick call.”

Jocelyn’s eyebrows went up. “Who the hell is Gabriel and why did your eyes go soft when you said his name?”

“Oh. Didn’t I mention him?” Sara felt a burn race up her neck to her cheeks. “Let me call him really quick and then I swear, I’ll tell you everything.”

But first she had to find out what he knew about a curvy and seemingly wealthy brunette named Marguerite.

* * *

 
Raphael just shook his head at him. “I don’t think so. If I’m going to die, it will be my own hand.” He frowned. “Besides, I thought we were friends. We used to go to dinner at the club together. I did my best to steer the jury to a non-guilty verdict in your trial. Why would you want to kill me?”

Gabriel couldn’t imagine what was so hard to grasp about the concept. “You’ve killed what… four women? The first of whom was under my protection. It’s my responsibility, fallen or not, to vanquish you.”

“I told you, I didn’t kill them.” Raphael fell backwards onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. “Don’t you understand what I’m saying? This has been my punishment… that if I care for a woman, if I have sexual intimacies with her, she is killed.”

“But…” Gabriel lowered the knife in his hand. That didn’t sound like a legitimate punishment. Death to a mortal wasn’t something even a Grigori demon would condone. “Why so long into your relationship with them? And why wasn’t there a evidence of intercourse with either Anne or Jessie?” It was crude, but he felt like he had to ask.

Raphael stayed on his back, expression rueful. “I don’t know why it happens when it happens. And there’s no evidence of intercourse because technically I can’t, uh, finish what is started.”

“What?” Gabriel thought that through, and was sorry he did. That was more than he ever wanted to know about Raphael. “So you’re saying that you can’t…” He used his hand to indicate forward motion. For some reason he couldn’t bring himself to say it straight out.

Which apparently Raphael couldn’t either. “Correct. I can’t. That’s why I always have favored ménages. It’s not missed when there are enough other parts to play with.”

Gabriel winced. Definitely too much information. He put his hand out. “Okay, I got it. But if I believe you, which I’m not sure I do, then who killed them?”

“I don’t know. I wish I knew.”

Pacing back and forth in the narrow room, Gabriel felt the humid heat, the small space, the lack of answers pressing in on him. The floors were the original wood planks, dusty and nicked, but there was no evidence of where Anne’s blood had been in front of the bed. The stain had been sanded away. But Gabriel couldn’t make it disappear as easily. He wanted, needed, to know who would have done such a thing. If it was punishment for him, for Raphael, or a horrible sick quest that had nothing to do with either of them.

His phone rang in his pocket and he pulled it out. It was Sara’s number. He wanted to answer it, but if she was calling, then clearly she was okay and he needed to finish this conversation before he spoke to her.

“You can answer it,” Raphael said. “I don’t care.”

“It’s too late. She hung up.” Phone in his left hand, knife in his right, Gabriel stared at the shutters. What the hell was he supposed to do? He knew he had to do something, knew there was a key, something he was supposed to accomplish before he would be free, but he had no idea what it was. He wanted to solve these murders but didn’t know where to look next.

Raphael’s phone started ringing, his ring tone an irritating hip hop song.

Pulling it out of his pocket, Raphael glanced at the screen. “It’s Sara. I’m going to answer it.”

Feeling offended that Sara had called Raphael immediately after calling him, he glanced down at his own phone. She hadn’t even left him a voicemail. She was clearly still angry with him. But it still made his blood pressure increase to know that the woman he loved was perfectly happy chatting with Raphael.

Raphael had sat up and he said, “Hi, Sara, how are you?”

There was nothing as annoying as standing there only able to hear one half of a conversation. He should be talking to Sara, not feeling like a complete outsider, in that room of all places. He was ready to leave, wanted away from the bed, the dingy walls, the lingering smell of cigarettes and rot. He was standing right where Anne’s little table and his chair used to rest, and it made him frustrated in ways he couldn’t even describe or explain.

Raphael was frowning. “I told you I was moving out.”

It sounded like Sara was angry with Raphael too, which gave him a petty satisfaction.

“What? Who? Sara, calm down… no, I didn’t. I don’t know what you’re talking about. Hold on a second. Here’s Gabriel.” Raphael shoved his phone at him. “I think you should talk to her. She’s really upset and I’m not sure why.”

Great. Just great. They weren’t even supposed to know each other and Raphael had just blurted out that he was standing right next to him. He hadn’t given him any way to ease Sara into an explanation, but had just handed him a hand grenade.

“Sara? I’m sorry I just missed your call… is everything okay? How are you?” Gabriel put his own phone in his front pants pocket and twirled the knife with his free hand. He had a bad feeling this wasn’t going to be a good conversation.

“Why the hell are you with Rafe?” she said. “You said you weren’t going to come to Florida! What the hell is going on?”

No. That wasn’t a good start. “I’m not in Florida. I’m still in New Orleans.”

“How can you be in New Orleans? Why is Rafe there? And how do you know each other?”

There was no easy way to explain their relationship or what was happening. So he stuck his hand in his hair and closed his eyes and said, “Um. It turns out we do know each other. I didn’t realize that because he’s using a different name now, but I just saw a picture of him and put two and two together. And I was pretty sure he was here in New Orleans, because I figured out he owns the house on Dauphine Street. Which is why I was okay with you going back to Florida, because I was almost positive he wouldn’t be there, but here. Therefore, you wouldn’t be in any danger from him.”

Oh, God. That sounded absolutely all wrong. The more he spoke, the deeper the hole he was digging. From her perspective it wasn’t going to make any sense.

“Okay, I cannot even figure out what is going on here… there was this woman at Rafe’s condo and his stuff is all gone, and she said she’s his girlfriend and that they’ve moved in together. She invited me to dinner with the two of them, but now you’re telling me that Rafe is in New Orleans? And my friend Jocelyn ran the samples I gave her, and she did a fingerprint search on the print from the Anne Donovan sketch, because I forgot to tell her I didn’t need a search, but here’s the really bizarre thing– she found a match. That fingerprint on the sketch matches a woman named Marguerite Charles who was arrested for running a prostitution ring in Louisiana in 2003. Louisiana. Marguerite Charles. A match. And the woman who said she’s Rafe’s girlfriend also said her name was Marguerite. What kind of a freak out coincidence is all of that?”

Marguerite. Gabriel’s eyes shot open. He started pacing again, kicking Raphael’s foot to get his attention. “Marguerite’s prints match prints from the Donovan crime scene?”

“Yes.”

Holy shit. Alex’s daughter was a killer. Gabriel would have never suspected in a million years, had no reason to suspect. Raphael’s eyes had gone wide in shock, but there was no skepticism. He looked like he believed Marguerite perfectly capable of murder.

“It’s obviously some bizarre mistake,” Sara said, “since it’s not possible that a woman today could match the prints of someone from a hundred and fifty-some years ago, but the whole thing is just off… I don’t understand any of it.”

It was entirely too possible and Gabriel felt the firm grip of fear when he realized what exactly Sara had said earlier. “Marguerite was at Rafe’s condo? She’s in Naples?”

Raphael jumped off the bed. “Gabriel. Sara’s in danger.”

That was exactly what he had just determined. And they were both a thousand miles away from her.

“Yes. Do you know Marguerite? Right as she was leaving she told me to say hi to you. I’m so completely confused, and I’m angry because I feel like you know what’s going on and you’re not telling me.”

He wanted to, but there wasn’t time. And you didn’t tell someone about your immortality over the phone anyway. “Sara, listen to me, sweetheart. I’ll explain everything as soon as I get to Naples. I’m going to catch the next flight. Stay with your friend until I get there, okay? And don’t go anywhere near Rafe’s condo or Marguerite.”

“Why? What’s going on?”

“I think Marguerite killed your mother. So does Rafe.”

There was silence for a long second, and Gabriel stopped pacing. He wished he knew how to reassure her, comfort her, keep her safe until he could get to her.

“Gabriel, I’m scared.”

He could hear it in her voice. She was frightened of what she knew was real–death–and what she didn’t understand– how he, Raphael, and Marguerite were all connected. “It’s going to be okay. I’m on my way.”

Hand in his hair, he paused on his way to the door. “And Sara?”

“Yes?”

“I love you.” Maybe that was too much, too soon, but he needed to say what he knew to be true. He had never spoken those words to a woman, had never understood the true joy of loving another person, but he did with Sara. It was a beautiful and amazing thing to feel at complete peace in another’s presence, to look at someone and know you were better for being with them.

She didn’t answer, but he didn’t expect her to. She was too overwhelmed to offer him the same commitment at that moment, under the circumstances, but he had fallen in love with her, and he would give his life for her, and he needed her to know.

After a quick goodbye he hung up the phone and tossed it back to Raphael, who was following Gabriel out the door.

“How are you going to Florida?” Raphael asked. “I thought you were bound to New Orleans.”

“I am.” Gabriel strode down the hallway and took the steps two at a time.

“If you defy your binding, you’ll never gain your freedom… you’ll be stuck here forever.”

“I know,” he said grimly. It wasn’t an attractive future, but he had no other choice. He wasn’t going to sit there and let Sara be killed just to save his own worthless ass.

“I can go to Naples. I can bring Sara back here.”

“No, I’ll do it.” There was no way he could wait, not knowing if Sara was safe.

Raphael’s footsteps pounded behind him as they jogged across the front room, back through the office, and out the back door of the kitchen. “I’m going with you anyway, you know. Marguerite… she’s my problem.”

“She’s a demon child. She’s both of our problem.” Gabriel crashed through the brush on the side of the house, jumping over the bricks, letting his demon legs make use of their full immortal speed.

“It’s me, you know. She’s doing it because of me. Marguerite’s wanted me to marry her since, well, the beginning… but I had no idea, I swear, I had no clue she was doing this. I never thought she was capable of something so horrible.”

Gabriel glanced back at Raphael, who was running at pace with him. Raphael was pasty white and looked like he was capable of throwing up at any given second. Like he was truly sickened by the realization of what Marguerite had done. Gabriel wanted to believe him.

“We can’t change the past, Raphael. We can only change the present.”

He finally understood that.

Chapter Nineteen

 
Sara wasn’t sure if fear or frustration was winning. Gabriel had frightened her with the tone of his voice, the way he’d been so adamant that she needed to stay and wait for him. But she was also completely angry–boiling blood mad–that everyone seemed to know what the hell was going on but her.

She was a self-professed control freak, and not having all the information available to her was maddening. Especially when it appeared to exist, but no one seemed fit to share it with her.

As far as she could tell, Gabriel had confessed three things to her. That he knew Rafe and Marguerite. That he thought Marguerite had killed her mother. And that he was in love with her.

She hadn’t expected any of that, and she wasn’t sure which had shocked her the most. She hadn’t seen any of them coming, but his profession of love had sideswiped her, and she hadn’t been able to process it in any way and give him a response before he had said goodbye and hung up. Which was probably for the best, because she didn’t know what she would have said in return. She had thought she loved him. Still did. But it worried her that there were so many apparent secrets, so much he had withheld from her. And nothing about any of the murders, past or present, made sense. She was on emotional and intellectual overload, with no answers in sight.

“Do you love him?” Jocelyn asked, handing Sara a glass of wine.

Sara took it and swirled the liquid around and around in the glass. “Yes.” Whether that was a mistake or not, she didn’t know. But it was what it was and she couldn’t change that. She loved him quietly, passionately, softly, wondrously.

“I’ve never seen you in love before. It was pretty obvious to me from the second you said his name.”

Crossing her legs and pulling her skirt down over them on the sofa, Sara looked at Jocelyn. “I don’t fall in love easily. Or I didn’t think I do. You’ve known me, what, six years? I’m emotionally reserved. I know that. I try not to be, but I can’t help it.”

“I wouldn’t say that about you at all. I think you’re very emotionally giving… you’re loyal and loving and incredibly generous. But I think that’s why there are few people you really reach out to– you give so much, all of yourself to relationships, that you can’t have a crowd of friends and lovers. You’re selective, with meaningful friendships instead of superficial ones, and I appreciate that about you.”

Sara felt so raw, so scraped and banged and smacked that Jocelyn’s words had her sucking in a huge breath to avoid tears, to hold it together. She would keep it together. “Thanks. That means a lot to me. And I do love Gabriel… I can’t explain how or why it’s happened so fast, but I met him and it seemed from that very first day, our paths were meant to cross. That we’re connected… that we knew each other already because we’re so similar.” She took a sip of her wine. “God, that sounds weird, but it’s true. I just adore him.”

Sappy and pathetic as it was, she did. She had never understood, never realized how uplifting and exciting it would be, to feel the kind of emotion she did for Gabriel. She had thought she’d loved men before, but this was different, deeper, richer, more exciting, more enticing, more all consuming.

“So what’s going on? What’s with all the DNA, and why are you here in Florida and he’s in New Orleans?”

“I hope you don’t have any plans tonight, because it might take a while to explain this.”

“I have no plans and I’m all ears.” Jocelyn kicked her shoes up and pulled her legs up onto the sofa. “There is obviously a story here.”

Sara didn’t know where to start, exactly, but she figured the easiest place was to explain why she was really in New Orleans. So she told Jocelyn about Gabriel contacting her, the book concept, meeting and working with him. The strange evidence that seemed to dead end, the parallels between the cases. Two hours later, she thought she had Jocelyn pretty well updated, leaving out personal details like Gabriel’s unwillingness to have sex with her, and the absinthe encounter.

“So, that name you gave me–Marguerite Charles–was in the court records of the trial of Jonathon Thiroux. And Rafe’s girlfriend is named Marguerite too. So it’s all completely strange and doesn’t make sense. The print matching is just crazy. Obviously it’s not the same person.”

“But that’s where you’re wrong.”

Sara almost dropped her wine when she turned and saw Marguerite standing in the kitchen of Jocelyn’s apartment, leaning against the column dividing the kitchen from the dining area.

“I am the same person. You would think you would have figured that out by now, but you’re not as bright as Gabriel or Raphael gives you credit.”

“How the hell did you get in here?” Sara asked.

“Demon trick. It’s not hard, really.” Marguerite was wearing a yellow sundress and heels and her shoes clicked on the tile floor as she moved forward.

“Demon… what are you talking about?” Sara was angry that everyone was talking in circles and riddles. Who was Raphael and what did demons have to do with anything?

“Oh, are you kidding me? Gabriel hasn’t told you? That’s interesting, very interesting. I would be pissed off about that if I were you.” Marguerite was right in front of them now and she reached out and snatched the phone out of Jocelyn’s hand that her friend had picked up off the coffee table. “You don’t need that.”

Sara was sorry she had dragged Jocelyn into this mess, whatever it was exactly, and she turned to reassure her friend only to find Jocelyn was staring vacantly into space, features and body frozen. Sara let out a scream. “Oh, my God, what’s the matter with her?” She touched Jocelyn, and she was warm to the touch, but completely still. “Jocelyn, are you okay?”

“She’ll be fine. I just thought it would be better if she takes a little nap while we have our chat. This way she won’t remember anything and you don’t have to feel guilty about involving her.”

“Involving her in what?”

“Involving her with demons. That’s what we are, you know, Gabriel, Raphael, and I. We’re immortal demons, though technically I’m only half-demon. But Gabriel and Raphael are full demons. They’re fallen angels… how sexy is that?”

Sara was still holding Jocelyn’s hand, and she was glad for the contact, even if Jocelyn seemed completely out of it. Gabriel had been right to warn her about Marguerite. The woman was totally insane. She was saying they were all demons.

“You don’t look like you think that’s sexy. And yet I know you have the hots for Gabriel. It took you about a minute to move in with him and start drinking his absinthe.”

Sara felt an icy fear slide across her, her heart pounding and her breathing shallow and rapid. “You left the bottle outside the door, didn’t you?”

Marguerite gave a small smile. “That was funny, wasn’t it? Gabriel has always been so aloof, so untouchable, so sure of his superiority, of his talent, yet he has no reason to be. He can’t function with other people for more than a minute, and he’s a total drunk. It’s fun to fuck with him. It’s too bad he was acquitted for Anne’s murder– that would have been the ultimate joke. But Raphael was too nice. He testified for Gabriel and got him off.”

Marguerite was blending past and present, talking about the men as if they had been involved, alive, for the Anne Donovan case. It was making Sara’s skin crawl and she wanted Marguerite gone. “What do you want?”

Sara was sorry she asked. Because Marguerite’s smile grew wide and maniacal.

“I want you to stay away from my boyfriend. And to make sure that you do, I’m going to kill you.”

 
* * *

 
Gabriel was exhausted and worried sick that he was too late. Sara wasn’t answering her phone, and neither was her friend, Jocelyn, whose number she had given him as a contact. It had taken longer than he had expected to secure a rental car at the airport, and the whole process of traveling had been unnerving. He’d never flown on a plane before, and it had felt claustrophobic, agitating. He had found he was actually grateful for Raphael’s presence, guiding him through the whole check in and security process. He didn’t want his own ineptitude to delay getting to Sara.

At least he had good computer skills. He had found and mapped Jocelyn’s apartment and with Raphael driving since he had lived in Naples, they made it to her complex with no problem. It was dark and they missed her building initially, but Raphael backed up and parked and they were out, Gabriel running.

Only Alex stepped in front of him on the walkway to the building. “Gabriel. Raphael.”

Shit. Gabriel stopped running. “Alex. What the hell are you doing here?”

“You know, I’m starting to get the feeling you’re not as fond of me as I am of you.” Alex put his hands in the pocket of his dress pants. “I feel highly insulted.”

“I think you’ll get over it. Now I’m going to assume that Marguerite is in there with my girlfriend, so step to the side please.” Before he lost complete control and ripped Alex’s face off. He was completely out of patience, and his fear was choking him. He couldn’t handle finding Sara like Anne had been. He wouldn’t survive that.

“Oh, now she’s your girlfriend? A week ago she was just someone you were working on a project with.”

“Just drop it.” He started to brush past Alex, but the demon grabbed his arm.

Alex had a gun in his hand, retrieved from his pocket. “One moment please. I need to talk to you and Raphael.”

“What?” The barrel of the gun was in his face, but Gabriel stared it down. Alex wasn’t going to intimidate him.

“Marguerite is unhappy and I can’t stand to see my daughter so upset. She’s had a harder life than her sister Rosa, because she’s always been overweight. And she’s always had a thing for Raphael–I have no clue why, it’s not like he’s all that great of a catch–but there it is. She wants him.” Alex turned to Raphael who was behind Gabriel on the walkway. “So I guess this is what they would call a shotgun wedding. I want you to go in there and tell Marguerite you’ll marry her finally because I’m sick to death of riding the crazy train with her. I’m too old for this shit.”

Gabriel couldn’t believe Alex was so nonchalant about the whole thing. Didn’t he realize his daughter was insane? That she had killed at least four women? And there was no way Raphael would agree to marry her.

But he did. Raphael just nodded. “Okay. I’ll marry her.”

“Raphael, have you lost your mind?” Gabriel asked, appalled at the idea of being saddled to Marguerite for eternity.

Raphael just shook his head. “It’s what I need to do. To make it right.” He headed for the front door.

Gabriel went to follow him, but Alex grabbed him again. “No. You stay here.”

“Fuck you, Alex. I want to see Sara.” Gabriel yanked his arm out of Alex’s hold.

The gun was suddenly on his temple. “I said stay here.”

Gabriel knocked the gun away. “And I said fuck you.” He was so tired and angry. All of this, all the death and suffering and pain, for what? Because Marguerite hadn’t been able to wrangle a ring from Raphael? It made him sick.

He started for the door again, but Alex moved. Gabriel instinctively ducked and avoided Alex’s blow to the head. “What is your problem?” He turned and blocked another punch.

“They need a minute to work things out. Leave them alone.”

“No.” Gabriel was so frustrated, he threw a punch back.

Alex blocked, and the next thing he knew they were locked in combat, exchanging vicious blows that made Gabriel’s teeth rattle and blood burst from Alex’s nose.

* * *

 
Sara kept her mouth shut so that Marguerite wouldn’t hear her teeth chattering. She was scared witless. Marguerite had already moved Jocelyn by taking her by the hand and leading her down the hallway. Sara had watched Marguerite give Jocelyn a little push and her friend fall down on her bed, eyes vacant and staring at the ceiling.

She had run for it then, realizing it was her chance to escape, grabbing her purse as she flew past the sofa, but suddenly Marguerite had been between her and the door. It wasn’t possible, but there she was, and she slapped Sara so hard she’d seen stars and lost her balance, stumbling backwards. Marguerite had grabbed her arm and shoved her so that she had fallen back onto the sofa.

Now she was sitting there, afraid to move, unsure what to do, all too aware that something was very, very wrong. This wasn’t just a woman who was feeling possessive about her man. This was crazy.

Marguerite was studying her manicure. “You know, I think I’m going to have to find a new salon. I just had my nails done yesterday and they’re chipped already. I don’t know this area all that well. Can you recommend a salon?”

Sara just shook her head. Her mind was a complete blank, her thoughts skittering left and right, trying to figure out how she was going to contact someone for help. How she might escape.

Swinging her leg over the other as she sat in an oversized chair across from Sara, Marguerite sighed. “No? That’s a damn shame. But I guess I’m not surprised. You look a little on the earthy side. You really need to put more effort into your appearance, hon. Your hair could use highlights to lift it, and some quality concealer could really cover up those dark circles under your eyes. I realize Gabriel likes your helpless delicateness, but still, you don’t want to look like a crackhead. Of course, I guess it doesn’t really matter since I’m going to kill you.”

“When were you planning on doing that exactly?” Sara asked, annoyance slicing through her fear. She didn’t like being toyed with, nor did she like being insulted. She had insomnia. She was entitled to dark circles under her eyes.

Marguerite glared at her. “Whenever I feel like it. And maybe I won’t be compassionate and put you in a trance like I did with Anne Donovan and your mother. Maybe I’ll just let you struggle while I slice you open like a fish. You’ll feel everything and you’ll fight me, and you won’t be able to stop me because I’m a hundred times stronger than you, and I’m the one with the big knife.”

“I don’t see any knife,” Sara said, suddenly feeling defiant and infuriated. Was this bitch admitting she had killed her mother? Sara would be damned if she would just sit there and be murdered. If it wasn’t for Jocelyn in the bedroom she would make a rush for the door again, but she didn’t want to leave her friend behind.

Marguerite pulled a knife out of her purse. “Right here. Isn’t it pretty?”

They both heard the front door open at the same time and Sara didn’t hesitate. She ran for it, wanting to make sure whoever was there would understand the danger, that they would go for help. She screamed for good measure, yelling and shrieking as she tore for the door, waving her arms. There was a tug on the back of her shirt and she was suddenly lying on the floor, the wind completely knocked out of her and pain exploding in the back of her head.

“Marguerite.”

It was Rafe. Sara tried to suck in a breath, blinking back tears. She had no idea how Marguerite had grabbed her so quickly, but she had given her a brutal smackdown. Every inch of Sara’s body hurt and she couldn’t seem to speak, no matter how desperately she wanted to get Rafe’s attention. She could see his legs as he moved into the room, closing the door behind him. That door closing bothered her. She wanted out. So she forced herself to press her hands to the floor and sit up. Everything spun for a second, but she swallowed back the nausea and tried to get her bearings. She was a good five feet from the door, but Rafe and Marguerite were behind her.

Rafe was talking in a low voice to Marguerite, and he was rubbing her arms in a soothing manner. She was shaking her head. Sara couldn’t hear what Rafe was saying, but she really didn’t care. She was just relieved for the distraction and whatever form of assistance Rafe could offer. Grabbing the leg of the end table, she heaved herself to her feet, shaky and nauseated, wondering how in the hell she was going to get Jocelyn out of the house. She was going for her purse with her phone inside it when the front door exploded, flying off the hinges.

Sara let out a yelp and jumped back, stumbling over the coffee table. A man fell backwards onto the floor, skidding on top of the now horizontal front door. It was Alex, and the man who obviously had shoved him was Gabriel, out of breath, fists raised, blood all over his yellow t-shirt. What did Alex have to do with anything and why was Gabriel so angry with him? With no clue what was going on, Sara stepped onto the couch, intending to avoid contact with everyone and go quietly down the hallway to Jocelyn. She was going to force Jocelyn up and they were getting the hell out before she really stopped to think about what she was seeing and she absolutely and utterly lost it.

“Are you okay?” Gabriel asked her, glancing over, worry on his face even as he dodged a vicious kick aimed at his shin from Alex’s left foot.

She nodded. It was startling to see Gabriel, who she thought of as such a quiet, artistic, non-confrontational man, in a brutal fist-fight. Alex was back on his feet and they were exchanging blows, without any sort of regard for the rules of good sportsmanship. When Alex landed a hit to the kidney Gabriel winced in pain, but came right back at Alex with a punch that collided with Alex’s skull with such force Sara actually heard the crack.

Jesus Christ. They were going to kill each other. Sara ran past Rafe and Marguerite, purse in her hand, her goal to get to Jocelyn and then call the police. They needed help, because while Gabriel looked like he was holding his own, she didn’t like the ferocity of his fight with Alex. Someone was going to wind up with a concussion or in a coma and she sure in the hell didn’t want it to be Gabriel.

The shadow rising on the wall in front of her as she stumbled down the hall had her instinctively turning to see what had caused it.

Then wishing she hadn’t.

Because what she was seeing didn’t make any sense. It was completely illogical. Insane. But there it was– Rafe and Marguerite embracing, his arms around her patting her back, her head on his shoulder. Three feet off the floor. They were hovering in space, in air, in nothingness, their feet flat like they were standing on solid ground, only they weren’t.

Sara squeezed her eyes shut hard. Reopened them. They were still floating like human helium balloons. Beyond them, Gabriel and Alex continued to grapple with each other, and Gabriel rammed Alex into the wall so hard that when he pulled back there was a hole in the drywall from his elbow.

It wasn’t right. None of it was right and she wasn’t seeing what she was seeing.

Afraid that she was on the verge of going down, her head swimming, mouth hot, stomach churning, Sara whirled and went for the bedroom, slamming and locking the door behind her.

 
* * *

Gabriel was glad Sara had finally left the room. She had lingered longer than he was comfortable with, given that Marguerite was a loose cannon and Alex hell bent on beating the shit out of him. It made him feel better that she was in another room with the door closed.

“Your girlfriend doesn’t know anything about you, does she?” Alex taunted. “She doesn’t know you’re a drunk and a drug addict.”

“Actually, she does.” Gabriel ducked when Alex swung to hit in the face. “So no need to run off and tell on me. She’s perfectly aware of my flaws.” He didn’t bother to refute that he was no longer a drunk and a drug addict since he had been clean for seventy-five years. He didn’t need to explain himself or justify anything to Alex.

They were both out of breath and seemed to have reached an unspoken agreement to pause in pummeling each other, because they were just circling, fists up. Gabriel flicked his hair out of his eyes and watched Alex warily.

“This is nothing personal, Gabriel.”

“Than what the fuck is it?”

“I just want my daughter happy.”

“Your daughter shouldn’t have hurt those women.”

“What women? I don’t know anything about any of that. I just know she wants Raphael and I’m here to ensure she gets what makes her happy.” He tilted his head to the side, where Raphael was hugging Marguerite. “So now that they appear to have worked something out, I suppose you and I can cease this nonsense.” Alex wiped at his bloody nose.

“You started this nonsense.” Gabriel wasn’t sure he could in good conscience just let Marguerite walk away, not after what she had done, even with Raphael willing to sacrifice himself to act as watchdog.

But then he heard the sound, the click of a lock once, twice, and he and Alex both turned to Raphael and Marguerite. Raphael had bound her hand and foot to him with the power of punishment, chains that usually only demons and angels could see, but a bond that couldn’t be broken until the last days of the earth. It was more than he would have expected Raphael to do, condemning himself to an eternity as security guard.

Alex made a sound of rage in the back of his throat.

When he would have attacked Raphael, Gabriel stepped in front and stopped him, putting his hand on Alex’s chest. “Don’t. She looks pleased, and this will keep her from harming anyone. It’s for the best.”

Marguerite did look satisfied. She had gotten what she wanted– Raphael.

Now Gabriel was going to go and determine if it was at all possible for him to have what he wanted.

Chapter Twenty

 
Gabriel found Sara in the bedroom on her phone talking to the police.

“I’m not sure what the address is, but I’m in the Harper’s Landing apartment complex.” She was biting her fingernail and staring at her friend, who Marguerite had clearly put into a sleep state.

Gabriel reached out and took the phone from Sara and pushed the End button to hang it up.

“What are you doing?” she asked, startled, glancing at the door in fear.

“We don’t need the police. It’s all under control.”

Her eyes went wide. “What do you mean? She… I saw…”

Sara looked panicked, and her fear wasn’t just for what she had seen in the living room. She was afraid of who and what he was. He could sense it, see the goosebumps on her arms.

“Raphael took care of Marguerite, and Alex left.” With a warning from Gabriel to stay a hundred yards or more away from Sara or he would vanquish him. The demon version of a restraining order. “Everything’s okay, I promise.”

He reached for her, but she took a step back. “What do you mean, took care of Marguerite? Explain to me what is going on. They were floating in the air. That’s not possible. And you and Alex… those punches should have knocked each other unconscious.”

This wasn’t how he wanted to have this particular conversation, but he didn’t really have a choice. “Sara, I know this is going to seem crazy, impossible, but just listen to me and trust me. The truth is that Alex, Rafe, Marguerite and myself are all immortal and have known each other for hundreds of years. We don’t age. Alex is Marguerite’s father. Rafe is Dr. Raphael from the old court records.”

She shook her head. “What? That’s insane.”

“No. It’s true. And I am Jonathon Thiroux– the painter, the pianist, the addict.”

Those three words summed up the entire length and breadth of his existence.

Her face drained of all color. “Oh God, the hair. The DNA… Jocelyn said the two hairs came from the same man, but I thought it was a mistake. That I had mixed up the samples somehow. Because it can’t be possible.”

“What hair?” He had intentionally refused to give her his DNA because he had known what she would find. But apparently she had found precisely that–that he was a match to John Thiroux–and she had chosen to believe it couldn’t be true. She had chosen to accept the more logical explanation that there was a lab error, which he had to admit was probably what the majority of people would conclude. The truth really was unbelievable when you didn’t come from his world.

“One of your hairs was stuck to my pillow so I took it. I had Jocelyn compare it to Thiroux’s hair, and she said it was from the same man. A perfect match.” She shook her head. “I thought I had goofed somehow, but now you’re telling me it’s true? That’s crazy. Just crazy.”

“It’s not crazy. It’s true, Sara, I swear to you.” He had no idea how to convince her. He had never told anyone the truth of what he was. So what he did was instinctive, the only way he knew to show her so she could believe. He reached out and took her hands, opening his mind and projecting it onto her, letting her see his thoughts, feel his emotions, trace his life back to the beginning. Back to when he was Jonathon Thiroux and Dauphine Street was filled with brothels and drinking holes.

He opened himself and showed her the truth.

Sara felt it the second Gabriel’s hands touched hers. It was a tingle, a static shock, the sensation of electricity rushing up her arms and vibrating in her shoulders. She would have jerked back, except that his grip on her was tight, and his deep brown eyes were drawing her in, holding her in place, mesmerizing. It should have frightened her, the intensity, the gleam, the depth in his eyes, but instead, she was reassured. This was Gabriel. This was the man she had fallen in love with.

And he was letting her into his thoughts. She could see and feel them, wrapping around her, whispering in her ear, his fear that she might have been hurt by Marguerite, his desperate relief that she wasn’t. His powerful and honest love for her, the surprise he felt at the depth of his emotion. She felt the struggle it had been for him to not touch her, how much he had wanted to make love to her fully and completely, and how torturous his restraint had been.

She would have spoken, would have questioned why he couldn’t touch her, share the pleasure of their bodies together, but he put his finger on her lips. The shhh reverberated in her brain, as clear as if he’d spoken it, but he hadn’t. Just watch, he said into her consciousness, and she barely had time to register the wonderment of having him inside her mind, his thoughts blending with hers, when she saw it.

It was the years clicking backwards, like pages in a calendar, until she saw Gabriel in the same apartment, wearing clothes with an odd seventies cut, quiet and alone, resigned but in control, the French Quarter outside him dirtier than what she had encountered. Lonely, both the man and the street, shabby and knocked around a bit, bleak, but calm. It shifted, blending and blurring until he was writing on a typewriter, and walking dark streets crowded with mid-twentieth century cars, women in voluminous skirts and bright lipsticks rushing by in pumps, Gabriel’s demeanor cautious, brittle, a residual hardness lingering as he refused to make eye contact or speak with anyone. Then she saw him in a smoky bar, women with short capped hair and straight dresses laughing and dancing, the atmosphere secretive, seedy, seductive. Gabriel was watching the piano player croon to the crowd with a longing to touch the keys himself. But mostly he watched with loathing. There was a drink in Gabriel’s hand, several empty glasses in front of him, and his mood was bitter, dark, desperate. He wanted to fling the glass at the piano and make the half-hearted, unimaginative music stop.

Then suddenly he was lying in the gutter, filthy and bruised, his hair caked and crusted with grime, sweat, an empty bottle clutched to his chest. People walked over him, sniffing in distaste, someone stealing his boots right off his feet while Gabriel sang quietly to himself off-key, his eyes closed, heart screaming with a pain so violent that Sara wanted to weep for him, for all he had been, all he had lost.

But the image shifted again, and she was there. In that tiny room. Seeing through Gabriel’s eyes the loveliness of Anne’s arm in the moonlight, his desire to capture her. She felt the fuzziness of his mind, understood the languor, the sharpness, the pleasure of the powerful absinthe and opium cocktail. Then the confusion, the sharp shock when he realized that Anne was dead, her blood on his fingertips. The shift from pleasure to horror in the minute it took his fog-filled brain to process what the smell, the wet feel on his fingers was. The smack of death, harsh and ugly, ripping into his daily stupor.

The vision cut off before she could see Anne’s face, but it was enough to understand the horror of the moment, the self-hatred, the grief, the guilt.

Sara whispered, “Gabriel. I’m so sorry.”

It wasn’t possible that he was immortal, not by the standards of the reality she had always lived in, but she knew it was true. She had seen it, felt it. However it was possible, whatever it meant, he was the same man.

He squeezed her hands. “So it was me who found Anne Donovan dead. She was the girlfriend I told you about who was murdered, and for a hundred and fifty years I wondered if I could have done that, if I could have been hallucinating, blacked out, and taken a knife and killed her. I had to know. I had to find some way to deal with the answer– to make it right, for Anne.”

“Why would Marguerite do that to Anne?” she asked, glancing back at Jocelyn. “And please tell me my friend is going to be okay.”

“She’ll be fine. When we’re done talking, I can wake her up. She won’t remember anything.”

He was holding her hands so tightly her fingers hurt, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him to ease up. The solidity of his touch was comforting and she suspected he actually needed to hold on to her, to reassure himself that she was still there, standing with him.

“Marguerite did all of this because she was jealous. She was jealous of women Raphael was involved with. He had visited Anne earlier that night before I got there and Marguerite must have seen them together. She seems to have concluded her relationship with Raphael was more than it was, because I don’t think they were ever actually dating.”

“So she killed my mother because Rafe was in a relationship with her? That’s appalling.” And she didn’t know what was worse– when she hadn’t known why someone would do that, or now that she knew someone had for such a flimsy, selfish reason. But there was a soft, sad comfort in knowing that she had been right about Rafe, that his love had been genuine. It helped to know that her mother had enjoyed the last year of her life with him, and that it was legitimate emotion on his part.

“I’m sorry, Sara. I truly, truly am.”

Sara looked up at him, her brain still processing everything, lingering sorrow from Gabriel’s memories hanging over her. There was so much to ask, so much she needed and wanted to understand. “What happened to you, Gabriel? You were drinking before Anne… why?”

How could he explain who he was, what he’d been, how he had fallen so hard, so fast? He didn’t understand it himself, and some days he found it hard to comprehend what exactly he had been thinking all those years ago. “Do you believe me when I tell you I’m immortal, that I was an angel once, now a demon?” he asked.

Her eyes were so wise, such a deep blue, so full of the knowledge of life that came from hard living, immense joy and agonizing pain. She nodded. “I believe you’re something more than what I thought or can truly comprehend.”

“I was sent to watch humans, to guide and protect them. But I wasn’t prepared for the suffering, the sadness, the devastation of emotion that radiates from mortals. It was so hard to watch, so difficult not to be able to ease pain, and it was overwhelming. When I drank, it was easier to handle. I could simply ignore all of it.” That was his shame, but he wanted to face it, admit it, forgive himself for it, and move forward.

“I understand that. I do. I couldn’t sleep you know, like I can’t sleep now, and I would lay there and my mind would race with guilt and grief and fear and I just wanted it all to go away. I wanted oblivion. That’s what the sleeping pills gave me.”

“And now you still can’t sleep.” He touched her cheek, brushing his thumb across the deep bruises under her eyes, the stain of months and months of inadequate sleep.

“Yeah, but it’s better this way. Better to not sleep and be in control. To face my grief, to deal with it.” She turned her head, rubbing her lips over the inside of his wrist, her eyes drifting closed. “And do you notice,” she whispered, “that I can sleep when I’m with you?”

“I’m glad that you sleep better with me.” He wanted to repeat his earlier words, to tell her that he loved her, but it wasn’t time yet. She needed more answers, and when he spoke his feelings, he wanted her ready to give him the same in return.

“And you know what is so very strange? You’re telling me the most fantastical things… things I shouldn’t believe. I should assume you’re a lunatic and walk away, but I believe you. It’s like I knew, in my gut, that coming to you would give me answers. And here they are. They’re odd, and overwhelming, but for the first time in a year, I don’t feel afraid. That fear isn’t pressing on me. I feel sick that Marguerite would do this, and I’m worried that she’ll do it again, but at the same time, I just feel relief. The bogeyman has a face, you know?”

“I understand. And I promise you, that Raphael and I won’t let Marguerite harm anyone else. Raphael bound her to him.”

“What does that mean?”

Gabriel sighed. “There’s a lot I need to tell you. A lot. Let’s wake Jocelyn up and go somewhere and talk.”

An hour later they had dropped Jocelyn at a hotel after securing her apartment door shut with plywood and feeding her a ridiculous story about rambunctious teenagers running wild through the apartment complex after too many beers. She seemed baffled that she had somehow missed it, but Sara had convinced her she’d had way more wine than she actually had. Now Gabriel and Sara were standing on the deck outside an ice cream shop overlooking the beach and the ocean and he was telling her about his punishment.

Sara leaned on the wooden railing and blinked at him, a strawberry smoothie in her hand that she wasn’t drinking. “You’re saying women become addicted to you? Like they crave you and have to have you?”

He nodded. “Yes. It happens when I touch women.”

“Like Rochelle?”

“Yes.”

Sara shivered. “Oh, God, that’s awful.”

“That’s why I can’t… why I’ve tried so hard to stay away from you.” He frowned, realizing that he may have tried, but he hadn’t completely succeeded. “I haven’t done a great job of that.”

“But you touch me. I’m assuming way more than you ever touched Rochelle, and I’m fine.”

“That’s true. I only touched Rochelle on the arm once. But it just means your stronger–a lot stronger–than her. She has a weaker will. But eventually you’ll succumb if I were to touch you as a lover.”

“I’m not sure I believe you.”

“Believe me.” He was absolutely sure of it. “Don’t you remember the letters from Jane Gallier? The court records of the women fighting? Think of Rochelle, her tears, that blood running down her wrists. I don’t want you to end up like any of them.” He wanted her to understand exactly what he was saying. “That would be my biggest regret, if I was what finally broke you. After all you’ve survived, if it was me that finally stripped away your strength, I couldn’t stand that. I couldn’t.”

“I don’t want to be without–”

Gabriel cut her off. He didn’t want to hear whatever she was going to say. He couldn’t hear it. Sara was ten times a greater temptation than alcohol had ever been and he needed to clamp down, hold together his emotions, build up his control until it was an impenetrable wall with barbed wire on top. He was going to do that, because he wanted to be with Sara, wasn’t willing to give her up.

“I don’t want to be without you either. You know, in some ways it would be easier to walk away from you. But I’ve been doing the easy thing my entire existence.” He was sorry for that. Wanted to stand firm and stop passively letting everything slide over and past him. He wanted to control his own destiny and stop hiding from it. “I want to be with you, spend time with you, love you. And while I can’t touch you, I can share my life with you. I want to share my every day with you, do you understand?” It was a hell of a lot to ask, and he shouldn’t, but he had to. He had to know that he had tried, offered her what he could.

Sara gripped the railing tighter, her hair blowing over her shoulders, the smoothie tipping so far over in her clenched hand he was expecting the lid to pop off. “Be together, but no touching?”

“No touching.”

She didn’t say anything, so Gabriel sighed, his heart aching for what he couldn’t have as he looked across the beach. It was a quiet view, the heat of Florida different than New Orleans. There was humidity in the air, but somehow it wasn’t as lush, as damp and smothering as southern Louisiana. The foliage on and around the deck was manicured, the houses in all directions new and crisply white and ivory, the retail buildings all soldiered along the main roads. It was very beautiful, he had to admit that. But it didn’t touch his soul.

“I’ve never been out of New Orleans,” he said. “I’ve only seen Florida on TV and in movies. It’s pretty here. Peaceful.”

“You’ve never been out of New Orleans? Why not?”

“I’m bound to New Orleans in exchange for a shorter punishment.”

“Then how are you here?”

Love. That’s how he was there. “I came to protect you.”

“But…” She rested her smoothie on the top of the railing and tucked her hair behind her ears. “What does that mean for your punishment then?”

“It means it won’t be shorter.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t know when I came here… I was mad at you for not coming with me and I was being stubborn.”

“And I didn’t know about Marguerite or I never would have let you come by yourself. I thought you would be safe because I knew Raphael was in New Orleans. There’s nothing for you to be sorry about. None of this was your doing, and I made my choice to defy my binding freely and clearly. Trust me, I don’t regret it.”

“So what do you do now?”

“I have to go back,” Gabriel said, trying to keep his voice even. He didn’t want her to feel guilty, didn’t want to influence her choice in any way. “Will you come back with me?”

“I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Sara said, even as she knew she wanted to. Her heart was screaming that all she needed was a ticket and she was there. That it should be easy. He said he loved her. She knew she loved him.

Yet she needed to stay home in Florida, process everything she had learned, reflect, think about what she wanted to do. Decide if it was realistic to accept what he was offering, a platonic love affair. That in and of itself was an oxymoron. The idea of living with him, loving him, yet never able to have a sexual relationship sounded torturous, maddening.

But so did being apart from him.

What she wanted was to be with Gabriel.

What she needed to decide was how she could do that and retain her sanity.

He was immortal.

She was very much mortal.

At the moment, staring out at the water, watching wave after wave roll in, she didn’t see how she could have everything. Yet wasn’t sure that she could live with nothing.

“I won’t push you,” he said. “I know I’m asking a lot of you, and it’s your decision, but know that I want you with me.”

She glanced over at him, wanting to touch him, to lean against him, stroke his hair, feel his lips on her. How could she ache for that and never have it? How could she not know, just once, what it felt like to have him inside her, their bare skin touching everywhere, her ankles locked around his waist, the sweet scent of sweat and sex hovering between them, his dark eyes staring down at her?

“I love you,” she said softly.

His eyes went wide and his jaw shifted, hands clasped together in a fist as he leaned over the railing. “I love you, too.”

She knew that, but it was lovely to hear him say it again, even if there were no easy options for them. “But I need time to think and I’m exhausted. Let’s go get a room at the hotel. There are no flights to New Orleans until the morning anyway, I’m sure.”

He nodded.

Sara had no idea what she would decide to do in the morning, but she knew how she wanted to spend the night.

And it wasn’t sleeping.

Chapter Twenty- One

 
Gabriel wanted to say something to Sara, anything, to convince her to go back to New Orleans with him, but he knew what he was suggesting was a huge sacrifice for Sara, more than it was for him. He was asking her to live with him without any hope of marriage or children or a normal sexual relationship, giving up the chance to date and meet a man who could give her all of those things.

It was more than he should ever expect her to have to live without.

So he bit his tongue and kept his damn mouth shut when he really wanted to coax and cajole and remind her of the love he felt.

And she was tired, overwhelmed, processing what she had learned about demons and the death of her mother. She didn’t need his selfish whining, didn’t need to make an impulsive decision based on emotion and wake up in two years, five years, regretting the choice, the time she had wasted.

So Gabriel didn’t say a word, getting them a room at the hotel they had put Jocelyn in, a standard chain hotel with pleasant staff and lots of floral prints blanketing the lobby and the room itself. He didn’t have any luggage, and Sara had left her bag at Jocelyn’s apartment, so he secured toothbrushes and other necessaries at the front desk, and was putting them in the bathroom as Sara kicked off her sandals. When he walked back out, he was a little surprised to see her standing in her tank top and bikini panties, bent over the bed and systematically removing all pillows but two, tossing the unwanted extras onto the other bed in a way that made her ass shake a little with each throw.

The view was one he certainly appreciated, and it created an immediate response from his own body, but it also confused him. Sara wasn’t one to run around in her underwear. But then again, she was clearly just getting ready for bed and she had no pajamas with her, so it meant nothing more than she wanted to be comfortable.

“I’m going to call the airline and see about getting a flight back tomorrow,” he said. “Check times.”

“Okay,” she said, heading into the bathroom.

He heard the water running and her brushing her teeth. That wasn’t the answer he had wanted. He had really been asking if he should get two tickets or one but he didn’t want to ask that straight out. So he just called the airline and got flight times and asked about availability. Reassured that there were plenty of seats on the three o’clock afternoon flight for the next day, he left it at that and hung up. Sara had gotten into bed already and was lying with her eyes closed.

She was so quiet. Gabriel didn’t like that. It made him nervous. He shucked off his t-shirt and used the other toothbrush. In the bathroom he debated leaving his jeans on or not, and decided they were dirty, he was tired, and he wanted to be completely comfortable. The jeans went and he got into bed in his boxer briefs.

He was already accustomed to sleeping with Sara beside him. He enjoyed her presence, her scent, her breathing, her soft sighs, her warmth. He would miss her if she didn’t go back with him, in every part of his life. In a short amount of time, she had become a part of the fabric of every day, the voice he listened for, the person he shared his thoughts with. She was his balance, his temperance, his advocate, his champion.

Letting her stay, knowing he had to respect her decision, felt like the most difficult thing he’d ever done.

Sara rolled over and scooted in beside him, her hand sliding across his chest, her leg entwining with his. Gabriel froze, the embrace unexpected, his defenses not adequately in place. She was next to him, touching him, and it felt so damn good. His arm automatically went around her back and he wanted her nestled up against him, but it was a very dangerous place for them to wander.

“Are you okay?” he asked her, wondering if she was scared and just needed reassurance.

“I’m okay.”

Her hand stroked across the waistband of his boxer briefs, making him grit his teeth at the kick of desire that nailed him in the groin. Maybe it was an absentminded touch on her part, but it was downright painful for him. An erection was already springing to life from her leg rubbing over his, and her fingers made the problem worse as they played along his abs, flipping his waistband down then back up. She obviously had no idea what she was doing to him.

“I want you, Gabriel,” she said, and her hand went lower, cupping his erection and stroking him through his briefs.

Fuck. Gabriel sucked in a breath and closed his eyes for a second, enjoying the hot rush of pleasure, the rapid swelling of his cock beneath her fingers, before he forced himself to put his hand over hers and stop her. “Sara. Don’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s nowhere to go with this. I can’t touch you. I won’t risk it.” He moved his hand away from hers now that she had stopped stroking him, and swallowed hard.

“Don’t you want to know?” she asked, propping up on her elbow to look at him, her hair falling on to his shoulder. “Don’t you want just one time between us to hold onto?”

“Of course I do.” That wasn’t the issue. “I want more than once. I want every night, with you beneath me. But we can’t. I won’t touch you, Sara. I won’t turn you into Jane or Molly or Rochelle.”

“Maybe I’m strong enough to be able to handle it.”

She had no idea how tempting what she was offering was. Gabriel lay as motionless as he possibly could, afraid to brush against her, afraid to inspire her hand to start up stroking again, afraid to breathe and catch a whiff of her scent, her shampoo, her femininity. “No, Sara.”

“You don’t have to touch me,” she said, a wicked smile spreading across her face. “I can do all the touching. Just one time, that’s all I’m asking for.”

And she brushed his hair off his face, her fingers trailing all the way down to the tips, her gaze following her touch. He shivered from the feel of her gentle and reverent caress as she pulled back and did it again, starting at his scalp and sliding her fingers down his overgrown hair.

“It’s so soft,” she whispered. “So beautiful.” Her gaze shifted to his lips, to his face. “You’re beautiful.”

“Men shouldn’t be beautiful.” But it was a token protest. He enjoyed that she thought he was attractive, was proud and pleased by the look of adoration on her face. She loved him and he wanted to hold that, take it inside him.

“You are beautiful. And I want you.”

“Take me.” His resistance was gone. He couldn’t deny her what they both wanted.

She pulled back slightly. “Do you mean it?”

He nodded, knowing what he had to do was damn near impossible, but unable to say no. “But I’m not going to touch anymore than I have to. I want to protect you.”

Her eyes were wide, her mouth open, tongue darting out to wet her lips. “Okay. I’ll do all the work, I promise.”

It almost made him laugh, but his amusement was cut short by her hands roaming across his chest, exploring and scratching lightly, before descending down to the waistband of his briefs. Her fingers lingered there, wandering back and forth again, while her lips pressed onto his shoulder. Her mouth was warm and she brushed her lips across his collarbone on the right, then the left side, before sinking her teeth gently into the flesh of his shoulder. Gabriel closed his eyes and sighed. The scent of her filled his nostrils, the hot rush of her breath dancing over his flesh, the weight of her hip leaning against his, the smoothness of her leg massaging his calf.

She touched his arms, her index finger dipping into the bend of each of his elbows. Her mouth slid in alongside his cheek, perilously close to his lips, but she didn’t touch them. She brushed the stubble on his chin, traced the line of each cheekbone, ran her lips over his eyelashes, and buried her mouth and nose in his hair, her chest pressing against his, while he lay with his hands clenched at his side, heart racing, palms sweating. Her touch was sweet and delicate and sensual, and he felt the appreciation, the wonder of her feelings for him, and he was humbled, satisfied, even as his body ached for her. It was worth the torment to have the feel of her fingers and her soft lips on him, and he watched her, the light from the hotel lamp casting shadows over her smooth skin.

Sitting up, she took her tank top off and Gabriel saw her bare breasts for the first time, her nipples taut and mere inches from his mouth. Her breasts were small and high, proportioned for her petite frame, and her blonde hair spilled over her shoulders. She had slight tan marks, but it looked like it was from her tanks instead of a bathing suit, and he wanted to run his finger over the white line of her skin, but he didn’t. Nor did he encircle her waist, her back, bury his lips in her neck, when she leaned forward and pressed the warmth of her chest against his, her nipples brushing over him.

She sighed at impact, eyes momentarily fluttering shut. He groaned.

“I wish you weren’t so damn noble,” she said. “I wish you were cruel and heartless and were perfectly willing to risk my becoming enslaved… I wish you would touch me everywhere, with your fingers, your lips, your tongue.”

“No you don’t,” he said. “You don’t really mean that.”

Sara peeled down his briefs, on her knees in front of him, and she glanced up at him over the length of his erection. “Right at this moment, yes, I absolutely do. I want you to be a total bastard and fuck me.”

Damn it. The vehemence of her words sent a burst of hot air from her lips straight onto his cock, and he gritted his teeth, dug his fingernails into his palms, released air slowly through his nostrils, fighting for control.

“But I would regret it long term, I know that. You’re right.” Her hand closed around the head of his erection briefly before she pulled it away. “And I wouldn’t love you if you were a total bastard. Which I do.” She licked her fingers thoroughly, then returned to him, stroking lightly up and down, her saliva creating a smooth, slick motion. “I completely and utterly love you.”

“I love you, too. It’s the only thing keeping me in control.” He kicked his briefs off to have a distraction from what she was doing, and to feel the freedom of being totally naked with her.

Her hands ran over his thighs, nails lightly scraping, while she bent over and took him into her mouth. Gabriel let one moan escape at the unexpected rush of ecstasy before he squeezed his lips and eyes shut. There was numbness in his hands from the pressure of the fists he was making, and his abs, thighs, biceps were all clenched tight as he fought for control, her wet, warm mouth over him, sucking slowly and languorously. Fingers tickled his testicles and he clung to his control, concentrating on enjoying her attention, even as he was painfully conscious of what he couldn’t offer her in return.

When her tongue flicked across the tip of his shaft, he managed to say, “Sara. That’s enough.” He couldn’t take any more. It had been so long since he’d felt the touch of a woman, the slick warm sensation of a woman’s mouth sliding over him again and again. The last time he had been with a woman he’d been drunk, like all the times before that, and now he was seventy-five years sober. Everything was also heightened with Sara, sharper, more intense, because of his feelings, his love for her.

It made a difference and he didn’t want to stroll too close to the edge too soon.

Sara sat up, her eyes bright with desire, lips shiny and wet, and she pushed her panties down over her hips and legs and dropped them onto the bed. For a second, she rested there, her hands on her ankles, her knees raised in the air, her back arching forward, hair spilling over her shoulders and chest as she looked at him, wide blue eyes unblinking, filled with love for him. Her body was gorgeous, delicate and feminine, soft curves and smooth skin, a lovely façade for an even lovelier woman. The display of her backside against the bed and her breasts resting against her knees was tantalizing, delectable, and his mouth watered, his fingers twitched, his body ached to touch, to taste, to take.

Gabriel wanted to say something, was struggling for the words to describe how beautiful she was to him, when she turned and straddled him, a knee on either side of him, her warm inner thighs pressing down on his erection, and he lost his entire train of thought. Her hands touched the bed, to the right and left of his head, and he was covered by her, surrounded, the tips of her breasts brushing his chest, and he reached back in desperation, grabbing the headboard and gripping it hard to resist the urge to touch. Not that he thought they weren’t at risk for her to become addicted to him, given what she was doing, but he had to try, had to stop himself from contributing.

She was rubbing herself lightly over his cock, and her body was moist from want already, so that when she poised herself over him, he knew she would slide down easily. His mouth was hot from desire, his entire body clenched tightly, coiled in anticipation, more than ready for her.

Sara said, “Oh, I do love you,” then spread her thighs and pushed, sending her body down over his in a hot wet collision.

Gabriel closed his eyes and let the moan escape, let himself release the vocal burst of pleasure, and then just lay still in the moment of throbbing, intense ecstasy. He was inside her, and he never wanted to be anywhere else.

Sara’s instinct was to close her eyes when she positioned herself over Gabriel and went down on him, her body giving, opening for him, everything hot and tight and sensitive as he filled her, but she wanted to see him. Forcing her eyes to stay open, she watched Gabriel lay still beneath her, his hands clenching the headboard of the hotel bed, knuckles white, his shoulders tense, dewy sweat sheen all over his skin, the hair at his temples damp with perspiration from his efforts to stay in control. She could feel him throbbing inside her, feel the strength and desire in him, knew he wanted to move his hips and thrust into her again and again. But he didn’t. He stayed still and let her be in control, let her own the moment, and she took it slow, savoring the ripples of pleasure that each movement tripped off in her. Goosebumps rose on her skin as she gripped the bed sheet and rocked her hips, moving herself up and down on the length of him.

It was everything she had expected and more. She had never been the one completely in control, had never taken with such single-mindedness, never loved a man with the entirety of her body, heart, mind, soul, the way she did Gabriel. Normally she liked to ride a man sitting straight up, but she wanted more of a connection with Gabriel, wanted her skin on his, wanted her breath intermingling with his, so she leaned forward, let their chests collide. She dropped her head by his chin and panted, the sensations acute and overwhelming and amazing. She loved the way her hair covered his, the blonde and brown strands tangling together in a messy heap. Letting go of the sheet she gripped a fistful of his hair instead, holding on as she moved faster, hips thrusting desperately as the tightness built inside her and the hard, slick slam of him into her body had her teeth tearing into her bottom lip.

It was good, so damn good, and she ground onto him, as her panting turned to moaning, which accelerated to yelling as she drowned in sensations, frantic and desperate, loving every second, but wanting more, harder. Then she paused, knew she was going over the edge, and gave one last thrust of her hips down onto him, and came with a soundless shudder.

Sara snapped her head back and rode out the waves of pleasure as she looked down at Gabriel. Something about the look on his face, the love she saw, the desperate clawing for control, the edgy darkness in his eyes, made her instinctively pull almost all the way off of him, then push down, as far as she could, and she saw and felt his own orgasm trigger. Together, it went on, and she gripped his hair and fought for breath, relaxing onto his shoulder.

They lay there, panting, her legs around him, bodies intimately connected, skin hot and flushed, her heart pounding, mind blissfully blank.

“You have no idea what you do to me,” he said, his voice low and rough, his words punctuated by his heavy breathing.

Sara couldn’t move, limp and satiated on his chest. “Oh, actually, I have a pretty good idea.”

 
* * *

 
Gabriel knew that she wasn’t going back to New Orleans with him. He felt it in the way she clung to him, the softness of her eyes, the anxiety that slowly crawled up and overtook her languid post sex contentment.

When she said, “I don’t know how to say this…,” Gabriel put his finger on her lip.

“You don’t have to say anything. I know.”

“Know what?” She had pulled off of him and had slid in alongside him on the bed, her arm across his chest as she stroked his skin lightly.

“That you have to stay. I can feel your thoughts.”

“Feel my thoughts?”

“Yes, it’s kind of like an aura. I understand why you need time to think. It’s okay. I don’t want you to do anything impulsively or that you aren’t comfortable with. Take all the time you need to think about us.” He wanted to kiss her, but didn’t dare. “I know I’m asking a lot of you.”

She propped herself up on her elbow and stared down at him, frowning. “Look at me.”

“I am.”

“Tell me what you are.”

Gabriel brushed his fingers over the tips of her hair and swallowed. “I’m a demon.” It hurt to say that, but he had to own the truth.

She nodded. “Yes, I do need time to think. Go ahead and buy your ticket and head back tomorrow and I’ll call you in a few days.”

Only she wouldn’t. He knew it as surely as he knew he was fallen.

Her decision was already made whether she even knew it or not, and her future didn’t include him.

It was something he had to accept.

And he owed her a huge debt for showing him how to love again, for facing who he was and what he needed to do.

So he cupped her cheek with his hand and let her eyes lock with his, let her inside the remnants of his palace, let her see the color and shine and strength of his love.

Her eyes went wide and lost focus as she embraced his gift, and fell into a sleep that would be filled with dreams of everything that made her happy, where there was no murder, no suffering or pain or hatred.

Tomorrow she would wake up and start her life over again, and he would be gone.

Chapter Twenty-Two

 
 
Walking hadn’t helped. Gabriel had paced down Dumaine to Chartres, across the square, down by the river, walking on and on trying to shake off his feelings, trying to exhaust his body and quiet his thoughts, but it hadn’t worked. He couldn’t stop thinking about Sara, couldn’t stop missing her, wanting her.

The past, his mistakes, were struggling to hold him, and he was fighting to forgive himself, to look ahead to a future that was no longer isolating and self-deprecating. Tired of the anxiety, of the restless wandering, Gabriel stepped into a bar on Conti Street and made his way to the back, where it was dark and quiet.

He ordered a whiskey without hesitation. He smelled it, breathing the sting and tang deeply into his nostrils. He stared at it in his hand, than he set it back on the bar. He watched the ice gradually melt into the amber liquid and he studied the signs on the dingy walls that advertised liquor and beer. He glanced at a waitress moving around the room collecting empties.

Gabriel was amazed at how much he hurt, how he ached and burned, how the thought of Sara made everything in him convulse and squeeze in agony.

But he also knew that if there were no pain, there would never have been pleasure.

That was what living with mortals had taught him. To appreciate the beautiful moments, the joy, the love, the now.

The bartender was wiping down the counter, her thick brown hair falling across her face. She tucked it behind her ear and Gabriel saw a scar on her cheek, running from the right ear to her chin, a jagged white line that was shiny and bright against the rich end of summer tan glowing on the rest of her face. She must have sensed his stare because she glanced up at him and smiled, even as her fingertips brushed her scar, like she was conscious of the fact that she had exposed it, that he might be looking at it.

“You going to drink that or just look at it? You’ve been here an hour and you haven’t even taken a sip.” She pulled her hair forward again, covering her imperfection.

He had no intention of drinking his whiskey. It was sitting there to remind him of who he had been and what he was now. To show him that he was a man, master of his own destiny, owner of his actions, and unworthy of pity. He had been granted gifts that he intended to use again.

“I’m here for the company, not the alcohol.”

Her brown eyes went wide. “Are you kidding? Here? Nobody’s good company here, sweetie.”

It was true the clientele was a bit tired and eccentric. Most of the people in the bar seemed to be propped up against the counter, with little conversation or interaction other than that with their glass.

“Do you have a pen and paper?” he asked.

“Here’s a pen.” She tossed one his way, than reached under the counter. “And here’s a paper bag. That’s the best I can do.”

“Thanks. That will work.” While she got someone a beer and emptied ashtrays, Gabriel sketched her, capturing the lushness of her lips, the thickness of her hair, the wide eyes and high cheekbones.

When he was done, he gestured to her.

“You want another one?” she asked, raising an eyebrow at his still full glass. “Or how about a soft drink or something?”

“I just wanted to show you.” He pushed the bag over to her, wanting her to see her the way he did, as a work of art, a thing of beauty, a woman with a lovely smile, and a cheerful approach to a thankless job.

Her curious gaze turned to shock, then pleasure. “It’s me,” she said in wonder. “I think.”

“Of course it’s you.”

“You made me look… sort of pretty.” Her fingers touched the paper.

“That’s how I see you,” he told her.

Her mouth rounded into an “o” shape. “Wow. Thanks. Can I keep this?”

“Sure.” Gabriel lifted the glass of whiskey and drew in a deep breath, smelling its rich aroma again.

He set it back down. He didn’t need it. Didn’t crave it. Didn’t want it.

He was free.

* * *

 
Sara was alone again. Gabriel had left, which he’d had to do. Which she had told him to do, because it was necessary. She had encouraged him to leave without her.

He wasn’t human, wasn’t mortal, or a man in the sense of what she had always understood. He was from another world, with different rules, and he had to go back.

She knew that.

Yet she was conscious of the fact that she was alone yet again.

It seemed her path in life, no matter which way it weaved and turned, was to be walked in solitude.

Sara drove to her mother’s house and parked in front in the dark. There were lights on all over the house and she could see two small girls running around in the family room since the blinds hadn’t been drawn. She had sold the house to a young couple who had needed the reasonable price for their growing family, and were willing to overlook the fact that someone had been murdered in it. It was nice to see the hustle and bustle of a family moving around the rooms, a plastic play set in the back yard.

Getting out of the car, Sara stood in the dark, leaning against her door, listening to the sounds of the neighborhood. She had grown up on this street, had a few fond memories, but was surprised to recognize, admit to herself for really the first time, that she hadn’t had a traditional childhood, that she’d seen too much too fast, and had spent far too much time alone, taking care of herself. She could forgive her mother for that now. But she didn’t feel any pangs of regret for selling the house either.

She was proud of herself for standing in the silence, for not letting fear of the shadows, potential dangers force her back into her car. Tears trickled down her face, though she didn’t cry for her mother, but finally, for the first time, she cried for herself. For Gabriel. For what they had both endured. For their mistakes. For the future together that seemed daunting and insurmountable.

For a person who liked definites, the logic of science, the hardest lesson Sara had to learn over and over was that there were no answers. No such thing as black and white. She needed to trust herself to understand what was right for her.

Gabriel was Gabriel, demon or fallen angel or whatever it was he really should be called. He was still just Gabriel, the man she had fallen in love with.

On impulse she pulled out her phone and sent him a text. Are you the Gabriel who came to Mary? It was a weird question, but one that had been gnawing at her. She didn’t know what she believed exactly, or why it mattered, but she needed to know what he would say.

Her phone chimed two minutes later. He had replied already. No. I was a lesser angel.
Relief seemed a strange emotion, but it was there, intense and immediate. That would have been too much, too difficult to accept, too unnatural to think of what she felt for him in such an extreme context. Manners dictated she answer so she just typed thanks and left it at that. He wouldn’t question her or respond back. She knew that about him. He would let her have the time and space she needed, and she appreciated that.

The scene in front of her tantalized, beckoned her. The lure of hearth and home and children. If she went to Gabriel, she would never have a family, never have babies to raise.

But who was to say she would if she didn’t go to him? Who was to say that she would ever find a man she loved enough to share her life, children with?

No answers.

Except she did know that she wasn’t afraid of being alone anymore.

She wasn’t afraid of anything.

Chapter Twenty-Three

 
Foreword to The Stain of Crime by Gabriel St. John
 
When a murder occurs and a suspect is in custody, media attention quickly shifts to the accused. What kind of person are they? Why did they do it? Most people are incapable of understanding what motivates a criminal, yet that is always our focus. We want details, explanations, answers. They don’t exist. They kill because they are murderers. It isn’t our responsibility to evaluate individuals or their motivations, but to ensure that they are punished for their crimes, and that the focus remains on the victims.

I have tried to do that in the cases of Anne Donovan and Jessie Michaels, but ultimately, their deaths are overshadowed by the investigations that failed to guarantee justice for these women.

The dead speak, but the living are louder.

 
* * *

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jocelyn eyeballed her with a great deal of doubt as they stood on the curb at the airport.

“I’m sure.” Well, not necessarily that it was a good idea, but Sara was sure she had to do it.

Jocelyn gave her a hug, bending at the knees so she could be at eye level from her nearly foot advantage over Sara. “Call me if you need anything. And don’t hesitate to bail if things get weird. You can stay with me as long as you need to.”

“Thanks, you know that means a lot to me.” Sara hugged her back. “But it’s going to be fine. Good.”

Grabbing her suitcase handle, she walked into the airport, giving Jocelyn a smile and a wave over her shoulder. It was fine, and all good. It felt right to be going back to New Orleans. Like returning home. It wasn’t logical since she had only lived there for a few weeks, and considering that sometimes the city had made her downright uncomfortable. It was eclectic and odd and intriguing and occasionally it had felt unsafe, but she missed it. Missed the smells, the rough sidewalk, the friendly smiles, the clip clop of the horses rushing past with their carriages carrying tourists, the drip of water from freshly hosed balcony ferns.

She had fallen in love with New Orleans. And she had fallen in love in New Orleans. The pull of both was too strong to ignore.

It had been five weeks since Gabriel had left and she hadn’t spoken to him other than the text the day after he’d left. She hadn’t been able to pick up the phone and call. Being with Gabriel, understanding who and what he was, making love to him while he had struggled to hold back, keep his hands and mouth off of her, had been overwhelming, lovely and intense, heartbreaking. She had needed distance afterward.

Now she knew she didn’t want any space between them at all. She wanted to go back to him, on her terms, in control of her emotions, knowing she could get a job in New Orleans in a forensics lab, knowing that if her conversation with Gabriel went well, she could move her possessions, her life, to him and it wouldn’t be a sacrifice. They could make it work, despite their obvious obstacles.

It had taken four weeks to make her decision, but in the seven days since she had, she’d slept a solid six hours every night. She felt healthy, well rested, vibrant, full of energy and confidence.

She had even called her grandfather. He had been so pleased to hear from her, he had choked up on the phone, and Sara couldn’t wait to meet him in person. He had lost both his wife and his daughter, and she a mother. Together maybe they could forge a relationship, take comfort in getting to know each other. Healing past the hurt.

She wasn’t afraid to be alone, but she could choose not to be.

Sara was looking forward to seeing her kitten again too. She had missed Angel and had wanted to send for her, but somehow calling Gabriel and asking him to ship Angel to Florida had seemed like she would be saying something she didn’t really intend to. She hadn’t wanted him to think she was never coming back.

Yet why would he think anything else given that she hadn’t spoken to him in five weeks? She wasn’t sure. But he was the one who had left without saying goodbye. And she had understood why he had done that, and she was certain he would understand why she hadn’t called. They had never been demanding of each other, and that was part of what made her relationship with him so comfortable.

It was all good. She was going to talk to him, express the concerns she still had about the murders, ask him all her many questions about who and what he was, and make him an offer.

Hopefully it would be one he couldn’t refuse.

* * *

 
Gabriel lay on his living room floor staring at the ceiling. There was a vicious crack up there he’d never noticed. Interesting that he and the building, this apartment, had existed together in New Orleans through a hundred and sixty years. Through addiction, murder, hurricanes, they had survived, and they had both changed so very little. There was a defiance to them now, a stubbornness to stand stronger and sturdier in the face of such small expectations from the world, to be exactly as they pleased. Or maybe that was just him.

Or more likely still that he needed to stop working sixteen hour days and roaming around the Quarter for hours on end. It wasn’t really all that normal to be lying on the floor, but it felt good. He felt good. He had just wanted to stretch out while he edited the first three chapters of his manuscript, so he had printed them out just to see them on real paper, not a screen. He read them above his head, enjoying the hardwood pressing into his spine, forcing his muscles to relax. Eventually he had stopped reading and had taken to just staring at the ceiling, just thinking.

He was pleased with his progress on the book. The first draft was written. Since it was going to be his last true crime book, he wanted it to be solid, something he and Sara could both be satisfied with. And the sooner he was done, the sooner he would have a legitimate reason to contact Sara, which he really wanted to do. He wanted desperately to hear her voice, just to talk, but he had to give her the space she needed.

Even if it sucked.

There was a knock on his door. Probably his landlord. He had been hanging around the building for two days overseeing some repairs.

“Come in,” Gabriel called, no intention of getting up. He was extremely comfortable on the floor.

The door opened and he heard, “Gabriel?”

It was Sara. He whipped his head to the side and saw her standing in his doorway, smiling tentatively. It was really her, Sara, standing in his doorway and wearing jeans. He’d never seen her wear jeans before, and he liked the way the denim showed off her legs. Her hair was up in a bouncy ponytail, her skin fresh and clear, the shadows under her eyes lighter. She looked like she had gained about five pounds, and overall she looked very healthy. The best he’d ever seen her look. She looked amazing.

“Sara,” he said, unable to prevent a smile from breaking out on his face. Damn, it was so good to see her. He had missed her intensely.

Yet her smile was fading as she looked at him, glanced around the room. “Are you okay? Why are you laying on the floor?” She stepped over an empty pizza box. “And it looks like you’ve stopped cleaning since I left.”

That was probably true. He sat upright and drew his knees up, surveying the room with its many piles of papers, laundry, and food wrappers. “I’m a disgusting pig when I’m writing a book. It’s just part of my process.”

“Part of your process is to stop taking out the trash?” She picked up the pizza box and three soft drink cans and walked into the kitchen.

“Yep.” He stood up and shook his hair off his face.

She reappeared empty-handed and gave him a smile, gazing up at him from under her eyelashes. Pointing to his shirt she said, “And you stop doing laundry?”

Glancing down he realized there was chocolate on his t-shirt. “Yep.” Then because chocolate and pizza boxes and papers didn’t matter when he was faced with her in front of him, in the flesh, he reached out and touched her arm with just one finger, sliding it down her warm, smooth skin. “I’m so glad you’re here. I missed you, babe, a lot.”

The softness in her eyes and the wide, genuine smile were both reassuring. “I missed you, too.”

It wasn’t enough, to say those words, it didn’t even begin to encompass what he meant. How could he explain that while he had been doing so well, working so hard, and reaching outside of himself for the first time in years, he had missed her? That he thought about her every day, that he longed to hear her voice, smell her cinnamon scent, touch her soft skin and hair. That he ached with want and loneliness to just see her, be with her, feel her. Words weren’t enough, would never be specific or emotional enough to convey the depth of his love, his passion, his yearning for her.

She stepped in closer to him, dropping her purse onto the floor. Gabriel stood still, wondering how close she would get, aching to touch her, to take her in his arms and feel her body, her skin, her hair, her very existence. He wanted to own the right to hold her, to know that when she walked into a room, her connection was to him, that no matter who she was with or what she did, her relationship with him was the most important in her life.

Moving in alongside of him, she brushed his hair off his shoulder and murmured in his ear. “Don’t worry, I know you can’t touch me.” Her lips ran along his jaw, a gentle caress. “I just want to be near you. I want to love you. I want to be with you.”

Longing, intense and worse than any need for absinthe had ever been, arose in him, and he couldn’t prevent himself from leaning his head back, moving away, needing space before he grabbed and took, and through his weakness ruined the beauty of who Sara was and what they shared. “I love you, too, Sara, in ways that I can’t even describe. I look at you and I can’t believe that I can feel this much for someone.”

He wanted to say more, needed to remind her that what he wanted and what he had to do were two separate things, but Sara stopped him.

“You don’t have to say it,” she said. “I know. I’m here knowing it. It’s okay, for now. I want to be with you and see where it takes us.”

An unpleasant thought suddenly flooded over him. Maybe she was back because she had made love to him in Florida. Maybe she had returned because she had to have him, that compulsion had demanded she be with him. “Was this a choice? Or were you driven to be here?” He didn’t know how else to ask without insulting her.

Her eyes narrowed. “If you’re asking if I’m going to beg like Rochelle or those other women, the answer is a big fat no. I won’t beg to be with you. I love you, I want to move in with you, but you’re never going to hear pleading coming from my lips. If you don’t want me or this, I’ll go back to Florida and I’ll move on. I’ll be perfectly fine.”

Apparently he had insulted her anyway. The longer she spoke, the feistier her words became, and Gabriel tried not to grin at her. It was a relief to hear her getting offended at the very idea of begging him for anything. And he knew she would go on without him. She was a survivor.

“Sorry. Just checking.”

Giving a huff of exasperation, she whacked his arm, which startled him. Sara had never been playful with him and he liked it. So he laughed, his pleasure that she was standing next to him, that she loved him, full and rich and overflowing.

Sara watched Gabriel laugh as a grin spread huge and wide across his face, the deep timbre of his voice loud in the quiet room, and she was overwhelmed. She didn’t think she had ever actually heard him laugh before, and God, it was a sexy thing. Not pretty, and maybe even mildly obnoxious, but sexy as hell because there was joy on his face. A happiness that she had never seen there before, and she realized she hadn’t been aware of its absence until she saw and heard it. She burst out with her own laugh.

“It’s not funny,” she told him, and it wasn’t. Yet somehow it was. And it felt amazing to laugh with him. “Now clean this apartment up. I’m not moving into this filth.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, reaching for the nearest empty soft drink can, but then ruining the affect by sticking his tongue out at her.

Which was so casual, so free, so out of character yet somehow so Gabriel, that she laughed even harder. It was right, it was good, it was so hopeful, the sound of their laughter intermingling, that the questions didn’t matter. The ambiguity, the mysteries, the unknown, didn’t really matter as much as it did to just be together, to share this moment, this day, this life with each other.

Sara spotted Angel lying in the sun spot on the floor, and went to greet her kitten. The cat purred as she scooped her up, and with Angel in her arms, she stepped back out into the hall and pulled in the suitcase she’d left outside the door. Rolling it inside the apartment, she let go of the cat and the handle and picked up another empty pizza box. It boggled the mind to consider how many pizzas he could have possibly consumed in five weeks, she grabbed a napkin stuck to the box and wiped at the grease spot it had left on the table. It was then she saw the sketchbook shoved to the back of the table, opened to a drawing in pencil of her chewing her lip, studying a paper in her hand. Sara flipped the page and found another of her lying in bed on her side, back visible, wearing a t-shirt, the sheet up to her waist. Then another of her dancing in her miniskirt, legs bent, arms out, a sassy smile on her face. And one of her naked, sitting with her knees to her chest, her eyes shiny and filled with love, lust.

Sara glanced over at Gabriel, unable to speak.

He was watching her. With a small smile and a shrug, he said, “I told you I’ve been busy.”

She could definitely live like this.

 
* * *

“I thought the same thing,” Gabriel said to Sara later, over Cajun food he had snagged from a restaurant up the street. He suspected he was talking a lot, frequently with food in his mouth, which wasn’t classy or attractive, but he was so damn glad she was back that the words were tripping over each other to get out of his mouth. He had the sense that he needed to say everything as quickly as possible in case she disappeared and he never had another chance.

They had spent the afternoon companionably shoveling out his mess, and now they were dissecting the questions that still remained in the murder cases while they ate.

Sara shook her head and picked up her water, sitting on the sofa with her legs crossed. “I just can’t see why Marguerite would murder four generations of women without a more concrete reason. I mean, I sincerely doubt my grandmother was having an affair with Rafe.”

“Here are my concerns,” Gabriel said. He had given a lot of thought to the conclusion of Marguerite as murderer as he’d written the book during the last few weeks and there were still some seriously loose threads dangling. “Why would Raphael buy the house on Dauphine? That seems incredibly random for a man who never admitted he was aware of Jessie’s relationship to Anne. Nor did I ever consider Raphael at all emotionally involved with Anne. Secondly, you said there was a Bible verse on that absinthe bottle. Given what Raphael was quoted during trial as saying, that seems like too large of a coincidence. Why would both Marguerite and Raphael be using Bible quotes? Third, did you know Raphael is impotent?”

Sara stared at him. “What? Are you serious? How would you know that?”

Gabriel frowned at her, insulted by the question. “Not from any personal knowledge, obviously. He told me. Right before we went to Florida. Didn’t your mom ever mention that?”

“Uh, no. But good grief, why would she?”

That probably was a little personal to be discussing with her daughter. Gabriel played with the knife in his table setting. “Okay, but I thought I saw Raphael having sex with Anne the night she died. He was the guy I walked in on. So how could he do that if he couldn’t, well, do that? And why did Madame Conti lie about it?”

“I don’t know. That’s been the problem the whole time. And I want to know what happened to Rafe’s stuff in his condo. If he wasn’t involved with Marguerite, how did she know he moved out? And was he planning to take his stuff to the house on Dauphine Street? Why would he do that? And who sent the crime scene pics?”

“I don’t know either.” Gabriel abandoned his plate of food and went to his office. Bringing his laptop back into the living room and sitting on the couch next to Sara, he opened his pictures file and clicked on the folder that contained all the shots he’d taken for the book. He wanted a look at the house on Dauphine Street for some reason. Wanted to see if he could see Raphael in the top window. He cropped and enlarged the photo of the front of the house, but he didn’t see anything.

“You think it was Raphael in the window?” Sara asked.

“I don’t see who else it would have been. Did it look like him?”

“I don’t know. It was so quick, so out of context… I wouldn’t have expected to see him.”

Since Gabriel was already in the folder, he started randomly clicking through all the pictures he’d taken that day–of the street sign, the house, Sara on the street, Anne’s tomb–looking for something, anything he hadn’t noticed before.

“What’s that?” Sara touched the screen, right on the upper left of Anne’s tomb.

“It’s graffiti.” Which he didn’t remember being there when they had visited the tomb. He had thought it was freshly painted. But there was clearly writing on it.

“What does it say?” Sara was squinting at the screen.

Gabriel clicked edit and enlarged the photo. It was a little grainy, but they could read the words.

“In Him we have redemption,” Sara read.

“Where have I heard that before?” Gabriel stared hard at it. “And do you remember that being on the tomb? I could have sworn there was no writing on the tomb when we were there. We would have noticed this… it’s not normal graffiti.”

Sara grabbed his wrist. “Gabriel. Where are the crime scene photos of my mother?”

“In my office. Why?”

“I have a terrible feeling… will you go get them?”

“Sure.” He stood up, handing her his laptop. He had no idea what they would see in those pictures, but he agreed with her. He had a bad feeling too. None of this was right and none of it was a coincidence. There was an answer, he just had to find it. The envelope was in his desk drawer and he undid the clasp, pulling out the graphic pictures. Flipping through them as he walked, he scanned them carefully, hoping to avoid showing Sara the horrific images if at all possible.

He didn’t see anything he hadn’t noticed before. It was true, the one shot looked like it had been taken from the window, which was odd, but he supposed possible for the police to have done.

Sara was holding her hand out. “Let me see them.”

Wanting to delay the inevitable and hopefully preserve her feelings, Gabriel turned the stack over and shuffled through them looking at their backs. There was writing on the backside of the one picture. “Hold on.”

Lifting it up, he looked closely. The writing was small, in the upper left hand corner. “Through His blood, the forgiveness of sins.”

Holy shit. Gabriel gripped the picture, glancing over at Sara. “These go together. The words on the tomb and this. That’s all one quote. “In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins. It’s Ephesians.”

Her face had gone completely white. She dropped his laptop on the couch and jumped up. “Where’s that bottle?”

“What bottle?” Gabriel jammed the pictures back into the envelope. “I’ve seen that quote before, Sara.”

“So have I. On the absinthe bottle. Where is that bottle? The one I found on the doorstep.”

“I don’t know. I think I put it in the kitchen.” He couldn’t even remember what he had done with it, and his mind was distracted, shocked by the knowledge of where he had seen that same quote. He should have known. He should have pursued it.

She was already in the kitchen, opening cabinets. A second later she reemerged with the green bottle in her hand. Yanking the label off the neck she handed it to him. “See? It’s the same damn quote.”

Gabriel read the paper tag, obviously printed on a computer. He couldn’t believe he had shoved the bottle in a cabinet without even looking at the stupid label. “Sara, I saw this quote too. On Raphael’s will.”

Raphael had done it after all. The fucking bastard. Gabriel took deep breaths, trying to control the swell of anger, the disgust, the recrimination.

Sara shook her head, face pale, eyes wide. “Oh no… you’re not saying…”

Nodding his head once, he said quietly, “That’s exactly what I’m saying. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“Why? Why would he do that?”

The pain, the betrayal in her voice sliced through his heart. “I don’t know, babe, I just don’t know.” Gabriel wanted to soften the blow, wanted to take her suffering away, wanted to make everything okay for Sara forever and always, but he couldn’t do that. Sara surprised him though. She reached out, touched his arm briefly, and nodded.

“I know you don’t know. It was a rhetorical question, really. I’m sure we’ll never know, or understand, and that’s okay. Well, not exactly okay, but we’ll deal with it.”

Gabriel was impressed all over again. Sara had been dealt a bad hand most of her life, and yet she was an amazing, strong, and giving woman, and he loved her all the more for it.

“I still have that will.” He had shoved it in his back pocket, than tossed it in the backseat of his car. “It’s in my car.”

She followed him as he jogged down the steps, two at a time. He should have known not to trust Raphael, should have known that a killer was capable of lying.

He yanked open the back door to his car and found the papers on the floor. What he saw made his heart nearly stop. “Holy shit.”

“What?”

“He told me this was his will… it’s not his, it’s yours.” It had Sara’s name on the top, and it glared up at him, taunting and macabre.

“What?” She tried to yank it away from him, but he held onto it. “Gabriel… I didn’t make this will.”

“I know.” And he was going to kill Raphael for being sick enough to do such a thing.

“So what do we do now?” she asked, still gripping the neck of the absinthe bottle, her eyes wide.

He was going to track down Raphael, but he didn’t want to scare her. “First I want to go to Anne’s tomb. I don’t remember that writing being there, yet it showed in the picture. Which means there’s no doubt that Raphael wrote it. Only a demon could pull that trick. You don’t have to go with me. I’ll be fast. I just need to see for myself.”

He wanted absolute confirmation of the truth, wanted to know that for a hundred and fifty years the answer had never had anything to do with him. He wanted to know beyond a shadow of a doubt that Raphael had killed Anne and Jessie and all those other women. Then he was going to find the bastard and figure out why. And punish him.

“No, I’ll go with you.” She took his hand. “We’re in this together. We’re together.”

Yes, they were. He crumpled up the papers into a ball and nodded. “Okay, let’s go.”

Chapter Twenty-Four

 
Sara followed Gabriel into the cemetery in the dark, realizing suddenly why it was so easy for him to break a lock and gain entrance. He had strength, powers, she didn’t understand. She also now knew that he didn’t have to fear mortals the way she did, that he could protect himself, and her, from common criminals like muggers. It was reassuring at the same time it was unnerving. She didn’t, couldn’t comprehend the full scope of who and what he was.

“Walk next to me,” he said, slowing down and gesturing for her to fall in beside him. “I don’t sense anything, but I want you close to me.”

No complaints from her. She wasn’t afraid, but she wasn’t entirely comfortable either. The cemetery was quiet, the tombs rising stark and cold against the darkness, the crunch of the shells beneath her feet loud and obvious.

She was sure that if the writing had been on Anne’s tomb that day they had visited when Gabriel had taken the shots, they would have noticed it. In her mind, she could picture the day perfectly, the tomb crisp and clean, bright white, freshly painted, the heat crushing her as she had leaned on the fleur de lis fence staring at the blank spot where the faceplate had fallen off. She would have noticed graffiti.

Gabriel had a flashlight and when they stopped at Anne’s tomb, he shone it all over the front surface. Sara didn’t see anything at all. No writing.

There was no explanation why, but it was obvious that Rafe, who she needed to think of as Raphael, had been involved in the murders, involved with Marguerite far beyond what Sara had understood. It made her angry, because enough was enough, damn it. She didn’t want to feel the sorrow, didn’t want to suffocate yet again under its crushing hopelessness, didn’t want to feel the sting of betrayal. But she surprised herself. The wash of pain when she had discovered the truth had been short and shallow, and as she stood staring into the darkness at the tomb of a woman who had lost her life to the violence and insanity of a madman, Sara felt intact, whole, safe, strong.

Nothing could destroy her.

Suddenly Gabriel was in front of her, pushing her, his hand over her mouth. In the dark, she couldn’t see his face, just his outline, and the beam of the flashlight bouncing around the ground as his hand moved erratically, pushing her up against the fence. Then before she could process, focus in the dark, gain her balance, he had her completely around the side of the tomb.

“Stay still,” he whispered in her ear. “Don’t move until I come back for you. I don’t want you getting lost in the cemetery.”

She wanted to ask what the hell was the matter with him, but his hand was so tight over her mouth, she couldn’t speak. So she closed her eyes and concentrated on projecting the words into his head. She had no idea if it worked like that, or if only he could enter her mind, but it was worth a shot. It was dark and she didn’t hear anything other than the sound of their breathing, and she hated not knowing what was going on.

Then she heard Gabriel whispering in her head, like he had before. He’s here, he said. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of him.
Cool air rushed over her as he disappeared, leaving her feeling bereft without his presence, missing the warmth of his hard body against hers, his towering masculinity hovering over her. Peering around the corner of the tomb, Sara wiped her hands on her jeans and tried to see in the dark. She could see Gabriel’s back and the light from the flashlight cutting through the inky blackness, shining straight down the walkway and hitting Raphael in the face.

Even in the dark and from ten feet away, his expression made her shiver. That didn’t look anything like the man she had known. This man was cruel, amused, manic, flatout crazy.

“Have you figured it out?” he asked, his voice excited, hands in his pockets.

“That you killed Anne and Jessie?” Gabriel asked, holding the flashlight steady on Raphael’s face. “Yes. Or did you make Marguerite do your dirty work for you?”

“Oh, we did it together. Marguerite finds it sexually exciting, which is crude, but there it is.”

Sara clung to the side of the tomb, heart racing, eyes straining to see in the dark, knowing that Gabriel was pointing the beam on Raphael for her benefit, for her protection. She felt a little sick to her stomach and she wondered if she really wanted to hear everything Raphael might say. Up until an hour earlier, she had thought of him as Rafe, her mother’s devoted boyfriend. Even knowing he was immortal, a fallen angel, hadn’t altered the essence of her opinion of him. She had thought he was a nice guy. Now he was standing there and blithely saying that his real girlfriend found it exciting to slice women to pieces with him.

She felt a disgust, a hatred so profound that it overwhelmed her, kept her frozen to the wall she was leaning against, unable to look away.

Gabriel’s beam shifted to the left and suddenly Sara realized Marguerite was standing there, besides Raphael. “Hello, Marguerite,” Gabriel said, his voice deceptively calm, but with a tightness Sara knew revealed his controlled anger. “It’s been a while.”

“Hi, Gabriel,” Marguerite replied, with a sly smile and a wave. “I just want you to know it wasn’t anything personal with you, you know, Anne, and the trial. I did it for Raphael, that’s all.”

“Feeling guilty?” Gabriel asked.

Marguerite blinked. “No, not really. Of course not. Why would I?”

“Aren’t you going to ask why I did it?” Raphael asked, stepping in front of Marguerite, and shoving her behind him so that she stumbled. She gave a cry of protest, but he silenced her with a look.

It was a look that sent chills down Sara’s spine. She didn’t know this man at all, had never seen that kind of patronizing dominance on his face and it was disturbing, paralyzing.

“No, I’m not going to ask why,” Gabriel said. “You can’t possibly have any reason worth listening to.”

Sara didn’t want to hear it either. But obviously Raphael wanted to talk because he spoke like Gabriel had enthusiastically enquired.

“I know you’ll understand, Gabriel. I did it because these women were stuck here in this hell of mortality. Those women were whores and drunks and strippers, and I elevated them because they showed potential, a good heart. I took them out of this world, out of their frail, weak human bodies, and have kept them with me, in a better place. I’ve given them immortality, and doesn’t everyone want that? It hasn’t been easy to do this you know, to maintain the focus, to keep Marguerite in line, for all these years. But I couldn’t be selfish.”

Wondering if the ringing in her ears meant she was actually going to faint, Sara took deep breaths and struggled to stay standing, to not make a sound that would let them know she was there. Then again, maybe they were already fully aware of her. She really had no real understanding of what demons could and couldn’t do. But she didn’t want to go down, no matter how sick and twisted and disgusting Raphael’s words were. She needed to hear the truth, wanted to take it in and let it go, wanted to show him and herself that she could stand strong.

“So you put them under a demon sleep so they wouldn’t be aware, wouldn’t fight back, and killed them?”

“Yes. And you have me to thank for getting you acquitted for Anne’s murder. I put my neck out for you.”

“Marguerite defamed my character.”

Marguerite spoke over Raphael’s shoulder. “That’s because I was worried they would pin something on Raphael. Sorry. If it was you or him that had to hang, I had to choose you.”

“Why the same family?” Gabriel asked Raphael.

Raphael smiled, the corners of his mouth turning up fully in the light of the flashlight. “Because it’s like the same woman over and over… I keep waiting, expecting improvement, and they always disappoint me. They’re all the same. I thought Jessie’s mother might be worth leaving here, but then I discovered she was hooked on pain meds. They’re all the same… such a shame. Again, I thought maybe Sara was different. But then came the sleeping pills, the absinthe, having sex with a man she hardly knows…”

And then Raphael turned right towards her. Even in the dark, Sara could feel the weight of his stare, the sting of his malice, and she knew he was speaking directly to her. Knew in that moment that it had been him in the window on Dauphine Street, him watching her from the strip club. She felt the same shock, the same skin crawling invasion of privacy as he locked eyes with her. “Now it’s Sara’s turn.”

The sudden intensity of her fear crawled up her throat, choking her. His eyes were boring into her, his smile maniacal and amused, and he wanted to hurt her. Kill her. Slash her to bits with a big knife and enjoy it. Her first instinct was to run, but she knew that was a bad idea. The cemetery was dark, the paths were gravel, tombs rising in all directions, creating a maze that was easy to get lost in. And Raphael was immortal with powers she didn’t understand.

She would have to stand her ground, because despite the unnerving feeling of Raphael’s eyes on her, she knew that Gabriel was between the two of them. He would protect her.

He already was.

With a speed that made an involuntary yelp leave her mouth, Gabriel was on Raphael in a dark blur. The flashlight hit the ground, plunging her into darkness, but she could hear the sounds of combat, fists landing, grunts of pain, heavy breathing. Then Gabriel must have shoved Raphael backwards because she saw him bounce off a tomb fence in the light from a street lamp. Raphael landed on the ground and rolled onto his side, swearing.

Sara, stay back, she heard in that insidious whisper Gabriel used, that erotic and comforting display of connectedness. He was in her heart, he’d been in her body, now he was in her mind.

“Okay,” she said out loud, because it felt more natural to whisper the words than to think them. As soon as she spoke, she realized why he had urged her to stay away.

A beam of light shot forth from Gabriel, pining a groaning Raphael on the ground.

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” she whispered, shocked and awed in spite of what she had already known. The white translucent light illuminated the entire pathway, leaving Gabriel through his fingertips in a straight line and smoldering as it hit Raphael. Marguerite was visible again in the vivid light, cowering away from Raphael on the ground, tucking herself into a one sided fetal position, one arm and one leg stretched out towards Raphael. Sara squinted, wondering why Marguerite was leaning like that, and realized there were transparent shackles connecting Marguerite to Raphael. Her left leg and wrist were bound to his right.

That was probably the most disturbing thing Sara had seen yet and she eased back, clinging to the tomb next to her, wanting more space between her and Raphael. More space between her and what she didn’t, couldn’t understand.

Raphael writhed in pain under the assault of Gabriel’s light, but suddenly he shot straight up into the air vertically, Marguerite screaming and dangling below him, one of her sandals dropping off and hitting the fence of the tomb beneath them. She quickly righted herself and hovered next to Raphael, her arms crossed, head tucked in, shoulders slumped.

Raphael yelled in anger, “Gabriel, this has nothing to do with you. Leave and we’ll call it even.”

Sara watched Gabriel rise straight up in the air to stand in front of Raphael, graceful and masculine, his body tight with tension, hands in fists, voice strong and steady and confident. “It’s not a matter of anything being even. It’s a matter of doing what’s right. You know what can be done to a fallen one.”

“Yes, but if you do that to me, you have to do it to Marguerite, and you won’t. I know you won’t.”

Sara thought Raphael was wrong. Gabriel would do what was right, what was necessary. She felt it radiating from him, like the light from his fingers, a moral strength, a conviction of character, a decision. It awed and overwhelmed her to see him as he truly was, in his element, freed from the worry and torment of thinking he might have killed Anne.

He had forgiven himself and was prepared to do the right thing.

Sara’s fear eased, and she moved from behind the tomb to get a better view, to stand under the light of fallen angels.

Gabriel saw his advantage at Raphael’s words. Raphael thought he could hide behind Marguerites skirts, that Gabriel wouldn’t be able to punish her. But Gabriel saw no reason to protect Marguerite. She had chosen her path, she had killed innocent women, brutally and incomprehensibly, alongside Raphael. They had acted as a serial killing team. The violence and senselessness of their perversion of their power disgusted him so thoroughly that he had no qualms about vanquishing both of them. It was his responsibility to protect humans, to protect Sara, and he would do whatever was necessary.

So he used his power, allowing himself to unleash it entirely, to feel the true scope of all that he was for the first time in one hundred and fifty years. It channeled and flowed through him, all his energy, all his strength, all the goodness he had ever owned, and it rose up strong and right and sure and turned on Raphael. The impact was like a spontaneous combustion. The second Gabriel’s energy hit Raphael the sky exploded with light, rippling out from the demon in glaring white rings, sending Gabriel’s own power rushing back over him, warm and intense.

With twin screams of shock and rage, Raphael and Marguerite fell to the ground, their bodies hitting hard, a cloud of air, dust, and light unfurling in all directions.

Gabriel dropped himself lower to get a closer look and he felt it then– the wave of sorrow, of human suffering, the release of the souls of Anne and Jessie and the other women Marguerite and Raphael had killed. It flowed over him like a humid rush of air, wrapping around him and immersing him in the pain, the grief, the tears, the magnitude of human agony.

Instead of trying to close himself off, or stagger under the weight the way he had always done, Gabriel stood straight as he hovered in the air, hands out, and accepted it, took the pain, took the pleas, and absorbed them into himself. Death was the beginning, not the end, and his responsibility, his guardianship, was to comfort, reassure, steer mortals in the direction of beauty and pleasure and contentment, to ease their human suffering.

He wanted to do that again.

Watch. Guide. Protect.

Sara was standing directly behind him, having abandoned her hiding place behind the tomb. She stared at him in wonder, eyes wide, cheeks pale, mouth open.

“What happened?” she asked.

“They’re dead,” he said, hoping that she could handle that reality. It had been necessary.

“Dead?” she whispered, her voice a little shaky and she glanced down at the bodies. “How? And where’s the flashlight? I can’t really see anything.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Gabriel searched around on the ground and found the flashlight where he had dropped it, the beam pointing in the opposite direction of Sara. He went to her and put it in her hand, squeezing her gently. “I’m sorry you had to see that.”

“How do you know they’re dead?” she asked, pointing them light directly on to Raphael and Marguerite.

How could he ever explain what he was and what he could do? There were no answers, no explanation, no human words. Gabriel just knew. “Their mortal bodies are dead. But their souls still exist inside these bodies… it’s an imprisonment, which is exactly what they deserve.”

“So what do we do now?”

“I have to dispose of them. Maybe you should leave. I don’t have time to take you home though. I have to do this before the cops get here.” He was surprised they hadn’t already shown up, given the lights and the noise they had been making. But the cemetery butted up to housing projects, the residents of which probably had no interest in getting involved in any potential crime and hadn’t bothered to call the police.

Gabriel turned and opened the gate to Anne’s tomb without waiting for Sara’s answer. He didn’t want to scare her, but he didn’t want to get caught with dead bodies either. It was highly doubtful he’d be acquitted this time around. Stepping inside, he removed the front of Anne’s tomb and opened the drawer.

“What the hell are you doing?” Sara asked, coming up behind him.

“I have to hide them, and this is actually a perfect place.” Reaching into the darkness, Gabriel extracted the sack that held Anne’s ashes and set them carefully on the path outside the gate.

Sara just stood there as he went over and lifted both Marguerite and Raphael up and carried them to the tomb. Gabriel felt terrible that she was watching, and he said, “Sara, close your eyes, babe. This isn’t going to be pretty.”

But she just shook her head. “No, I have to see. And did you know–though I’m sure you know–that when the Watchers fell, God sent the four archangels to retrieve them? Raphael bound one of them hand and foot. Gabriel destroyed some of the fallen ones by inciting them to civil war. And Michael put others in a dark cave for 70 generations. A dark cave… like this tomb.”

Gabriel shoved Raphael into the dark opening, sweat rolling down the back of his t-shirt even as he felt a chill at Sara’s words. “I’m not an archangel. I’m a fallen one.”

“But you’re righting a wrong… destroying fallen ones who were well and truly evil. And I don’t think it’s any sort of coincidence that you and Raphael were named after two of the archangels. And that my last name is the name of the third.”

“I don’t think it’s a coincidence either,” he conceded, crossing Raphael’s legs at the ankles. It would be a hell of a lot easier getting him in the tomb in a casket, but he had to make do, and as quickly as possible. Gabriel got the body fully into the hole and did the same with Marguerite.

Out of breath, he turned back to Sara. She was standing there, the flashlight slack in her hand, the beam bouncing around the ground, her face pale, eyes wide. “Gabriel. I have to close it with you. It’s you and I. We’re the ones who had to end this… Gabriel St. John and Sara Michaels.”

“I don’t think…” he started, not wanting her to be a part of what he was doing. Not wanting to burden her or give her further grief, or any sort of guilt. But then he trailed off when she stepped through the gate and looked up at him. She was tenacious, determined.

She was right. They needed to do this together. It made sense, brought the past to the present full circle and ended what had started all those years ago in that nasty room on Dauphine.

He nodded. “Okay.”

Her hand went over his, and they both closed the door, pushing hard. Then Gabriel sealed it shut.

The explosion sent him hurtling through the gate and crashing onto the path flat on his back. It knocked the wind out of him and he blinked, startled, not sure what exactly had happened. His head spun he tried to sit up and he quickly descended again, searching in the dark for Sara. “Sara? Are you okay?”

“Gabriel!” Sara knelt down beside him, hands brushing his hair off his face. “I’m fine. Nothing happened to me. You got hit with… something, and it sent you flying. Are you okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine.” Though he felt strange. Weak. Gabriel sat up quickly and almost threw up, intense nausea rolling over him.

“Sara…” He looked at her, looked around him, moved his legs, tested his fingers. He was fine, but he felt different. Mortal. Jesus Christ, he felt mortal. That’s exactly what he felt like. “Oh my God…”

“What?” She was groping all over his shoulders and pushing his hair back, checking his temples, and sliding her hands over his chest. “What hurts? You’re not bleeding.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m fine.” He was better than fine. He was mortal, a human, like everyone else. Like Sara. Free from his punishment, freed from eternity. He looked over at her, excited, relieved, stunned. “It’s over. I’m free.”

She just blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

Gabriel stood up and dusted off his jeans, feeling a huge sense of wonder, of clarity, of hope, of awe. “I mean that I’m no longer fallen. Nor am I an angel. I’m mortal.”

Her mouth dropped open. “How do you know?”

“I know.” How could he explain the difference? It was like the world around him had dimmed, that his limbs had gotten heavier, the visual chaos had cleared, the sound of humanity quiet, less deafening. And at the same time, without all the sensory overload, his mind felt clearer, stronger, acute, and he was conscious suddenly of ticking time and the finiteness of life and love and talent. He had a focus he didn’t remember ever really having before.

She put her hands up to her face. “Are you sure?” There was a tremble in her voice.

“Yes. I’m positive.” He leaned over, brushed his lips over her forehead, wanting to linger, to savor the feeling, her, but knowing they couldn’t. “We have to leave now.”

She just nodded as he walked over to Anne’s tomb and pulled the gate shut. Then he picked up the bag of ashes and secured it under his arm.

“Gabriel, look at the angel,” Sara said, her voice low and in awe.

Turning, he followed her gaze, looking up and over his shoulder. The weeping angel statue on top of Anne’s tomb had two red streaks trailing down her cheeks. Blood tears. It should have looked gruesome, but he didn’t sense that was its intent.

“In Him we have redemption, through His blood, the forgiveness of sins,” he murmured, as he felt the weight of guilt lift, the light of forgiveness wash over him.

Chapter Twenty-Five

 
Sara stood in Gabriel’s living room as he closed the door behind them. He said he was mortal. How was that possible? How was it possible that he had ever been anything but? She felt the tightness of tears in her eyes, not of sadness or of happiness, but of emotional confusion, of uncertainty.

Where did they go from here?

But then he set Anne’s ashes down on the piano and turned to her.

The look on his face made her forget any questions she had, any fears or worries she had been about to voice. He was staring at her, intensely, but with a peace, a calm, a relief, that she had never seen from him.

She stood still as he walked up to her, sensing that he was going to touch her.

He did.

His hands touched her shoulders, his thumbs brushing her hair back, before he slid up her neck, to her jaw, her chin, then cupped her cheeks in both of his hands. Sara closed her eyes, sighing at the pleasure of his warmth so close to her, his long fingers and masculine hands holding her so gently, as if she were precious.

“I’m going to make love to you,” he whispered in her ear, his breath tickling her. “As a man.”

Sara shivered, her arousal immediate and powerful. He was going to touch her. Something she thought she would never have. Her knees actually trembled and she reached out to wrap her arms around him, to mold their bodies together, but he pushed her hands down by her side.

“Just let me feel you for a minute,” he said, his nose brushing over her cheek, his lips tasting the corner of her mouth.

Her eyes drifted closed again and she stood still, overwhelmed by the simple pleasure of his exploratory kiss, his hands caressing her hair, her neck, her clavicle bone. His legs surrounded hers and his waist, erection, brushed against her but shifted and moved, never coming in full contact, a soft whisper of what to expect, but a reminder that this needed to happen slowly.

Then his mouth was on hers, in a slow, devotional kiss that took her breath away. Sara sighed, her fingers reaching out and grasping the belt loops of his jeans so she wouldn’t stumble. It felt so good, so pure, so warm and lovely and sensual, to finally feel his mouth again, to taste his lips and know that he was hers. He kissed her again and again, with no hurry, with no destination in mind, but with slow and easy and worshipful presses that had her breath catching, her body aching.

“Gabriel,” she whispered.

His eyes were bright and shiny, a rich chocolate brown, as they trailed all over her face, as if he were memorizing her features. His fingers followed his gaze, chin to jaw to cheekbone, lingering on her bottom lip, slipping into the divot above her top lip. He tucked her unruly hair behind her ears, even touching the lobes briefly before brushing the backs of his thumbs over her eyelashes.

The warmth of his breath, the feel of his chest just barely touching hers, his fingers exploring, left her trembling, wanting more, all of him, yet at the same time, ultimately satisfied. She was getting more than she had ever expected Gabriel would be able to give, and she felt it, understood it. Knew that connection people talked about, that feeling she had waited for and had never experienced until him, that conviction that the two of them were destined to be together, their feelings strong and amazing and deep.

That they had seen each other’s soul and found where they belonged.

“You feel so good,” he murmured. “Sara.”

She had never thought her name was anything particularly special, but when he said it, when his deep voice washed over her with such devotion, such respect, such longing, she thought she would never get tired of hearing it.

And when his forehead rested briefly on hers, his hand cupping the back of her neck, she sighed again. Her body was impatient, wanting more, but at the same time she wanted the moment to stretch and last, to make up for all the weeks of being without him.

Gabriel kissed her, a press, then a pull back, again and again, quick but passionate touches that tossed over her earlier conviction. She did want more. The kisses were so intense, so teasing, so fleeting, so filled with intensity, and she tried to hold them, tried to take more, but he pulled back over and over. Her breathing hitched, her inner thighs ached, her nipples tightened painfully against her t-shirt. She clung to his jeans, her grip tightening, and she gave up trying to follow his mouth.

His hands went everywhere, lingering briefly with the barest of touches on her neck, her head, her back, her waist, while he took her mouth so fully, so completely, that she lost track of time, lost track of anything but the possession of her lips by his. Her eyes couldn’t stay open, her head couldn’t stay up, as she gave herself up to being taken by him, slowly and tauntingly. Worshipfully.

When his tongue finally invaded her mouth and touched hers, she squeezed his waist, rocking back involuntarily at the pleasure. But again, he didn’t take hard and fast, but explored with a control that amazed her, that left her weak, clinging to him, body humming, heart full. She could feel his erection pressing against her, but he ignored it, never attempting to grind against her, his hands staying above her waist. His tongue took hers, mimicking sex until she thought she couldn’t take another second, not more one kiss or slide or suck.

He pulled entirely back, his eyes hot and dark. “You taste so good. I want to eat you,” he said, and leaned forward and nipped at her bottom lip with his teeth.

Sara sucked in a breath as the bite shot an ache of desire through her. “So eat me.”

“Oh, I will. But I’m going to take my time.” He ran his finger along the neckline of her t-shirt, then across her bottom lip. “I never thought I would have this, never thought I would have you. I want to enjoy you.”

She wanted to be enjoyed.

Sara reached out and buried her fingers in his soft hair and kissed him the way he had been kissing her, with love and longing and wonder, before pulling back.

He gave her a Gabriel smile, the kind where only the corner of his mouth tilted up, while his lips stayed together, like he had a private thought that amused and pleased him. “I love you,” he said, his mouth forming the words, but no sound coming out.

Sara felt the tears again, and she wondered why she fought them. There was no shame in her emotions, no reason to apologize for the intensity of what she felt, for the feeling that this was forever, that this man, this moment, had changed her life. That she was in love. Deeply and joyfully in love, and that was worth a tear or two.

So she let a drop slide down each cheek unencumbered as she studied Gabriel, the straight line of his jaw, the whiskers that had snuck up onto his chin in the last few hours. She couldn’t resist touching him, running her fingers over and down his cheekbones and his lips, before cupping his cheeks the way he had with her.

Gabriel kissed her, and Sara opened up for him, let him have everything she had to offer, let him taste her, let him feel and know that she was his.

His hands slipped lower, caressing her back as he tasted her, as their tongues tangled and she felt a hope, a happiness she had never expected to know. Because not only had she never loved any man like she did Gabriel, she had never been loved this way. Had never felt such adoration, such devotion, such true and pure love as she did from him, and the fact that he had lived for so many years only made it all that much sexier. It was like he had been waiting for her and she for him.

And just when she thought he intended to do nothing but kiss her indefinitely, he took the bottom of her t-shirt, pulled it up and over her head, and tossed it on the floor. Sara shivered from the sudden movement of air over her bare skin and from the immediate tickle of his fingertips over her shoulders and down to her elbows as he stroked her. He did that everywhere, just touching lightly, all over her arms, her stomach, her cleavage, acquainting himself with her feel, and Sara swallowed hard, pleased by his interest, his intensity, but tortured by it. Her body was tight and tense, impatient, wanting more, wanting to take him inside her. She gripped the hem of his shirt for balance and let her head fall back as Gabriel slid her bra straps over her shoulders, kissing her along the path he bared.

“You feel so good. You smell so good. Like cinnamon.” He licked her flesh, the tip of his tongue tripping off goosebumps on her shoulder.

“Body oil,” she said, though he probably didn’t need or want an answer. His tongue slid down, down, until he was tracing the swell of her breast above her bra.

“I’ve wanted to touch you since the moment I met you,” he said, his hair tickling her arm as he peeled down the front of her bra.

“What a coincidence. I’ve been wanting you to touch me since the moment I met you.” Sara sucked in her breath when his finger brushed her taut nipple. She was so tight, so eager, so ready for him.

He glanced up at her, his expression serious. “But you came back knowing I couldn’t.”

She nodded. “Yes, I did.” And she would have stayed even if the outcome had been different.

His head dipped in acknowledgement. “Thank you.”

“For what?” Sara moved her hands across his chest, enjoying the firm feel of him so close to her.

“For loving me like that.”

As if she deserved gratitude for that. “My pleasure.”

Her bra disappeared. And his answer was to cover her nipple with his mouth, to suck it and lick and pluck at it with his teeth. Sara moaned, feeling that tug all the down to her toes. Then she didn’t even have the ability to make sound because Gabriel was touching and kissing her everywhere. He moved from nipple to nipple, to neck, to mouth, plunging his tongue inside her and kissing her hard and fast, then soft and sweet. He kissed her chin, her nose, her eyelids, the insides of her elbows.

“I can’t get enough of you,” he murmured. “I want to touch you everywhere.”

That worked for her. Sara buried her hands in his hair and held on, overwhelmed with desire, by his attention, his intensity. His fingers popped the snap on her jeans, and slid inside to cup her. She knew what he felt. Her panties were wet already, obviously so, and the way he pressed his finger into her softness confirmed that he knew exactly that little fact.

It was his fault for being so damn sexy and she moved her legs a little further apart, encouraging him to touch her. She craved that moment when he took her, when he was the force behind the thrust, when he took and possessed her body with his for what was truly the first time. She had taken him last time and he had let her.

Now she wanted him to make her his.

Gabriel had been enjoying taking his time, exploring and touching Sara everywhere. He felt like he had been granted a gift so amazing and beautiful and huge, that he needed to reassure himself that it was real. That she was real. That he was entitled to such happiness, such pleasure.

But when she thrust her hips forward toward him, the front of her panties damp with desire, Gabriel felt the urge to take what she was offering, to finally and truly have Sara the way he had wanted to from the beginning. There was no reason to hold back this time and he knew it. He felt the lust rising hot and fast, driving him to shove down her jeans as he dominated her mouth with his tongue.

Sara gasped, her head falling back, her neck tantalizing. Gabriel licked her soft flesh and bent to make sure her jeans had cleared her knees. Then he pulled the waistband of her panties and slid his finger inside, straight down her clitoris and right inside her. Her moan, and the hot, wet feel of her eager body, made him ache with a pain so intense he knew he couldn’t wait another minute. Maybe not even thirty seconds.

She was his. He loved her. And now they were both going to enjoy the fact that he could fully and freely fuck her.

Taking her by the shoulders, Gabriel demanded, “Step out of your jeans.”

She did, kicking them to the side, her eyes wide and glassy with lust and love and excitement.

Gabriel turned her impatiently and pushed her against the wall. Sara’s breasts jumped, her breath caught, her hands came up to spread across the plaster. He could see her ribs, the curve of her abdomen, the disarray of her hair as she waited, so beautiful and eager. Moving in closer to her, Gabriel stripped off his own shirt and jeans, followed by his briefs, and reached forward and kissed her hard, biting her, wanting that taste of her on his tongue.

He slid her panties down and melded his hard body against the warmth and softness of her, holding her right hand captive under his. Then with his free hand, he spread her legs, nice and wide, opened her, and thrust his erection fully into her.

Sara whimpered, and her hand jumped beneath his. Gabriel closed his eyes, letting himself throb inside her for a second, savoring, enjoying. Then his body demanded he move, and he did, hard, fast, furious, taking what he had waited for so long for. Her body held on to his, gripping him, accepting him. Gabriel clenched her hand with one hand, her waist with the other, and buried his face in her neck, no words to express what he felt, how much he loved her, how amazing it felt to be fully and deeply inside her.

He knew when she came, her head snapping up, her eyes wide and stunned, her fingernails digging into the palm of his hand, her inner muscles convulsing around his cock, her mouth open in a silent scream.

It was more than enough to send him over the edge, letting go completely, pounding his relief, his pleasure, into her, allowing his body to do what it wanted without guilt or recrimination or personal censure. This was right, this was his future.

His happiness.

* * *

 
Sara woke up slowly and languorously, feeling like she never wanted to move from Gabriel’s bed. Ever. The sheet had slipped at some point during the night but she wasn’t cold, and her nakedness actually pleased her. She knew Gabriel wasn’t in bed with her because he was what had woken her from a sound sleep. The best sleep she’d had in a year or more. It was clearly morning, given the sun streaming in the bedroom window, and while she hadn’t been aware of Gabriel climbing out of bed, she knew he was in the other room because she could hear the piano.

He was playing his piano.

It was a soft song, delicate, lovely, beautiful. The sound drifted over her like the light touch of a feather, like the gentle shift of Gabriel’s fingers through her hair, like the kisses he dropped on the corners of her mouth.

Sara lay still and listened, letting it wrap around her, knowing what it must mean to him to have music back in his life, his soul. When she couldn’t stay away any longer, when the need to see him, touch him, surpassed her desire to give him privacy, she climbed out of bed and got one of his t-shirts out of the drawer and pulled it on. Her panties were still in the living room, left behind when Gabriel had dragged her to bed for round two.

Knowing she was smiling, knowing she was embarrassingly in love, she walked into the living room. And was devastated by him all over again. He was gorgeous. Unbelievably so. Gabriel was sitting at the piano shirtless, his jeans low on his hips, his feet bare. His hair slid over his shoulders and his eyes were closed as he played. She shifted so she could see his fingers, watch them trail over the keys, long and powerful and talented, confident in their movements.

It was mesmerizing, the way he coaxed such a beauty of sound from the piano, and she knew she could watch him for a lifetime.

But he sensed her presence and opened his eyes. Gabriel smiled at her, his hair falling forward as he kept playing. “Good morning.”

“Good morning. The song is beautiful.”

“It’s your song.”

“My song?” She didn’t recognize it, but then she wasn’t at all familiar with classical music. Whatever it was, she liked it.

“Yep. I wrote it for you.”

Sara stared at him, as he kept playing, his mastery effortless, his focus on her instead of his fingers. “What? What do you mean?” Surely he wasn’t saying what she thought he was saying.

“I mean I wrote it. It’s your song. It’s how I hear you.”

Oh, God. Sara sucked in a shaky breath, overwhelmed, with love, with joy, with gratitude. “It’s lovely,” she whispered.

“Like you.”

Sara buried her eyes behind her hand, feeling the tears demanding release. Sniffling, she let them trail down each cheek. “I’m glad to see that losing your immortality didn’t take away your talent. It’s incomparable.”

His smile was satisfied. “It’s a gift. As are you.”

Sara went over to him, needing to touch him, wanting to feel his mouth on hers. She leaned over and kissed him, a lingering embrace that had her sighing. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” he said, sliding his hand under the t-shirt to cup her bare backside. “Now let’s go get some coffee.”

Sara laughed. He was as random as always. “Okay. Let me put pants on.”

“Probably a good idea.”

* * *

 
Five minutes later, Gabriel pushed open the courtyard gate and stepped out on to the sidewalk, Sara holding onto the crook of his elbow. The container of Anne’s ashes was in his other hand.

“It’s just beautiful out,” Sara said, pausing to breathe in deeply. “It’s not too hot.”

“What should we do today?” he asked her, unable to stop himself from kissing the top of her head. Twice. And a third time for good measure.

“I want to look for a job. It’s time for me to go back to work in a lab.”

She spoke with an easy conviction and Gabriel was pleased to hear it.

“And arrange to ship my stuff here.”

He looked at her in amusement as they started to head down towards Chartres Street. “Are we going to need a bigger apartment?”

“No. I like this apartment.”

“We’ll have more room if I sell my absinthe spoon collection.” Not that it took up any space really, but it was the segue he’d been looking for, a way to reassure her his addictions were a thing of the past.

She glanced up at him. “Only if you want to.”

He nodded. “It’s time.” That was the past, and he wanted to embrace the power and beauty of living in the now.

They walked in the warmth, Sara’s sandals shuffling on the sidewalk, her sky blue skirt billowing around her legs, crossing through Jackson Square. He could leave New Orleans now, but he wouldn’t. It was home.

As they climbed up the hill to cross the tracks and reach the river, an old man approached them with a smile.

He held out a vibrant pink flower to Sara. “Have a wonderful day, precious,” he said, with a nod of his head and a hand flourish.

“Thank you,” she said and accepted the offering with a bright, warm smile.

Gabriel tried to tip the man, but he waved him off. When he turned to say something to Sara, tears were in her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s a hot pink carnation,” she said. “My mother’s favorite flower.”

“I’m sorry.” He didn’t know what else to say, but she shook her head.

“Don’t be sorry. It’s good. It’s a sign. She’s telling me she’s okay.”

Sara stopped in front of the river, not on the observation steps that were crowded with tourists, but fifty feet away. They were above the river, not in direct contact with the water, but the privacy was worth the distance.

Removing the lid to the box, Gabriel tipped it over and watched as Anne’s remains drifted down through the air. Sara tossed the carnation after, and its weight pulled it faster so that it caught up with the ashes and intermingled amongst them, until they collectively descended into the water.

Fallen.

Gabriel took Sara’s hand into his and walked away from the river.
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SHADOW OF DANGER

by Kristine Mason


Prologue
 
Twelve years earlier...
 
“NOW WHAT ARE we going to do with her?”

The trace of amusement in Garrett’s voice had him pausing mid-buckle. The man was a depraved, sick fuck, and today, he’d dragged him into hell.

And he liked it. Loved it. Knew he’d crave it again and again. The struggle, the fight, the dominance.

He ignored Garrett and focused on finishing zipping and buckling his pants. An effort considering his hands were clammy and swollen, covered in blood, and shaking from the adrenaline still pumping through his veins.

“Well,” Garrett drawled. “Whaddya say, Toby?”

Garrett was the only one who called him by that name, and he hated himself for loving the way Garrett’s voice rushed over him, caressed him. Hated himself for wanting something so twisted and immoral.

Instead of answering, he stared at the naked woman on the floor. Her groans were muffled by the dish towel they’d stuffed into her mouth earlier. Blood flowed from her nose and now covered the pears and apples design on the old rag. Her cheeks had doubled in size and were already purpling. One of her eyes had swollen shut, while the other remained nothing but a watery, puffy slit. Bite marks, and black and blue handprints, which could have been either his or Garrett’s—didn’t matter—marred her pale, nude body. His dick hardened at a sight that should have horrified him. But the memory of the way he’d taken her, the forbidden way, the way no woman had ever allowed him, was so damned fresh in his mind, he could still feel it.

“Toby,” Garrett murmured. “Wanna take her again?”

He finally looked at Garrett. He tried to ignore his wide shoulders, muscular chest, and the sheen of sweat coating the other man’s massive biceps. He couldn’t, though. Not with the way Garrett’s big dick twitched and hardened as he lay sprawled on the ratty sofa staring at the woman.

He grabbed Garrett’s jeans from the floor and tossed them to him, then looked at the whore they’d spent the afternoon playing with in disgust. No, he didn’t want her again. But he did want another just like her. Still, Garrett was right, what the hell were they going to do with her now?

She’d seen their faces, knew their names. She might be some white trash, gutter whore, but if she went to the cops, the long arm of the law would hunt them down, which seemed like a big waste of taxpayer dollars to him. Whores deserved shit. They deserved to rot in hell, every last one of them. Selling their bodies for drugs, or to pay a few bills, maybe feed their bastard kids, or make rent in some hellhole not fit for a fucking cockroach. Did their plump little whore have any bastard kids hanging around, hungry and living in filth? Did she use them for her drugs, for her money, for her slutty clothes?

Fury, so sweet and raw, clawed inside him, settled low in his gut and made his dick swell with something more than sexual excitement. He knelt down and pulled the towel from her mouth. He knew what to do with her. Knew what she deserved, what every whore deserved. But did he have the nerve?

Garrett launched off the couch, shoving his long legs into his jeans. “What the hell are you doing, you stupid ass? If that bitch screams my neighbors will hear.”

“They won’t hear shit. Her jaw’s broken, and she’s barely conscious. Ain’t that right?” He knocked her head with the back of his hand. Her one eye rolled back, but her ragged moan had him nearly coming on the spot. Yeah, he liked this new power, how it invigorated him, breathed life into his dismal existence.

As Garrett moved closer, he forced his gaze to the corner of the room. Trying desperately to keep his eyes off of the other man and the way he looked shirtless, his jeans hanging open. He’d been told, too many times over the years, that he wore his emotions on his sleeve. What he was feeling now, Garrett could never discover. Ever. He’d kill him if he knew.

“She’s seen us and knows where I live,” Garrett snarled as he looked down at the whore. “If she’s found here, we’ll have cops all over our asses. So...” He shrugged and smiled. A slow, easy, arousing smile. “I guess we’ll just have to make sure she can’t talk, won’t we?”

He hated the way that smile made his dick even harder. But he hated the woman even more for not being able to satisfy his true lust.

He looked down at her again. Garrett was right. They couldn’t afford to allow her to walk away—to live. And knowing Garrett as he did, he knew the man could and would fix this for them.

Garrett draped an arm over his shoulder. “It was a hell of an afternoon, huh?”

He merely grunted. Garrett’s close proximity, his touch made it difficult for him to speak.

“Yep, I think we got something good going today, don’t you?”

He turned his head and stared at Garrett who continued to look at the woman. His dark, gray eyes sizzled with something akin to lust as another one of his sensual smiles worked his firm lips.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen. It can’t happen again,” he said, the whine in his voice grating on his own nerves.

“Why not? I know you liked it. Man, you should have seen your face when you fucked her plump ass. You telling me you don’t want to do that again?” Garrett drew him closer and whispered in his ear. “Beat that bitch? Fuck that ass until everything drains from you. Until you’ve drained her?”

He did like it. The rush. The power. The vengeance.

Hating and loving the way Garrett held him, he slowly nodded and forced himself to move away. “I did, but we can’t do this again. I can’t have the heat coming down on me.”

“Don’t be such a pussy.” Garrett slapped him on the back. “I’ve been at this for a while, but after seeing you in action, I’m thinking maybe we could make this a real team effort.”

When he met his gaze, Garrett shrugged. “I know how to get rid of her. I know how to keep a secret safe.”

Of that, he knew damned well. Garrett had been keeping their secrets safe for many years. But he could be stupid at times. His arrogance, his cockiness, could land them into a whole lot of shit. He stared at the woman again, his pulse racing at what Garrett had proposed. They could do this again, and again. Keep their secrets to themselves. Enjoy the high, the moment together. He wanted that. The special bond. The secret.

His mind drifted back to that God awful night. The night that had changed him, and made him want something he shouldn’t. And he had a sudden, overwhelming realization of what he needed to maintain his sanity, to maintain the charade.

This afternoon might not have given him what he’d truly wanted, what he’d never tell Garrett or anyone else on the planet, but it gave him a substitute. Sodomizing the whore while staring into Garrett’s eyes had given him the next best thing, a sexual release he’d never find in the privacy of his own bedroom with his girlfriend. She, Garrett, no one would understand those dark, sexual demons. Something he didn’t understand himself.

“Fine,” he said, controlling the enthusiasm rushing through his veins. “Do what you have to do, to make this go away.”

“Uh-uh,” Garrett grunted. Moving to the end table, he ripped the cord from the lamp, then wrapped it around the whore’s throat. He offered him one end of the cord. “We do this together. On the count of three, you understand me? We do this together.”

He took the end of the cord, looked down at the whore, who moaned in pain and protest, then smiled. He was more than ready to do whatever it took to make his brother proud.

Chapter 1
 
Present day...
 
FINGERS CLAWING AT the sheets, tearing them from the mattress, Celeste Risinski woke with a scream. Panicked, disoriented, she shoved at hands she swore still gripped her. As she struggled, she knocked the alarm clock from the nightstand. When it hit the hardwood floor, the radio blared. The loud music, laced with crackling static, startled her.

She whipped open her eyes, relief slowing her racing heart as she looked down at her body, to where her arms and legs were tangled in the thin sheets and comforter. Brutal hands weren’t holding her down. She wasn’t in the woods. She wasn’t fighting for her life. She was in her bedroom, waking up from another nightmare, another look into hell.

Dragging in a deep breath, she pulled herself to the edge of the mattress, bent and retrieved the clock. After turning off the radio, she placed it back on the nightstand, then wiped tears from her face she didn’t remember crying.

No, not true. In her nightmare, she’d cried and screamed, begged and pleaded, while trapped in the body of another woman. She hated the way her mind had been sucked into the woman’s soul. She’d experienced every ounce of the terror, and even the pain the woman had endured. She rubbed her neck where the phantom cord had been wrapped during the dream. Even though she was blessedly free of the nightmare and sitting in her bedroom, claustrophobia wrapped tightly around her, making it difficult to breathe.

She fought off the weight of the deadly illusion, and forced herself off the bed. With the dream still fresh in her mind, she grabbed the pen and pad of paper from her nightstand, sat back on the bed and began writing, just as she had the past three mornings. Her hands shook as she wrote, making her already terrible handwriting worse.

This nightmare, this vision had seemed more real than the others, almost more personal. Which was ridiculous considering she’d never had a premonition or psychic vision about herself.

The woman in her dream wasn’t her. That woman had pretty hands, long nails perfectly manicured and painted blood red. She looked at her fingers gripping the pen, raw from constantly scrubbing, cleaning, and baking, her nails short and bare of color. Then she shuddered as the memory of the woman’s red nails, snapping back when she’d clawed the dirt and fought for survival, rolled through her mind.

She jotted that piece of information on the paper as well, along with every other detail she remembered. The woods, the clearing she’d run through during the dream. The sounds the night creatures had croaked, wailed and chattered. The hum of cars along a highway, the scent of rubber and tar. God, the vile, putrid smell of body odor from the killer as he had held her against his chest.

She knew in her gut he had killed the woman. She rubbed her neck again. She might have woken right before witnessing the murder, but deep in her heart she knew the woman was dead. Almost as if the woman’s death had left a black mark on Celeste’s soul. A permanent tattoo no plastic surgeon could ever erase.

She might never be able to rid herself of the violent images, but she could share them. So she wrote quickly, no detail too small. If she’d actually witnessed the deaths of these women in her dreams, her notes might help to either find their bodies or find their killer.

Once finished, she drew in a deep breath, set the pad and pen on the nightstand, and forced herself off the bed. Four nights with barely any sleep, her body protested moving, and her mind...she couldn’t seem to think straight anymore. She’d gone from content and carefree to a bundle of terrified nerves. She’d become afraid to close her eyes, afraid that if she did, she’d have another vision.

At least she’d woken in her bed this morning, she thought as she moved her leaden feet into the bathroom, then turned on the shower faucet. After the first nightmare, she’d woken up in her bathtub, thankfully empty of water. After the second nightmare, in the basement, and after the third, in the kitchen underneath the table, her arms and legs tangled in the wooden legs. Her nightmares were physically controlling her body, and that lack of control scared the hell out of her. What if she’d woken up lying in the middle of Main Street? Or in Old Lady Turner’s flowerbed?

She groaned and stepped under the hot spray of water. The gossip from her next door neighbor alone would have everyone in town knowing her business and confirming her eccentricities. And she hated how some people, the people who didn’t understand, looked at her.

She wasn’t eccentric, she was...different. Her mother had raised her to embrace her quirky qualities, as well as her gift. Unfortunately, her gift, her ability to predict events through her dreams, had become a curse. Vivid, horrifying nightmares of rape and murder.

If only her mom were still alive. She’d had the gift, too. Maybe she could explain these visions, why they’d become so intense and frightening. But her mother was dead, buried in the small cemetery just outside of town, along with any advice or knowledge she could have given her. She was a psychic, not a medium, and so was her mom. Yet, for some reason the dead were communicating with her. If these women she’d been dreaming about were actually dead.

She stepped from the shower and hurried through her morning routine. If she moved quickly enough, she’d have time to stop by the Sheriff’s Department and drop off her notes of last night’s vision to Roy. Besides, if she allowed herself to finally wallow in her grief, she might not be able to make it through the day. Thanks to the horrific nightmares, her emotions were raw enough. Dwelling on the past would only complicate the present.

Redirecting her focus to the day ahead of her, she had herself ready in record time. She grabbed her notes, then went to her home office to make copies of them. After shoving the copies in her purse, she loaded her SUV with the baked goods she’d prepared last night in her basement kitchen, then headed off to see Sheriff Roy Hauserman.

Considering Wissota Falls was a small town, the worst crimes consisted of a few drunken brawls or occasional shoplifting down at the R & P, the local excuse for a grocery store. The Sheriff’s Department had little activity, especially during the early morning hours, yet Roy was always there by seven a.m. No matter what time of day she stopped by, he always greeted her with welcoming arms.

She could use one of his big bear hugs this morning. A surrogate uncle and dear friend, he’d never once thought her eccentric. Instead, he’d always supported her, stood up for her, and offered her respect when others had called her crazy. A close friend to her mom and dad, Roy had been a staple in her life and she loved him dearly.

With a box of muffins in her hands, she shoved the door open with her hip. “Morning, Bev,” she said, and placed the muffins on the receptionist’s desk.

“Morning. My, these smell heavenly. Blueberry?”

“Yep, and cranberry, too.”

Bev stood and peeked into the box. “Mmmm,” she hummed, then released a deep sigh. “Tempting, but I’m on a diet.”

“Again?” She eyed Bev, her perfectly styled red hair, make-up, tiny body, and abundant cleavage. “If you lose any more weight, you’ll be nothing but walking boobs.”

Bev laughed. “Hey, I’m pushing fifty and need to worry about my girlish figure.”

“Are those muffins I smell?” Roy’s deep voice came from his back office.

“I’ll just remove temptation and head on back to see Roy,” Celeste said with a smile, grabbed the box, then walked down the short, dismal corridor to the sheriff’s office.

She rounded the corner and, for the first time since she’d woken this morning, relaxed. Roy’s big grin splitting beneath his dark mustache and the affectionate gleam in his green eyes gave her a moment’s worth of solace. The bright yellow walls she’d personally painted, the pale blue curtains on the window Bev had sewn, and the fragrant green plants resting on the desk and file cabinet offered her a warm reception. Then she remembered why she’d come to see him.

When her smile fell, Roy was around the desk, setting the box of muffins on the chair, and holding her in a matter of seconds. “What’s the matter? Did you have another bad night?”

She nodded against his bulky chest.

“Honey, why don’t you go see your doctor and have him prescribe you some sleeping pills?”

She stiffened and drew away. “No pills.” She reached into her purse, then handed him her notes. She’d seen the way prescription drugs had affected her mother when she’d been sick, dying, and it hadn’t been pretty. The drugs had a side effect that didn’t work well on someone with psychic abilities.

Understanding softened the concern in his eyes. He nodded, then leaned against his desk and read her notes. The fine lines around his eyes deepened when he cringed. “I’m praying these are just nightmares and not your gift telling you something,” he said, waving the papers in the air.

“Me too.”

He opened the file cabinet and drew out a manila folder. “I’ll put these with the others you gave me, and hope to God I don’t have to look at them again.”

If only she could be so lucky. Every time she closed her eyes she saw violence, causing ripples of dread and horror to course through her body and lodge deep within her soul. “Can’t you do something?” she begged. “Send out a search party, look—”

He shook his head. “Look where? Every one of your visions takes place in the woods. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re surrounded by thousands of acres of the stuff.”

She moved the box of muffins to the desk, then sagged into the chair opposite him and held her head in her hands, knowing he was right, hating that he was right. She couldn’t expect him to send men on a wild goose chase, especially when she wasn’t even sure if her visions were actually a third eye into the past, present, or future, or if they were just a case of plain old nightmares. Until four nights ago, she’d never once dreamed of anything heinous. She’d helped people she knew with finding a missing ring, or a lost dog—not dead bodies. Maybe she was eccentric, or maybe she was just crazy.

He leaned against the desk again. “I swear to you, if you give me something to indicate a specific locale, like a road sign, mile marker, billboard...I’ll go out and look myself.”

Tears stung her eyes, and she offered him a watery smile. “Thanks. And I know you’re right. I just want the nightmares to stop. I want my normal life back.”

“Don’t you mean boring?” he asked quietly, a small smile lessening the minor insult.

“Boring? I...I’m not boring,” she sputtered, and rose from the chair. She had a good life. Maybe not the most exciting, but she was...content. So what if living in Wissota Falls and running her dad’s diner wasn’t exactly where she’d expected to be at this point in her life. So what if her best friend happened to be a fifty-two-year old sheriff. She still had her brother and her baking.

God, she was boring and...lonely.

She moved to the fern resting on the file cabinet, and plucked a dead strand. “Normal, boring, or whatever you want to call it, beats the hell out of what I’ve been dealing with these past four nights.” She threw the strand in the trash can. “Don’t you water your plants?”

“The plants are Bev’s job. Don’t go changing the subject.” He released a deep breath. “I didn’t mean to say that your life is boring, but you’re young. You should be out there dating, or doing whatever it is young people do for fun.”

She’d had plenty of fun before leaving Madison, where she’d earned her degree at the University of Wisconsin. After college she’d taken a great job at an accounting firm. But family duty had forced her home. While she had no regrets in coming back to help her dad and brother take care of her sick mom, she hadn’t planned on the move becoming permanent.

“Well,” she said with a shrug. “There’s not a whole lot of men to pick from around here. Besides, the diner keeps me busy.”

“And now you have the nightmares to use as an excuse.”

She stared at him, shocked by their entire conversation. He’d never told her how to live her life, and had only offered advice when she’d asked. A little annoyed, more with herself for not following her own dreams when she’d had the chance, she ignored the slight dig. “I better get going.”

“Look, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said—”

“No, it’s okay. You’re right.” She forced a smile when she caught the worry lining his eyes and face again.

He didn’t seem to buy her acquiescence as a frown creased his forehead drawing his bushy eyebrows together. “You gonna be okay? Maybe you should have Will stay with you for a few nights.”

Her brother lived in the apartment above her detached garage. She liked her privacy, and didn’t want Will invading her space, or knowing about the nightmares. He had enough on his mind.

“Sure, I’ll talk to him. But don’t say anything about these visions to him, okay? I don’t want him worrying.” She looked at her watch. “It’s getting late, I’ve really gotta go. I don’t want you to have to send a couple of cruisers down to The Sugar Shack because people are rioting over not getting their breakfast.”

He didn’t smile at her lame joke as he walked with her out of the office. “You call if you need me, okay?”

“I will. But if something does happen, if somebody discovers...” She trailed off, not wanting to say aloud what she knew in her heart. Four women were dead.

He stopped and turned to her before reaching the reception area. “You have my word.”

“Thank you. You’re a good man for believing in a kook like me.”

“Roy, I’ve got Ed on the phone for you,” Bev shouted from around the corner.

“Why didn’t he use his radio?” he asked as he approached the lobby.

Bev shrugged. “Don’t know. But, for whatever reason, he sounds all shook up.”

“He always does lately,” he said with disgust.

Celeste grabbed his arm. “Go easy on him. It’s only been a month since his wife lost the baby.”

Regret creased his face as he rested a big hand on her shoulder. “You’re right. Thank you for reminding me not to be such a bull-headed jackass.”

“I remind you all time, and I never get a thank you,” Bev huffed, and handed him the phone.

His mustache twitched as he hid a smile. “I’ll check up on you later. And you’re not that kooky,” he added before he took the call from Ed.

With a genuine smile, she waved good-bye, then headed out the door. She had hungry customers to feed. She just hoped to God they’d be enough of a distraction from the visions haunting her mind.

* * *

Ian Scott scanned the files containing the case John Kain had recently closed. He had to hand it to the guy, every last detail had been accounted for, every last “i” dotted and “t” crossed. Not that John’s meticulous eye for detail surprised him. The man was beyond methodical. His precision, discipline, and logical approach to situations were what had drawn Ian to recruit John to CORE, Criminal Observance Resolution and Evidence. His baby. His business. His personal private agency where he could weave his agents into the criminal world and take down the bad guys without being stonewalled by the bullshit red tape that government agencies and local law enforcement had to endure.

“Well done,” he said, and tore his eyes from the report.

John, his top criminalist and a former special agent with the FBI, stood at the window, arms folded across his chest, his body rigid, his face haggard but clear of emotion. The man either had ice running through his veins or a heart of stone. What he’d witnessed during the last month would have had even the most seasoned professional either self-medicating with alcohol or popping prescription drugs courtesy of their shrink.

“Thank you, sir,” John replied, as always, but this time, the tone in his voice lacked the normal respect. This time, there was an edge of sarcasm, so minute, if they weren’t two of a kind, he’d likely have missed it. He didn’t, and realized John needed some time to decompress. Maybe he’d made a mistake lending him to the local FBI office to track down the serial pedophile that had murdered and mutilated fourteen children from the Chicago area. Maybe it had been too soon to allow him to work with his former colleagues. He’d needed John on this case, though. He was the best of the best, and Chicago was Ian’s hometown. He’d grown tired of seeing the victims splashed on the evening news.

“Why don’t you take some time off? I’ll arrange for you to stay at the company condo in Scottsdale. The golf courses are excellent, and the weather is mild this time of the year.”

A brief flicker of interest flashed in John’s eyes, then faded when the phone rang. “Excuse me.” Ian reached for his private line. “Scott,” he answered, clutching the phone against his ear. Five people had this number, and they only called at scheduled times. Now was not one of them.

“It’s Roy, and I’ve got a hell of a situation.”

He glanced to John and covered the phone with his hand, fighting the fear. Which was ridiculous. Ryker was dead and no longer a threat, he’d seen to it. Personally. “John, please step outside. But don’t go far,” he added, because if something bad had happened in Wissota Falls, he needed one of his best agents there. Scottsdale would have to wait.

John nodded and did as he’d requested. Once the door quietly clicked behind him, Ian shoved the phone back to his ear. “Celeste?”

“She’s fine, she’s safe, but she’s involved.”

“Details.”

“I’ve got four dead bodies. My deputy found one when he got out of his car to take a leak in the woods. When we canvassed the area we found three others.”

“Did you call in DCI?” The Wisconsin Department of Criminal Investigation would lend a hand in a crime like this, but he didn’t want a pissing match if CORE became involved. While many state investigation agencies, even the FBI, had enlisted the help of his agency, he hadn’t worked with DCI yet and wasn’t sure if he wanted to, especially if Celeste was somehow involved. He needed one of his men there. They were his eyes and ears, and because they’d been hand-picked by him, he knew they’d do their job without fail.

“No. But CSU from Eau Claire is on its way. My boys aren’t trained or experienced enough to deal with this.”

The rough edge in Roy’s tone made him pause. He’d known the man for over thirty years, and he didn’t like the sound of his voice. “What do you see?”

“Shit that I haven’t since...since Janice.”

Celeste’s mother. Gripping the phone tight, he tried to gather his control. “What exactly do you see?”

Wind whipped over the phone line, and he knew Roy was on the move, could hear the crunching of leaves, the crack of sticks. “Four women, nude, battered...dead. Looks like they’re all decomposing at the same time.”

“At the same time?”

“I can’t be sure, until the ME does an autopsy,” Roy added, “but from the looks of the women, that’s my guess.”

“And Celeste is involved how?” Even as he asked the question, he already knew the answer. He’d known her mother, what she’d been capable of, what she’d been able to see when no one else could.

“For the past four nights she had visions of women being murdered. They were vague, every one of them happening in the woods, and we’ve got acres here. I wouldn’t have even known where to start.”

“I understand.” That was the problem with psychics sometimes. They saw things, things that will happen or actually had happened, but without a surefire locale, it was the clichéd needle in a haystack. “I’ll send one of my agents. Have one of your deputies meet him at the airstrip outside of Eau Claire. He’ll be there in about an hour.”

“Who am I expecting?”

He stared at his closed office door where just outside John waited. The criminalist had spent a month dealing with the deaths of children at the hands of a sick bastard. He needed to decompress, but Ian had no choice. All of his other agents were on assignment.

Moving his gaze from the door, he said, “John Kain.”

“Got it. I’ll call you tonight. Seven sharp.”

“Seven, it is. And Roy, use Celeste on this. If she’s anything like her mother...”

“Your agent will cooperate with a psychic?”

No, Kain did not believe in psychics. He believed in facts, evidence, hardcore science. In this instance, though, he’d have no choice. Ian would see to it. “Trust me. He’ll cooperate.”

Chapter 2
 
LESS THAN TWO hours later, John Kain knelt, resting his forearm on his thigh as he studied one of the four victims. Bruises marred her flesh, her inner thighs, her face and chest, while her mouth gaped open as if she’d died screaming. The thin line of purple running around her neck was telling. She’d been strangled. Beaten, raped, then strangled. Just like the other three.

Roy, the sheriff who’d reminded him of Paul Bunyan, minus the ax and blue ox, came up beside him. “What are you thinking?”

John stood, then scanned the area, the dense woods, the highway where the deputies had set up a road block. The smooth asphalt was littered with police cruisers, several CSU vans, and maybe a half-dozen deputies. “I can’t be sure, but I spoke with...Mitchell?”

“Yeah.” The sheriff nodded. “He’s the lead with Eau Claire’s CSU team.”

“Mitchell tentatively confirmed your suspicions, but will know more during the autopsies.”

“Shit.”

“My exact thought. You’re in a heap of it.” And he’d just plowed through his own pile in Chicago, the stench still lingering, still fresh.

When he’d joined CORE, he’d known he would see just as much as he had when he’d been with the FBI, but Ian had promised downtime in between cases, something he’d never had with the Bureau. Something he needed now. What he’d witnessed while working with the Chicago PD and FBI Field Office would haunt him for a lifetime. And as pissed as he was about having a mini-vacation dangled in front of him, then quickly pulled away with one simple phone call, he still had a job to do.

He would never say no to Ian Scott. Ian had resurrected him from the dead, had given him a job, a lucrative income, and the ability to do the only thing he knew how to—catch killers no one else could.

Mitchell approached. “We covered a fifty-yard radius so far, and didn’t find any of the victims’ clothing, but,” he said and cocked a brow. “We got a footprint about seven yards from where the three bodies were found, along with a button and a lighter scattered on the trail. Not much to go on, but considering how clean the site is...maybe we’ll get lucky and find a print.”

“Thanks, Mitchell,” Roy said.

“After we move the bodies, I’m going to have my guys do another sweep, take the radius out another—”

“I wouldn’t bother,” John interrupted.

Mitchell plucked off his Latex gloves. “Why’s that?”

“You have one body here.” He pointed to the woman he’d just examined, her pale body stark white against the dark earth and brown leaves. “And three clustered together, what, thirty, forty yards away? He kept the clothes. You won’t find anything if you expand your search.”

Mitchell crossed his arms over his chest and sent him a “you’re so full of shit” look. “And you know this how?”

John turned to the sheriff, ignoring Mitchell. “No disrespect, but you’re small time here. I imagine you don’t have the manpower to patrol this area very often. If our guy scoped the area, he’d know his window of opportunity. It took me twelve and a half minutes to walk to where the three women were found. I’d imagine it would take our guy about the same, even if he ran it, because he was carrying dead weight.”

“So, say twelve minutes there, he could sprint back, maybe round trip you’re looking at twenty plus times three,” Roy said, staring in the direction where the three women had been found lying side by side.

Mitchell nodded. “Plus it was dark. He probably couldn’t use a flashlight because his hands were already full.”

“Right. It might have taken him even longer.” John pointed to the woman a few feet from them. “This last victim…he adjusted his plans because he knew he was running out of time.”

Mitchell eyed him for a moment. “Of course this is all based on the assumption that they’re decomposing at the same time.”

“Of course,” John conceded. Although he knew in his gut he was right, he also knew the CSU tech would follow procedure and waste time.

“Good theory, but after the bodies have been removed, I’m still going to have my people do that search. You never know.” He shrugged then walked off toward the embankment to one of the CSU vans parked alongside the road.

Roy motioned him to do the same, but John stopped him, and scanned the highway again. “Sheriff, how many truckers do you get through here?”

“Quite a few, but my deputies, Ed Young and Dan Malvern would be able to tell you more on that. This is the area they’re assigned to patrol.”

“Are they here?”

“Both of ‘em. Ed’s the one who’d found the first body. Hang tight.” Roy pulled out his cell phone, and punched his speed dial. “Ed, grab Dan and meet me at my cruiser.”

John followed Roy up the embankment leading to the sheriff’s car. “Who found the others?”

“That’d be Deputy Lloyd Nelson. He was that big guy working with the CSU techs down by the three vics.”

The Viking. He remembered the man now. As tall as Roy, only trimmer, leaner, and more muscled, with a shock of white blond hair drifting from beneath his department-issued tan hat.

“Do you want me to call him in?”

A deputy, who looked like a mustachioed Howdy Doody on steroids, approached Roy’s county squad car. Another man, big, lean and looking as if he’d just watched someone run over his dog with a tractor trailer, stood next to him.

Tractor trailer.

John viewed the highway as if for the first time, then turned to the sheriff. “I’ll talk to Nelson later. Young and Malvern?” He thumbed to the two deputies.

The sheriff nodded.

“How many truckers do you get through this area?” he asked them.

“Plenty,” Ed Young said, bobbing his head, a bit of color returning to his pale cheeks.

“They like this run because it’s a fast detour to the interstate. Considering how short staffed we are, there aren’t many deputies to patrol the area so they can speed on through,” Dan Malvern said, his red mustache twitching as he curled his lips.

“How often do you pass through here in a night?”

“Every two hours or so,” Dan said. “Sometimes longer if we’re held up by a speeder or maybe a DUI.”

“Hell, John, that would fit right in the time—”

“Thank you. Give us a moment.” John waited until the deputy walked away, then turned to Ed Young. “So you were the one who found the first victim?”

“Yeah, I traded shifts with Dan. He didn’t have anyone to look after his wife last night. I was making my last run, and had to take a leak...” His cheeks reddened. “And that’s when I...I found.” He shut his eyes. “I found the body.”

“You didn’t touch anything?”

“Nothing,” he said with vehemence.

“Thank you, if we need anything else—”

“Roy knows where to find me,” he finished, his blank eyes on the CSU team working the crime scene. “Am I dismissed, Roy? I need...”

“Head home,” Roy told the deputy.

As the deputy walked off, John noticed a rusted, silver minivan pull up behind the road block. “Are you expecting company?”

“Dammit,” the sheriff bitched as a man slid out of the van. “That’s Mathias Boysen. His family owns The Chippewa Gazette. It’s a weekly of no more than a dozen or so pages with nothing but local gossip, garage sale ads, and the occasional police blotter. We’d kept radio silence to avoid the real media, but this is such a small town, Matt probably saw all the cruisers and smelled a story. He’s nothing to worry about.”

“In my experience, anybody with the media is something to worry about. Have one of your deputies stop him before he starts snapping pictures. Promise him the first interview if he can keep his mouth shut.”

Roy called over Jesse Peterson, the deputy who had picked him up at the Eau Claire airfield, and told him to take care of Boysen. Once the deputy ran off, the sheriff smoothed his mustache. “Okay, John, let’s not pussyfoot around here. You work for Ian, and he says you’re one of the best criminalists out there. I need to make this go away, so gimme your best guess.”

John turned and studied the sheriff. Less than two hours ago, Ian had him flying off in CORE’s private jet to Eau Claire with no information about this case other than the sheriff’s name, that four women had been found dead just outside of Wissota Falls, Wisconsin, and that he was to follow Roy’s lead and instructions. The only other thing Ian had mentioned was that DCI wasn’t involved. John knew better than to question Ian, he had always been one of those “need to know basis” type of guys, and for whatever reason, he hadn’t felt John needed to know. But he wanted to.

Most local law enforcement agencies who didn’t have the capability or capacity for this type of murder investigation would have asked for assistance from their state departments, or even the FBI before they called CORE. Why would Roy call Ian first? What was their connection? And his gut told him there definitely was a connection. John had known about Ian’s private line—a number none of the other agents had been given. Roy had called him on that line, which meant this case might be...personal.

He’d find out eventually, either on his own, or when Ian deemed the time right. Releasing a smug smile when Boysen climbed back into his van, red faced, waving his arms and swearing a litany of curses at Jesse Peterson, John turned to the sheriff. “Without the ME’s report on the victims’ autopsy? Best guess? You’re looking for a long haul trucker, maybe one running a trailer with a refrigeration unit. I’m betting this guy didn’t do all four women in one night. I’m betting he froze them, then when the bodies built up and he had a load to haul...he dumped them.”

Roy whistled. “Makes sense. Ed and Dan were always bitchin’ about the truckers that passed through here. Like Dan said, though, we just don’t have the manpower to ticket them.”

John understood. Roy’s county covered many miles, with only a smattering of small towns popping up here and there like zits on a teenager. “I’m also thinking owner/operator. The killer owns his own rig. But again, that’s my best guess until the ME does the autopsy.”

“It’s good though.” Roy nodded, then paled, his eyes focusing on the embankment.

John turned, following the sheriff’s gaze, and clenched his jaw. A couple of members of the Eau Claire CSU team were hauling a black body bag up the slope. Four dead women. Brutalized, raped, and murdered. One in a bag, three to go. And one sick, twisted bastard to find.

“You got a place to stay?” Roy asked as he continued to watch the CSU team load the body into their van.

“CORE made the arrangements. I’ll be at the Chippewa Inn.” The only hotel/motel in the area. Lucky him. He’d love nothing more than a Marriott with room service and all the amenities. But this was Small Town, USA, so the Chippewa Inn would have to do.

“It’s not a bad place. Arthur Foley and his wife own it.” Roy kept his gaze on the body bag. “Good coffee, clean rooms.”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” he replied quietly, as another body bag was hauled up the embankment.

They stood in silence as the third victim was loaded into the van, then Roy scrubbed a hand down his face. “I gotta go talk to the mayor. When the media catches wind of this, I’ll handle them, or let the mayor. So you know…Ian wants you to keep a low profile.”

John wondered what else Ian wanted out of this. “Understood. I’d like to come back here later, though. Do another walk through while we’re waiting for the ME’s report.”

“Me too. I’ll have Jesse drive you into town. Bev, our receptionist, said there’s a rental car waiting for you at the Sheriff’s Department. I gotta hand it to Ian, he works quick when needed.”

Yeah, and why was that? What was the history between Roy Hauserman and Ian Scott? The connection and tie to Wissota Falls?

Roy looked at his watch. “It’s twelve-thirty now. Meet me at my office around two. That’ll give me enough time to talk with the mayor and grab a sandwich. While you’re at it, you might want to do the same. Check out The Sugar Shack, it’s on the way to the Chippewa Inn. The food’s good...” Roy’s voice trailed off as the last body bag was hefted into the CSU van. “If you have an appetite.”

John climbed into Jesse’s cruiser. He had an appetite, all right. A hunger for information. Who had killed those women? And what exactly was Ian keeping from him?

 
* * *

 
He clenched his jaw as he stared at the woods, the CSU vans, the cruisers, and controlled the rage, the betrayal coursing through him. Garrett had gone behind his back. He’d killed without him.

Without him.

Worse yet, he’d dumped bodies out in the fucking open where anyone could find them?

When his vision blurred with hatred, causing a kaleidoscope of oranges, reds and yellows as he stared at the trees, he quickly reined in his temper. He needed to keep his cool, not allow his judgment, his instincts to be warped with vengeance against his brother. He’d deal with Garrett later.

Despite the anger surging through him, he fought a smile. If only that cocky son of a bitch knew he’d had a little fun of his own. His dick hardened as he pictured the fifteen-inch hunting knife stowed in his workshop. Garrett had called him a pussy one too many times in the past, but in reality that asshole was the pussy. He couldn’t handle the sight of blood, the idea of gutting a woman, ripping her flesh with the sharp edge of a steel blade. But he could, and he did. The thought of going back to using a cord to snuff the life out of a whore no longer interested him. Before their last two kills, he’d graduated, from a cord to a knife. From whores to the girl next door.

While slicing that debutant had been exhilarating, intoxicating, he’d missed having Garrett with him. Missed staring into his gray eyes as he’d taken that mouthy bitch.

He shifted, wishing he could rub his arousal. At the same time, he cursed himself for allowing his disgusting, immoral thoughts to continuously invade his mind.

He’d take care of his sexual urges in the shower later. Right now he needed information. He needed to know what the sheriff knew, and what part the outsider, who looked like an agent, played in this. He needed to make sure they didn’t mess up what he and Garrett had, because if they did, he’d make them pay. Four dead bodies in the woods would be nothing compared to what he could and would do.

Chapter 3
 
“CELESTE, PHONE,” RICK Stanock, The Sugar Shack’s short order cook griped, as he dropped a couple of plates, piled high with burgers and fries, under the hot lamps.

“Who is it?”

He slammed a few more plates. “It’s the middle of lunch rush, don’t know, don’t care.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, making him grin, then grabbed the burgers, and headed off to deliver them. After making sure the couple didn’t need anything else, she headed back to the kitchen and grabbed the phone receiver Rick had left dangling against the wall. Realizing she really needed to bring the diner into the twenty first century and buy some cordless phones, she yanked the receiver up by the curly cord.

“Hello, this is Celeste, how can I help you?” she asked, businesslike. She hoped the call came from either Booker Foods, who owed her a credit to her account after they’d screwed up the order she’d placed last week, or from Sam, her bus boy who hadn’t bothered to show up for work today.

“It’s Roy.”

She leaned against the wall, and flipped through her notepad, itemizing what table needed what and when. “What’s up? We’re in the middle of lunch rush and you know how the meatloaf sandwich draws a crowd when it’s on special.”

“I do, so save me one.”

“Okay, will do. I’ll drop it off on my way home.”

“Why don’t you come by around two instead? I’ve been looking over the notes you gave me, and I thought maybe we could talk a bit. Do you think Will could cover you for the rest of the afternoon?”

She glanced around the kitchen, where her brother should be helping Rick or at least the two other servers. While she adored her brother, his mind was always on his paintings, not their livelihood. He might not be happy about having to stick around this afternoon, but he owed her.

“Don’t worry about Will. I’ll see you in a bit.” She hung up the phone. After she made a quick round to her tables and the customers at the counter, she went in search of her brother, knowing exactly where he was, and where he liked to hide.

“Hey,” she said, and leaned against the doorjamb of their stock room.

Will looked up from his clipboard. “How’s it going out there?”

“Busy.”

“Meatloaf sandwich on special?”

“Duh, it’s Tuesday.”

“I know what day it is.”

“Then you should also know now isn’t the time to do inventory.” Irritated at how obtuse he could sometimes be, she pushed off the doorjamb. “I mean, you do realize we’re in the middle of lunch rush.” She eyed her brother and waited for his next brilliant excuse to avoid dealing with the hungry customers keeping their business alive.

“I...I...hell, you know I hate waiting tables.” He cringed and held up his hands.

God, he acted like she was forcing him to wear a g-string rather than an apron. “I know,” she said, softening her voice and offering him a sympathetic smile. Will embodied the dark, brooding artist who’d rather sit on the sidelines and observe than place himself at the center of attention. “I don’t need a server, but I do need a bus boy. Sam never showed today.”

He tapped the clipboard against his leg. “I don’t have to take any orders or mingle with the customers?”

She fought an eye roll. While her brother inherited their father’s size and brawn, his strength lay in his art, not his social skills. He hated working at the diner, and hated living in Wissota Falls even more than she did. Small town life had never agreed with him. Until he could survive on his paintings alone, he was stuck here, helping her run the diner while her dad was finding himself in Florida. Finding himself my ass, she thought bitterly. He was golfing, dating again, and now that he’d bought a condo rather than rented one, she doubted he’d ever return to Wissota Falls.

“Nope, you don’t have to talk to anyone.” Shoving the bitterness aside, she tugged an apron off the hook, then tossed it at him. “Now, how about it? I can really use your help. Pretty please,” she added, widening her eyes and batting her lashes in a pathetic attempt to guilt him into doing his job.

Will narrowed his eyes, and twisted his mouth into a droll smile. “Don’t bother with the ‘Oh my, I’m so in the weeds, I need your help’ act.” He’d hitched his voice and mocked her by batting his long, thick eyelashes.

“Snot.” She grinned, and swatted him with her notepad. “You’ve got eyelashes like a girl.”

“You’re just jealous,” he teased as he gave in and put on the apron.

“Oh and before I forget, I’ve got an appointment at two, so you’ll have to watch the diner after lunch.” She dashed out of the stock room and headed toward the kitchen, her brother’s protests muffled by the crowd in the diner.

Several plates of The Sugar Shack’s signature sandwiches, piled high with golden brown, hand-cut fries, greeted her under the hot lamps. She pulled the ticket and the plates then made her way to the counter.

“Here you go, boys. Your usual.” Both Glen Anderson and Stu Clemens’ eyes bulged as she set the sandwiches in front of them. She’d known these local cranberry farmers for years. Every other week they came into town for a supply run and always stopped by the diner for a couple of roast beefs on rye with horseradish mayonnaise and cheddar, one minus the tomato.

“Geez, Celeste, you’ve outdone yourself.” Stu salivated.

“I’ll say.” Glen tore his gaze away from his sandwich. “Before I forget, can you pack up a couple dozen of your chocolate chip cookies? Ya’ know, for the wife.”

“Uh-huh. For the wife, is it?”

“Yeah and the kids, too. They love ‘em. Don’t know what you put in ‘em.”

“Oh, and the kids too. Aren’t you thoughtful.”

“He’s full of it,” Stu said around a mouthful. “Those cookies won’t make it home. He’ll have ‘em—umph.” He rubbed his ribs. “Whaddya do that for? She knows you eat them all and—umph—ouch, cut it out.”

“Then shut your trap, she don’t need to know about my addiction to her cookies.”

“Boys, please.” Her heart swelled with pride. She did make a damned good cookie and knew these guys were putting on a show for her. “Tell you what. I’ll throw in a few extras, on the house, and they better make it home.” She pointed an accusing finger at Glen. “Don’t forget, I know your wife.”

They chuckled as she turned away, giving her a couple of “yeah, yeah’s.” They were always suckering her into a few extras here and there. She didn’t mind, they’d be harvesting soon, and always gave her the best cranberries at cost.

A full coffee pot in hand, she eyed the diner, pleased at the number of customers crowding booths, tables and the counter. After her mom had died and her dad went off to grieve and find himself in Florida, he’d turned over all responsibilities of the diner to her and Will. She’d worried they’d lose business. But with her degree in accounting, not to mention her knack for baking, she and Will had managed to not only keep the diner alive, but helped it grow, even if it was a continual bane to her and her brother’s own aspirations.

Rather than frown at that last thought, she smiled when she caught Will efficiently busing tables, especially when he went out of his comfort zone and greeted several patrons. If it wasn’t for the nightmares, life would be...just as boring and unfulfilling as it had been for the past three years.

With a sigh, she refilled empty coffee mugs and joked with the regulars sitting at the counter. The bell on the front door chimed, and sunlight spilled into the diner. When she glanced up from the mug she’d been filling, she nearly fumbled the scalding coffee pot as she caught her breath and stared at the man strolling through the door.

Very male, very hot, and certainly not from Wissota Falls. If he had been, she would already have known every detail about him. Who needed to be psychic when the diner was a regular gossip factory?

Tall, dark and sexy glanced around the busy diner, then chose a vacant stool near the wall at the end of the counter. If a man that big could move with such a fluid, commanding grace by simply walking, she’d bet he had even better moves in bed. She startled herself with the thought, then even further when she pictured him in her bed, naked and between her thighs.

“Can I get a little more coffee?”

Her cheeks burned. Good Lord, she was fantasizing about a complete stranger when the diner was hopping with customers needing attention. “Sure, Russ, need anything else?”

He grunted a refusal, which gave her a chance to lose the coffee pot before she did some serious damage. She wrung her hands on her apron, then reached for her notepad and pencil.

He’s just a man like any other, she told herself. No big deal. So what if her fingers tingled and itched to touch his thick black hair? So what if she’d already pictured him naked? It had been a long time since she’d had sex. Too long, she supposed, based on the sudden desire to touch and be touched sizzling through her body. She stuffed any notion of having sex with the stranger in the back of her mind, like she did with any thoughts or memories she wasn’t sure she could control. This time, though, it didn’t work.

Images of his large hands caressing her bare skin forged past her mental barrier. Thoughts of his firm, kissable lips exploring her mouth, breasts, and between her thighs where she now throbbed and ached took over and made her body hum with urges she hadn’t experienced in a long time.

In an effort to control and hopefully hide the pure lust and attraction this complete and total stranger had evoked, she plastered on a smile as she approached him.“Hi there. What do you want me to do to you?” She winced, realizing her gutter mind had taken over her tongue when a few of the regulars sitting nearby snickered. She narrowed her eyes at them. “I meant, what would you like me to get for you?”

He shifted his gaze from the menu. His dark chocolate eyes, heavily fringed with long lashes, swept up, and briefly settled on her breasts before finally meeting her gaze. Thank God for her stiff, uncomfortable apron and the way it hid her hardening nipples. If she hadn’t been in lust before, she sure was now. His gaze alone set her body on fire, and she could only imagine what his mouth and hands could do. And she had a very vivid imagination.

When he cocked a brow, she shook her head, but couldn’t shake the thought of him touching and caressing her. Damn, Roy was right. She really needed to date more. “I’m sorry, I was distracted. What did you say you’d like to order?”

“I didn’t say anything.” He sent her a crooked grin, his deep voice holding a hint of amusement. “But an iced tea would be great.”

She made the mistake of glancing at the regulars sitting at the counter watching her make an ass of herself. Stu and Glen were grinning like idiots, and Russ sent her a wink and a nod. Rolling her eyes at them, in an effort to act as if she wasn’t a lust-struck fool, she left the counter to grab his iced tea.

When she returned to take his order, she kept her head down and her eyes off his mesmerizing gaze. She didn’t want the guy thinking she was some sort of small town girl easily flustered by a handsome city slicker. City slicker? God, now she sounded like her neighbor, Mrs. Turner. Next she’d be using words like whippersnapper and scallywag.

“Okay.” She scribbled on her note pad. “One turkey, bacon ranch with fries. It’ll be out in a few.”

“Wait.” He reached out and touched her arm.

A powerful jolt rocketed through her body. She jerked as if electricity coursed through her, surging along every nerve ending, every pore. A split second image of the stranger emerged.

He rocked his naked body against hers, hovering his mouth inches from her lips. His eyes darkened, his face tensed, strained in passion. Skin against skin, the friction, the heat, the overwhelming desire, she arched her back and groaned...
He snatched his hand away. While the vision immediately dissipated with the loss of his touch, the erotic image remained seared in her mind, igniting a passion and desire that went beyond lust.

He glanced at his palm, then up at her, his eyes questioning, probing. “I...ah...” he began, his voice thick, husky before he cleared his throat. “I wanted to add a cup of soup to my order.”

She nodded slowly, unable to tear her eyes away from his. “Right. A cup of soup,” she echoed, then forced her feet to move. After placing his order with Rick, she ladled the soup. His stimulating touch still distracted her, still sent sensual tingles across her skin.

Something was definitely wrong with her. Most of her psychic visions came to her through her dreams, and over the years she’d learned to retrieve images from inanimate objects. She’d never understood how or why, but she’d also never had a vision that included her. Then again, she’d never had vivid nightmares before, either.

As her mind tried to grasp what had just happened, she glanced back at the man with the electric touch and caught him rubbing a hand down his face. He looked tired, worn and as lonely as she’d been feeling lately. She wanted to ease the tension from his shoulders, erase the worry from between his brows, kiss the grim line from his lips...

Damn. She needed a serious grip on reality. What had happened was probably her body’s way of telling her it had been way too long since she’d experienced any form of intimacy with a man. Her state of exhaustion probably didn’t help, either. Add on the stress of the nightmares...

She placed his soup in front of him, then kept herself busy. Fluttering from one customer to another, she moved on auto-pilot, the stranger never far from her thoughts, his touch still humming through her body.

She couldn’t wait for him to finish his meal and leave. She didn’t want to deal with his distracting aura, his hypnotic eyes or the desire he’d awoken. His touch had left a small imprint on her, had her longing for intimacy, affection...sex, had her facing a feeling she’d denied for years. Loneliness. The need to run from the responsibilities that had been dumped on her was stronger than ever, leaving her longing for the freedom to live her life, her dreams.

The bell at the front door chimed. She looked up from her notepad. The sun haloed the stranger’s body. He paused, looked over his shoulder and met her gaze, then with a curt nod he left. She closed her notepad, and instead of going to the kitchen to check on the food she’d been waiting for, she went to the end of the counter where he’d sat.

A twenty dollar bill sat on top of his nine dollar and twenty-eight cent check. Although pleased with the tip, a part of her wished for a business card. Stupid. She shook her head and gathered his money. Would she have called him anyway? Nope. She wouldn’t have had the nerve, and besides, she didn’t do one-night stands. Instead of allowing ridiculous disappointment to fester, she looked at his departure logically.

The good news, she ticked off in her head, he wasn’t local, just a stranger, probably a traveling businessman stopping in for lunch. The bad news, she would never seem him again.

Damn. That was supposed to be the good news.

Chapter 4
 
WHAT THE HELL was that all about?
John burst from the diner, dragging in a deep breath. The unusually balmy late September air only intensified the unexpected sensual heat pumping through his veins.

All he’d wanted was a freaking cup of soup. Instead, he’d ended up with a full-blown erection. He stood on the sidewalk, clenching and unclenching his fist. A strange pins and needles sensation still tingled through the hand he’d used to touch the sexy waitress. Touching her had dazed him with needs he’d never experienced. Lust. Primal, animalistic and possessive. His dick began to harden again as he relived the rush of arousing sensations she’d evoked, then his chest tightened as heartburn set in, which he deserved. He’d shoveled his sandwich into his mouth too fast in an effort to leave the diner and the waitress behind as quickly as possible. He didn’t mix business with pleasure, not anymore.

Without another glance at the diner, and knowing he still had some time to kill before meeting Roy, he set off in search of a store that sold antacids. A couple dozen short, brick buildings lined the entire town square, twelve foot lamp posts stood at attention every thirty feet giving off an antiquated air. Some shops had awnings, others boasted the American flag. Each had their business name centered above their store. Nothing flashy. No bright lights or gimmicks to draw the customer in, just good old-fashioned hometown simplicity.

A peaceful setting, and from what he’d read about Wissota Falls on the flight over, a tight knit community, very family oriented, with low crime and a good school system. Unfortunately the four dead women found this morning would put a huge blemish on the town’s image. The thought of the bodies he’d stared at only an hour ago had indigestion weaving its way into his chest, and his feet moving to find those antacids.

The R & P Grocery had what he needed. He popped a few antacids into his mouth, then headed for his car, his mind still on the waitress from the diner, and his body still throbbing with the need to have her.

“Ridiculous,” he mumbled to himself as he climbed into his rental and turned the key in the ignition. He just hadn’t had sex since...Renee.

He hardened his jaw. He’d thought he’d buried his memories of her, of her betrayal, the day she’d been buried six feet under. Since he’d worked with the Chicago FBI Field Office on the serial pedophile/murder case, he hadn’t been able to ignore those memories. Although he’d been exonerated from anything having to do with Renee and her death, agents he’d known for years, had worked with, trained with, had still looked at him as if he’d been the one to pull the trigger. If they only knew the truth.

He drove into the Sheriff’s Department parking lot the same time Roy did. As he climbed out of his rental, he nodded to the sheriff.

“I’m glad you’re early,” Roy said as he led him through the double-wide doors into the building. “I got a call from the ME right after my meeting with the mayor.” He turned his attention to the receptionist. “Bev, did you get a fax from Carl?”

She gave him several papers. “Just a few minutes ago.”

“Here are those copies you asked for.” Jesse Peterson came out of a back office and handed them to Bev, who in turn handed them to the sheriff.

“The originals?” Roy asked.

“On the bottom,” she said, her worried gaze trained on the sheriff. “Did you remember to take your blood pressure medication?”

He released a deep sigh. “I...no.”

“Thought so, here.” She plucked a pill bottle from her desk drawer and handed it to him.

“Thanks.” He nodded to Bev, then motioned for John to follow him. When they reached the sheriff’s office, Roy popped the pill Bev had given him and dry swallowed. “Don’t get old,” he said, taking a seat.

John hid a smile as he took in the sheriff’s office. Paul Bunyan liked color and a cozy atmosphere, and apparently art. Several paintings hung between large maps of Chippewa County and the state of Wisconsin, standing out against the yellow walls. One painting of the town square and the other...well, it was a chaotic display of colors, sort of abstract, he supposed—not that he knew anything about art. But he did know something beautiful when he saw it, and damn if that waitress didn’t pop into his head.

“Okay.” Roy drew his attention away from the paintings and thoughts of the woman who served an excellent sandwich. “Carl Saunders is the ME working on the victims. Dean Atwell, his assistant, ran all four of our victims’ prints through AFIS and we got a hit on two of them. Ruby Styles and Colleen Kelpick both have records for prostitution in Indiana and both had been known to work at truck stops, which might confirm your trucker theory.”

Roy continued to scan the fax, then his green eyes lit up with excitement. “And apparently our guy wasn’t as thorough as he thought. Dean found a broken necklace with a heart-shaped charm tangled in Ruby Styles’s hair. Oh this is good. Real good.”

He frowned not understanding what good the necklace would do them. They already had an ID on the woman, but if Atwell had found the necklace on one of the other two Jane Does, it might have helped link them to someone who knew them, and maybe been able to help give them an ID. “He washed the bodies, and didn’t leave a stitch of any of the victims’ clothes behind. I’d say he was not only thorough, but that he knew what he was doing, and probably has done this before.”

Roy looked up from the fax, the earlier excitement fading from his eyes. “I can’t believe...I should have paid better attention. Those women were in bad shape, there should have been blood on their faces, on their...” He cleared his throat, his face paling, the lines of worry and anxiety deepening around his eyes. “I should have paid better attention.”

“How many murders do you get around here?” John asked, softening his tone. “Don’t beat yourself up over it. What you saw today, most law enforcement officers will never see in their lifetime. Now, back to Ruby Styles and Colleen Kelpick, if we can pinpoint their last whereabouts, it might help us link them to this guy.” Adding now might be the time to ask for DCI’s assistance was at the tip of his tongue, but Ian had expressed, vehemently, that he’d wanted no outside help. Again, why?

“I’ll have Bev pull both victims’ arrest reports and make calls to the local PD. I’ll get Indiana State Highway Patrol involved, too. I know a few guys from way back when.” The color in the sheriff’s face had returned to normal as he jotted notes on a pad of paper. “Do you think the other two vics are prostitutes, too?”

“Probable, based on Styles and Kelpick. The Jane Does appeared younger, though. Maybe they just hadn’t been on the job long enough to get busted.”

“But you think our killer has been.”

“On the job? Oh yeah. Let’s go back to his dump site. I want to do another walk through while the ME does the autopsies.” Let his mind go to work, momentarily become the killer.

Roy looked at his watch. “I’m waiting on a third party.”

“The deputy who’d found the body? Did he remember something else?”

“No, not Ed.” The sheriff released a sigh. “Now, don’t get all shitty with me, but I’m close friends with a psychic—”

John laughed as he started to rise. “Sorry, Sheriff, I don’t do psychics. I’ll head to the dump site alone.”

“Ian said you’d give me full cooperation,” Roy reminded him, “and, well, here’s the thing.” He paused. “Would you please sit back down?”

He did, although reluctantly, while wondering if Ian had any idea about Roy and his personal psychic hotline.

“She—”

“Your psychic?” He released an impatient sigh, wishing he were on that golf trip to Scottsdale right now, even though he couldn’t play the game worth shit. He didn’t want to deal with a psychic, he wanted hard evidence.

“Over the past week, she’s had visions of four murders, and I asked her to meet with us. I want her to tag along to the dump site, and see if she gets...I dunno what you call it.”

“A reading?” Oh, this was just too much. What the hell was Ian’s connection to the sheriff that he’d made him promise to follow along with whatever Roy wanted during this case? Psychics. They were a load of shit. If they could predict the freaking future then every last one of them would have hit the lotto and been living like kings.

“See, now you’re getting shitty with me on this.”

“I am getting shitty. I don’t want to waste valuable time on a bunch of BS that...” He stopped mid-sentence. The aroma of freshly baked cookies wafted through the room. The air around him seemed to charge with an electrical current. His skin prickled with a strange, sensual excitement, setting him on edge and once again reminding him how long it had been since he’d given into his baser needs. His cravings.

He caught the sheriff’s line of vision and swiveled in his chair.

Her. The waitress from the diner stood in the doorway with her hip propped to the side. Her faded jeans riding low on her curvy hips, and wearing a tight pink t-shirt with the words “Got Sugar?” emblazoned across her full breasts. She smiled at the sheriff, a big, broad, dimpled smile. Dark blond curly hair fell just below her ears. It looked downy, silky and sexy. His fingers tingled to touch it, to feel the softness run though his hands.

Her smile faded when her blue eyes met his. “Hey. Sorry I’m a little late. We were busy today and I had a few things to wrap up before I could leave.”

She kept her gaze on him as she spoke to the sheriff. John swore the room vibrated with her electricity, licked at his skin, touched him in a way he had no words to describe.

“Not a problem. Come on in. Are those cookies in that bag?”

She pulled out a Styrofoam container. “Plus the meatloaf sandwich you’d asked for,” she said with another dimpled grin. Dimples he’d like to run his tongue along just before he kissed her.

“Thanks, I’ll save it for dinner.” Roy took the container, then nodded to him. “This is John Kain. John, Celeste Risinski. She runs The Sugar Shack, is the best baker in three counties, and the psychic I was telling you about.”

As Roy turned his back to stow the sandwich into a mini refrigerator next to his desk, the psychic offered her hand. He looked at it, then to her face. Her eyes snared his. Challenging him.

The sexy blonde had him in knots. With reluctance, he shook her hand, then was both relieved and disappointed when he didn’t experience another sensual jolt like he’d had at the diner. Still, he felt a deep connection. Sexual urges that he’d never experienced before, that were, even now, causing his dick to harden again. But those urges needed to remain dormant, especially if Roy planned on partnering her with him. He couldn’t allow himself to become involved with a partner. Renee’s image flashed in his head. Been there, done that.

“I had lunch at the diner,” he said to Roy’s back, as he released Celeste’s hand, even as the urge to keep touching her ran strong. Damn it. What was wrong with him? He had a case to conduct, not the time to fool around with one of the locals, especially a psychic who’d sent his libido into overdrive.

Celeste rocked on her heels, and shoved her hands into her back pockets. Since he’d walked out of the diner, she hadn’t been able to push him or the longings he’d awakened from her mind. While she hadn’t had another sensual vision when they’d touched, she had felt a connection. Something deep, and disconcerting. Something that made zero sense. Something she needed to pretend didn’t exist.

Over the years, she’d become very good at pretending things didn’t affect her. Her best friend Mary, a career student, who’d taken courses from art history to psychology and everything in between, called her aptitude for purposeful forgetfulness a defense mechanism. Mary was probably right, even if she didn’t have a psychology degree.

Keeping her mind clear of upsetting or unexplainable emotions and thoughts had kept her sane.

“Good food, huh?” Roy took a seat. “Ain’t nothing like The Sugar Shack for miles.”

She couldn’t help the genuine grin. “I swear. You’re a walking advertisement. I should double your freebies.” Her smile fell when she caught a glimpse of her handwriting scribbled on top of a stack of papers in front of him. “Are those...” She swallowed hard as the anxiety that had been with her for four days made her knees weaken.

“Yeah, honey, these are your notes. Take a seat. I think you’ll need to.”

She sat, dread gripping her. She’d only seen Roy this serious and disturbed once, and that had been when her mother died. Like then, the laugh lines that normally crinkled around his eyes seemed deeper, more somber. “You found the women,” she whispered, and gripped the edge of the chair.

He gave her a solemn nod. “We did. John is here to help with the investigation.”

“FBI?” she asked, running a shaky hand along her forehead.

“No, ma’am. I’m with CORE, a private agency which specializes in all types of criminal investigations.”

Her mind was too muddled with the fact her visions were real to care who Kain worked for. Right now, her head was full of the memories of her nightmares. Brief glimpses of women during their final moments, before a cord had been wrapped around their necks and the life squeezed out of them.

“Celeste, look at me.” Roy’s rough, stern tone refocused her attention. “That call I’d gotten from Ed this morning...he’d found one of the women. When we got there, we found three others. While John is here to help, I’d like your involvement as well, but only if you want to.”

She met his gaze. “Of course, whatever I can do.” She’d do anything to make the nightmares stop before they drove her insane.

He grinned, though the smile didn’t meet his eyes. “That a girl,” he encouraged. “John and I are heading to the dump site now. I was hoping you’d join us, look around, see if you can, I dunno, see something we can’t.”

“Yeah, sure.” She stared at her lap, then raised her eyes to Roy as she had a horrifying thought. “None of the bodies...victims, I mean, are—”

“No, honey, CSU took them to the morgue in Eau Claire.” He played with his mustache, a nervous habit she’d picked up on a long time ago. “They were able to ID two of the women.”

“And?”

“Well, one of them had a necklace tangled in her hair.”

“Sheriff.” Kain’s censuring tone had her whipping her head in his direction. “You’re revealing pertinent information that if leaked could—”

“Celeste won’t tell anybody,” Roy snapped, irritation flushing his face. He kept his eyes trained on Kain for a moment before turning his gaze back to her.

She wanted to cry. Roy looked as if what he was about to say had him tortured, mind, body and soul. “I know you can sometimes get a read off of objects. After we check out the dump site, would you be willing to try to get something off the victim’s necklace?”

“This is a murder investigation,” Kain said before she could answer. “And I don’t think there’s any need to rely on her special powers.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “Let’s leave it to the professionals. Really, Sheriff, she’s out of her league.”

“She is sitting right there.” Roy rose, and stabbed a finger at Kain. “Celeste is a strong woman. There’s nothing out of her league, and I trust her with my life. So lose the attitude or I’ll call—”

“Enough.” She turned to Kain. “I honestly don’t want to be involved in this, but I do want to put an end to my nightmares. If you’re worried I’m going to gossip, don’t.”

His dark eyes softened before he shrugged. “I’m just the hired help. If Roy wants you on board...”

“I do, so let’s go. It’s about thirty minutes to the dump site and at this time of year, the sun fades fast. Celeste, you can ride with me, Kain, you go with—”

“Roy, Matt’s here, demanding to see you,” Bev broke in on the phone intercom.

“Shit. Okay, tell him to hang tight.”

“Boysen, the reporter?” Kain asked.

Roy sighed. “The one and only. Okay, change of plans. Jesse and I will meet you. Lloyd has been keeping the area secure, and Dan’s meeting us there. Both can show you around. Now go on and head out the back door. I don’t want Matt knowing we’re using Celeste on this.” He handed Kain her notes. “Read these when you have a chance.”

“What about my car?” she asked, although more concerned with the papers in Kain’s hands. She had seen the disbelief in his eyes regarding her abilities, and while it had ticked her off, for the second time today, she wished she were normal, not psychic. She’d rather have the heated gaze Kain had sent her earlier at the diner, than the one he was giving her now. Once again the loneliness set in, wrapping itself around her and making her shiver as if this were another dreaded Wisconsin winter rather than an Indian summer.

“Everybody knows that if you’re not at the diner, or baking in your basement, you’re here, BSing with me and Bev. Don’t worry, I’ll handle Matt. Besides it’ll give you two a chance to talk.”

The last thing she wanted to do was talk to someone who looked at her as if she were a complete nut job. Except, as she followed him to his car, his broad shoulders and ass caught her attention. Her body instantly hummed with the remembrance of his touch, making her crave more. Something about this man had her longing for freedom, and passion, and searching for an answer to the loneliness and restlessness plaguing her.

Not that she’d necessarily find those things with him. Besides, she couldn’t be with a man who didn’t accept or believe in her abilities. But a girl could dream...without nightmares.

Chapter 5
 
JOHN PULLED OFF of Main Street and onto the two lane highway leading them to the dump site. The minutes stretched. With Celeste staring out the passenger window, ignoring him, the silence grew unbearable. So much for talking.

He hadn’t meant to come off like a total dick, but damn it, he didn’t do psychics. Okay, he’d like to do this particular psychic, spread her out on his bed and find out if she tasted as delicious as she smelled.

Bad idea. She was now officially his unofficial partner, and the past had taught him a deadly lesson in that regard. You just don’t mix business with pleasure. Besides, Roy had an obvious fatherly affection toward her, and a strong connection to Ian. Those were two men he didn’t want as enemies. Ian was his boss, he respected him, admired him...owed him for giving him a second chance after he’d left the FBI. Roy? Well, even though he was probably twenty years younger than the sheriff, and had a tremendous amount of combat training, the man still resembled Paul Bunyan, and he didn’t believe in the bigger they are the harder they fall bullshit. Been there done that, too many times.

Still, he couldn’t disregard that touch back at the diner. Just thinking about it, how his body had exploded with the need to possess her in every way possible, had him wanting to know more about her. Which was stupid. He had no interest in becoming involved with a woman claiming to be a psychic. Besides, other than his body, he had little else to offer her. What was left of his heart, he dedicated to his family and CORE. His soul...his soul was too tarnished, blackened by a past he couldn’t seem to put to rest. Renee’s image flashed in his mind. Not her pretty angular features, or her dark eyes, but what she’d looked like the last time he’d seen her. Her thin lips, held wide with the barrel of a gun shoved down her throat.

Holding back a wince and clearing his head of a memory that had continued to haunt him for nearly two years, he gripped the steering wheel. He’d do his part in Wissota Falls, keep as much distance as possible from Celeste, then take Ian up on the trip to Scottsdale. While he hated golf, he hated the unfamiliar territory he treaded on with the sexy psychic even more. His career was on track again, and he had no room for a relationship. A one-night-stand maybe, but just picturing Roy’s beefy fist bouncing off his nose had him eliminating that idea before it could take root.

So he was stuck with the psychic beauty for the time being. He’d had worse partners, but at least they’d talked to him. Glancing over at her, he wished she’d say something. Tell him to go to hell or better yet joke around with him like she’d done with the customers at the diner. It appeared, though, that she carried a stubborn streak. “It’s unseasonably warm here,” he said lamely, breaking the ice.

“Mmm-hmm.”

“So you run the diner?” He’d try that route.

“Yep.”

Minutes ticked, then she released a dramatic sigh.

Shit, here it comes.

“Kain, I—”

“John.”

She swiveled and stared at him.

“I’d prefer if you called me John.” For whatever reason, Kain sounded cold, and he didn’t like the idea of any coldness coming from her lush, kissable lips, even if he couldn’t taste them.

She furrowed her dark-blond brows. “Okay, John. Look, I don’t care if you believe in my visions.”

“Yes, you do.”

“No. I. Don’t.” She twirled a curl around her finger. “But Roy asked for my help, so maybe I should just tell you about these dreams I’ve been having.”

“You mean the nasty little nightmares keeping you from your beauty sleep.”

“Please don’t talk to me in that condescending tone. I’m tired, exhausted, actually. I haven’t slept much in the past four days.” Her voice trembled and guilt niggled at him.

She did look tired. Like the sheriff, she wore a smile in public, but the telltale signs of weariness were there, etched on her face. He glanced at her and for the first time noticed pale purple smudges under her stormy blue eyes.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound condescending.”

She looked out the window. “Yes, you did.”

He chuckled. The little smartass busted him. “You’re right, I did. Sorry.” When she didn’t say anything he looked over at her again. “I really am sorry. Please don’t pout.”

“I’m not pouting,” she told the window. “I’m…wondering.”

“About?”

She turned and stared at him with a probing gaze. “Did you feel anything when you touched me at the diner?”

There was no way in hell he’d admit to the erotic connection that even now was ready to blow his dick through the roof of the car. Even if she’d enchanted him with those intelligent eyes, lush lips, soft curves, and the aroma of fresh baked cinnamon rolls on Sunday morning. What would be the point? He’d do his job and leave.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he lied. “Let’s stick to your visions.”

Narrowing her eyes, she stared at him for a long moment, then waved her hand. “Fine, whatever. The first vision happened four nights ago.” She leaned into the leather passenger seat and closed her eyes. “I remember being agitated that day. Not for any particular reason, just edgy, bitchy. I came home from the diner and worked out.”

That perked his interest. No wonder she had such a hot body.

“When I finished, I felt better, but after I showered I couldn’t keep my eyes open, so I went to bed.” With her eyes still closed, she drew in a deep, shaky breath. “I fell asleep right away, which is unusual for me. I like to watch some TV before I go to bed or sometimes I lie there and think about what needs to be done the next day, you get the idea.”

He nodded and refrained from telling her to move along with her story. He didn’t want to imagine her lying in bed, maybe wearing a t-shirt and panties or nothing at all.

“It was a drugging sleep, like someone snuck cold medicine in my coffee...” She trailed off for a long moment.

“Okay and then what happened?”

When she didn’t answer, he glanced over, and nearly jerked the car toward the embankment. She stared at him, her eyes no longer sparkling blue, but lifeless pools of murky gray. They spoke of disillusionment and horror, and caused a sickening sense of dread to ripple through him.

“Celeste? Are you okay?” he asked, and locked his gaze on the road.

She remained silent so he chanced another glance, then did a quick double. Her face had grown disturbingly pale, beads of perspiration collected on her brow and upper lip. Either she was one hell of an actress or in a state of psychosis. He’d place his bet on the latter. Four years ago, he’d worked a case where a Bible-thumper had killed his entire family. His delusions and hallucinations had him believing his wife of twenty-two years and their three children were plotting against him with a satanic cult. Later, they’d learned he’d had a brain tumor, which doctors believed had caused the psychosis.

Not fully versed on the subject, and treading on unfamiliar ground, he pulled off the highway, then threw the car into PARK. As he reached for his cell phone to call the sheriff, she arched her back. Agony contorted her face as she released a scream that sent his skin crawling.

Dropping the phone, he moved to reach for her, but she slumped into the seat, her head lolling from side to side. “I ache all over. Everywhere.” She raised a shaky hand to her face, tenuously touching her cheek, then her eye. A sob tore loose. “My face, I could have taken his fists, but the knife...I hate him.” She gnashed her teeth. “I hate you,” she screamed over and over, then shuddered. “Oh no, he’s coming back. I’ve got to get away. Let go of me.” She pulled on the seatbelt, kicked and pivoted her body. Her knee connected with the glove box, then she went still.

Stunned, he weighed his options. He could try shaking her out of the hallucination, but she could cause injury to him or herself if she thought he was the one with the knife. He could also try hauling her out of the car, but he worried she’d run. With neither option feasible, he reached for his cell phone again. As he was about to hit the sheriff’s preprogrammed number, she began panting as if she’d just sprinted a forty-yard dash.

“I’m free,” she blurted, then the contorted smile shaping her mouth fell and her brows furrowed. “But there’s too many trees. I can’t figure out where to run, can’t tell which direction to go.” Sobbing, she clutched her stomach, and heaved in gulping breaths. “Oh God, shut up you sick fuck. Shut up.” Celeste pressed her hands to her ears and squeezed her eyes shut. Rocking in the passenger seat she started mumbling. “Come out, come out wherever you are.”

The eerie melody made his gut coil. The heartburn he’d thought he’d taken care of earlier returned. “Celeste, you have to—”

She groaned and clasped her shoulder. Pain and confusion twisting her face, making her almost unrecognizable to the women he’d met at the diner. She darted her eyes around the front seat. “I...I fell into a, I don’t know what it is, but it’s metal. Cold. Big. Like a combine or...Shit, he’s coming. I can’t move fast enough, he’s right behind me. Gaining. Almost there, almost...”

She gasped. Tears streamed down her pale cheeks, as she raised a trembling hand to the back of her head.

“He split my head open, the skin’s torn. So much blood.” She looked down at her hand, then grunted. Her head shot back, and she arched her neck. “Let go,” she wailed. “Oh God, why didn’t I cut it, I should have listened to Judy and cut my damn hair.” She swung her head from side to side, blocking her face with her wrist, as if warding off imaginary fists. “Make him stop. God, please make him stop.”

His stomach tightened, his concern intensified. He grabbed the cell phone, but it slipped from his sweaty hand and landed on the floorboard in the back seat. As he reached for it, his eyes locked on the notes Roy had given him before they’d left the Sheriff’s Department. While he was convinced she was experiencing some sort of psychosis-induced hallucination, a small part of him wondered if maybe this was a psychic trance. Although skeptical, he decided he’d take a chance. He didn’t want to miss out on catching the man who’d killed four women, even if he held no belief in the supernatural.

“Who’s after you?” he asked gently, and while he wanted to hold her, erase the pain and horror from her beautiful face, he fisted his hands instead, worried touching her might pull her from whatever was happening to her. “Can you see his face?”

“No, no, no,” she cried. “He has on a ski mask. Oh God, he stinks.” She wrinkled her nose and gagged.

He frowned. “Stinks?”

“Like bleach. I can’t take anymore,” she sobbed. “The smelly bastard...I need air. Fresh air. I need to smell my Mama’s prized gardenias and my Daddy’s Old Spice. I can’t breathe. I can’t...” Her mouth gaped open as she gasped and clutched her stomach. Face ghostly pale, eyes wide, her body jerked up, once, twice before she released a gurgled moan.

Tears streamed down her cheeks as her eyes rolled back. “So much blood,” she murmured, her lips barely moving. “My poor parents, I should have listened to them. I should have stayed home. I should never have left. I’m so sorry Mama. Why didn’t I listen?”

“Shhh, it’s okay, Celeste,” he soothed.

Her sobs ended. She blinked, then parted her lips. A long sigh escaping as she closed her eyes. “I can’t feel my body anymore. Red. So much red.”

“Blood?” he prodded.

She shook her head and smiled. Not the shy grin she’d flashed him at the diner, or the beautiful dimpled smile she’d laid on Roy. Without mirth, without life, she thinned her lips. “No. Teeny, tiny balls of red. I’m swimming in them. They’re everywhere, my nose, mouth. It’s getting dark, they’re fading...fading...”

Her breathing grew alarmingly shallow and her body went slack.

Panicking, and no longer caring about how she’d react if he drew her from the hallucination, he grabbed her shoulders and gave her a hard shake. When she didn’t respond, he placed his ear to her mouth. Christ, she wasn’t breathing. “Celeste,” he shouted, and jerked her body again. “Wake up, damn it.”

She gasped and panted, clawed at him, punched her fists against his chest and arms.

“Stop, it’s me. John. Calm down, you’re okay.”

She blinked several times, her eyes changing from gray to blue, as she released a sob and wrapped her arms around his neck. Aftershocks of fear trembled though her body. Wanting to ease her fear and give her comfort, he embraced her and cradled her against his chest. Inhaling her sweet cinnamon and vanilla scent, he wished like hell he could hold her under different circumstances, even if he knew he’d be in for trouble.

A minute passed. She composed herself, then scooted toward the passenger door. She wiped at her tear-stained face with the back of her hand. “You wouldn’t happen to have a tissue in this car, would you?”

He nodded and opened the glove box, and offered her the napkins he’d found when he’d first checked the rental.

“Thanks,” she said, drying her face, then blowing her nose. “God, I’m so embarrassed. I’ve been so tired lately. I must have dozed off and had another nightmare.” She frowned. “Although I don’t remember dreaming.” Crumpling the napkin in her hand, she frowned and looked out the window. “Are we here?”

“Not quite.”

The color that had returned to her cheeks began to fade. “Then where are we?”

“Based on the mile marker, about a mile from the dump site.”

She glanced to where he’d nodded, a frown furrowing her forehead. “What happened to me?”

“What do you remember?”

Twining a curl around her finger, she shook her head. “I was telling you about my first vision, and then something about cold medicine, but that makes no sense.”

“You’d mentioned the stuff just before you...” He trailed off, not wanting to admit what he’d seen, what he didn’t understand. “Before you seemed to become another person.”

She released a nervous chuckle, and shook her head. “C’mon, what are you talking about? I’m not a medium.” Staring out the window, she pursed her lips. “At least I don’t think I am.” She sighed. “Who knows, lately I can’t seem to control it.”

“How so?”

“The nightmares, for one. Usually if I don’t want to dream about something, I simply will it. The same goes if I’m trying to get a reading.”

“Like?”

“Like, if you lost your wedding ring, I’d think about it over and over again before I’d fall asleep, then hope I have the dream necessary to find it.” She momentarily drifted her eyes to his left hand, where no ring existed, and likely never would. Love and marriage came with trust, and after Renee, trust wasn’t something easily earned.

“What else has changed? I mean as far as your abilities.”

“Abilities,” she mimicked, lowering her voice and exaggerating the pronunciation with a few bobs of her head. “I hate the way you say that word. I mean, I get it. You don’t believe in me. You’re not the first and won’t be the last. Trust me, I’m used to it.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I’ve grown thick skinned, and have learned to ignore the snide remarks and whispers behind my back. Most people around town don’t have a problem with me, but there are some, like you, who can’t comprehend my capacity to envision events. That the human mind holds more power than any neurologist, even those with a bazillion degrees gracing their walls, could even begin to comprehend.”

He stared ahead, the sting of her words bothering him. He didn’t like being grouped with the nonbelievers, even if he was one. As much as she’d sloughed off those people, the way she frowned while twisting a curl around her finger had him thinking she wasn’t as thick skinned as she’d like him to believe.

Shrugging, she dropped her hand in her lap and looked out the window again. “Anyway, back to my abilities,” she said, stressing the word with the same mocking, sarcastic tone. “I’ve never been prone to sleepwalking, yet I’ve been waking up in different parts of my house after my nightmares. And, um, there was what happened at the diner today. With you.”

“Static shock,” he said, quicker than he’d meant.

Arching a brow, she let a smile play across her lips. “If you say so.” She waved her hand. “I’m sorry. I know you don’t want to talk about the diner incident.”

“It’s not that.” He ran both hands through his hair. “This isn’t about whether or not I believe in you or what happened at the diner. Damn it, didn’t you hear me? You seemed to have become another person.” Blowing out a frustrated breath, he asked, “Have you heard of psychosis? Where a person—”

“Has unreal beliefs, hallucinations and delusions, which could be caused by drugs, alcohol, brain tumors, epilepsy...shall I continue?”

“This isn’t a joke.”

“Who’s joking? Look, John, I’ve never been checked by a neurologist or psychiatrist, but I can tell you I’m perfectly healthy. What I have is normal in my family. My mom had the gift, so did her mother, and her mother and, well, you get the idea.”

He wiped a hand down his face. “I can only imagine what your family reunions are like.”

“You need to have family around for those,” she said, her tone turning somber. “And rather than pick apart my family tree, why don’t you tell me what I’d said instead of looking as if you’d just eaten liver and onions.”

A smile touched his lips. God, he hated liver and onions. “Tell me you don’t serve that crap.”

“I don’t.” She returned the smile. “But I do need you to tell me what happened. It could be important to our case.”

“Our case,” he muttered. Not for long, he hoped. A call to Ian should have her out of this situation. Chances were he wasn’t aware of exactly what Roy was up to...or was he?

A horn blared. He checked the rearview mirror and caught the sheriff climbing out of his cruiser.

She gripped his arm. “Don’t tell Roy until you tell me. I don’t want him worrying. He has enough on his mind.”

No way would he say anything to Roy about any of this. Hell, at this point, he wasn’t even sure where to begin. “Trust me. My lips are sealed.” He rolled down the window. “Roy, how’d it go with the reporter?”

The sheriff rested his arms against the roof of the rental and leaned into the window. He flicked his wary gaze from Celeste, then to him. “Fine, for now. Got rid of him with another promise of an exclusive.” He jerked his chin. “Everything okay?”

“I thought I was going to puke,” Celeste said before John could answer.

The sheriff’s eyes softened with concern. “Honey, you don’t have to go to the dump site. No one’s forcing you.”

“No, I’ll go. It’s just nerves, that’s all.”

He tapped the roof of the sedan. “Okay then, daylight’s wasting. We’re just a few minutes out. Lloyd called and said Dan’s just arrived, so let’s do this.”

“I’ll follow you,” John said, then closed the window.

“Why do you two keep calling it a dump site, rather than a crime scene?” she asked.

“A crime scene is where the crime had taken place. The bodies we’d found were placed there after the fact.”

“Gotcha,” she said, and looked back out the window.

When Roy pulled his cruiser ahead of them, he turned to her. “Maybe what happened could be your mind’s way of coping or maybe protesting going to the dump site.”

“Doubtful, but I’d know better if I knew exactly what had happened while I was under.”

He shifted the car into DRIVE, then eased onto the highway. “Under?”

“You know, like a trance. I’m assuming that’s what happened, but until you tell me—”

“Exactly what happened,” he finished for her and nodded. “Not right now. I’m still trying to digest it myself. Besides, we’re here.” He slowed the car, then eased off the highway, parking the sedan behind Roy’s cruiser.

He turned off the ignition, and clutched the keys in his palm. “We do need to talk about this,” he assured her with a deep sigh. “Just not right now, okay?”

“But later?” she asked, her eyes hopeful, pleading.

“Later.” He moved his hand to tuck a loose curl behind her ear and stroke the softness. Realizing he’d momentarily lost his mind, he quickly opened his door, rounded the front end, then opened the passenger door. After she climbed out of the car, he asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

She drew in a deep breath, her gaze moving along the tree line, and likely to the yellow police tape. Paling, she nodded. “I’m fine. Really.”

“Let’s go then.”

“Wait. No bodies, right?”

“No bodies.” He eyed her pale skin, the alarm widening her eyes. “Celeste,” he said, and moved closer. “If at any time you want to leave, just let me know, and we’re out of here.”

“You’ve got my back, then?” A bit of sarcasm, mingled with apprehension, and maybe a need of reassurance, filled her voice.

“Yeah, I’ve got your back.”

She offered him a nervous half-smile. “Thanks, but I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

He wasn’t, but kept his mouth shut and led her to where Roy stood with Dan Malvern.

“Hey, Dan,” she said, then leveled the deputy with a sympathetic smile. “Sorry to hear about your day.”

Dan adjusted his mirrored sunglasses, then ran a finger along the brim of his hat. “All part of the job.”

“And Miranda? How’s she doing?”

“Havin’ a good day, thank the Lord.”

“Glad to hear.”

“Are we done? I’d like to get things moving before we lose daylight,” John said, not bothering to hide his impatience, especially after the joy ride in his rental. He looked to the sheriff, who nodded.

Roy offered Celeste his arm. “C’mon, honey, let’s see if being here jogs anything.”

As they moved down the embankment, despite what had happened in the sedan, he couldn’t keep his eyes from diverting to her ass, until they broke through the thicket. Neon yellow redirected his attention, and he once again took in the dump site. The area appeared serene, peaceful, and nothing like the earlier makeshift graveyard.

“We found the first body here.” Roy pointed toward the first area sectioned off by police tape and approximately twenty feet from the road. “The other three were found deeper in the woods. Lying nearly side by side.”

She nodded and rubbed her arm where goose bumps rose along her skin. “A clearing?”

“The nearest clearing isn’t for another hundred yards or so.” A deep baritone came from behind him, and he pivoted.

Deputy Lloyd Nelson, the Viking. He glanced to Celeste. Her eyes softened as she gazed at the deputy. “Hey, Lloyd.”

The Viking blushed. Who would’ve thought, considering he looked meaner than cat shit? “Hey.”

“John, you remember Deputy Lloyd Nelson.”

He nodded. “We weren’t formerly introduced. Roy said you were second on the scene and found the other three victims.”

“Unfortunately,” the big man grunted.

With sympathy in her eyes, she moved away from the sheriff, then touched Lloyd’s arm. “You okay?”

An intimate look passed between them. John bit the inside of his cheek as an uncharacteristic spark of jealousy twisted his gut.

“I’m fine. Just doing my job. But, I don’t like you being involved in this,” Lloyd said, and glared at the sheriff with disdain.

Interesting. Lover? Boyfriend? Not that he gave a rat’s ass. Once he did his part in Wissota Falls, he’d either head back to Chicago, or on that Scottsdale trip Ian had offered him.

“Let’s just get this done,” Roy said to the deputy, his tone stern, but empathetic. “Starting with the area you found the three victims.”

Forty minutes later they were back at the side of the road. Nothing new discovered, and nothing helpful from the psychic, who leaned against his rental, twirling her index finger around her curls. She’d given them nothing to help with the investigation. No surprise there.

He hadn’t expected her to look at the dump site, then hand over their killer on a psychic silver platter. A part of him had wanted her to, the part that lusted, he supposed. But the other part? That egotistical “man of science and evidence” part he held onto tightly, relied upon, and had at one time bitten him on the ass, needed to be right. After Renee, he’d been second-guessing himself on every case. His partner had snowed him, clouded his judgment, and almost cost him his career.

As Dan climbed into his cruiser and sped off, the Viking moved to Celeste and rested a meaty hand on her shoulder. He said something as he leaned in, sending that spike of jealousy into full alert. Again, stupid. He had nothing to be jealous of and nothing at stake where she was concerned.

“You didn’t get anything?” Roy asked. “Nothing that matched those visions you gave me?”

She dropped her arms and pushed off the sedan. “No. It’s weird, too. I really thought I’d get some sort of connection if I came here.”

The Viking squeezed her shoulder again. “Don’t beat yourself up.”

“I’m not, but I’m wondering if it’s because this isn’t where he killed them.” She offered the giant a helpless smile, then looked to Roy. “What about that necklace you mentioned?”

The sheriff nodded. “It’s at the ME’s in Eau Clair. You have time or do you need to get back to the diner?”

“Will’s covering things.”

“Good enough. Any objections?” The sheriff looked at him, and the narrowed-eyed, you’ll do as Ian says look had him refraining from any objections. After all, he was just the puppet, but the puppet master would be answering some serious questions once this case ended.

Chapter 6
 
JOHN PULLED ONTO the highway and followed Roy’s cruiser. According to the sheriff, they had about a thirty minute drive to the coroner’s office in Eau Claire where Carl Saunders had been autopsying Ruby Styles this afternoon. He hoped the ME had found some evidence they could use against their guy. Although doubtful considering how clean the dump site had been, and how the killer had likely washed the victims’ bodies. But he had made a mistake by leaving behind Styles’s necklace.

Remembering the necklace, he still couldn’t believe Roy had bought into all this psychic nonsense. Ever the good little puppet, though, he’d sit by and watch Celeste try to gain a reading off the jewelry. Ian expected him to fully cooperate, and once she came up blank again—like at the dump site—Roy would hopefully dismiss her from the investigation.

While a part of him wanted her to fail, another part wanted her to prove him wrong. Especially with how forlorn and confused she’d looked after not gaining any images or visions, or whatever she might call it when they’d been traipsing through the woods. There was also what had happened in his car on the drive over to the dump site. Logically, he could dismiss it as a psychosis-induced hallucination, but emotionally, he wasn’t certain what to think. Psychic phenomena? God, what the hell had Ian gotten him into?

“You’re quiet,” she said, her voice soft, thoughtful, as she stared out the window.

“Just thinking.”

“About?”

Glancing over, he grinned. “You’re the psychic, you tell me.” For whatever reason, he liked messing with her. He had a sneaking suspicion that beneath the sweet as sugar act she played for her customers, the sheriff and even his deputies, she was nothing but pure hell cat. After all, she was certainly quick enough with the barbs and sarcasm.

She sent him a droll smile, and rolled her eyes. “Har, har. You’re a real riot and—hey, isn’t that Matt’s minivan?” She pointed and turned, looking over the headrest.

He checked his rearview mirror. Boysen. So much for Roy taking care of the reporter. In seconds he called the sheriff’s cell phone.

“I saw him,” Roy answered. “I’m about to get on it, although I’m not too worried. Lloyd is still there waiting on Mitchell and his boys. I’ll have him get rid of Boysen. Fucking prick can forget his exclusive now.”

“No shit. But you know this means he’ll probably run the story.”

“It was bound to get out sooner or later. No worries, the mayor will handle it. And hey. Maybe our girl will give us a new lead off the necklace.”

Before he could respond, Roy disconnected. John slipped his cell phone into the center console and banked his irritation.

“So Matt’s determined to get his story?” she asked.

“Appears so. Considering your car was parked outside the Sheriff’s Department, don’t be surprised if he hits you up for an interview. You better hope your name doesn’t go public, because when the media swarms Wissota Falls, reporters will hound you at your doorstep and at your diner, too.”

“Well, they’d be stupid to try. My next door neighbor would probably turn her garden hose on them if they so much as stepped on her lawn, and as for the diner, maybe we’ll make some money off them. I do make a mean cheesecake.”

“Don’t be so flippant about all of this, Celeste.” He gripped the wheel and stared at her for a moment before looking back to the road. “Four women are dead, and thanks to Roy, you’re now involved in a murder investigation.”

“I’m not being flippant. I’m trying to ease the tension. And don’t blame this on Roy,” she said, her voice rising, defensive. “Blame it on the guy who killed those women.”

“That’s still no excuse to use you on this investigation.”

She crossed her arms and settled in her seat. “Roy believes in me and I’m sorry you don’t. Just because you can’t comprehend my abilities, don’t disregard them. From where I’m sitting, it appears you could use all the help you can get.”

“No, what I need is solid evidence.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, I’ve made it obvious I don’t believe in the use of psychics.”

“Very, according to the way you chalked up my psychic trance as a simple state of psychosis.”

“Now you’re calling what happened earlier a psychic trance?”

“Sure, what else could it be? Although it would be helpful if you’d clue me in on what exactly had happened.”

The city of Eau Claire loomed ahead, not a metropolis, but when compared to Wissota Falls it seemed like one. “We don’t have time to get into it, and I promised to tell you about what happened later.” Much later. He didn’t want to feed into her delusions, like Roy had, because when she failed again, the reality check would likely hurt her.

Besides, if, and that was a big fat if, she really had gone into a psychic trace, he wanted no part of it. Ghost, demons, poltergeists and anything supernatural creeped the hell out of him. He’d rather deal with the human boogeyman any day of the week. He could understand those types of predators, whereas the occult or anything affiliated with it held no logical explanation. He needed logic. He needed facts and evidence.

“I’m holding you to it,” she said.

“I always keep my word. I am curious about your dreams, and I’m not talking just about the ones you’d had about these women.”

“Okay,” she said with a cautionary tone.

“When you have your psychic visions, are they about what happened, is happening or about to happen?”

“I...uh, I’m not sure.”

“Not sure?” He hated pressing her, and as much as he didn’t want to do it, he wanted to put doubt in her mind. About her visions, about her ability. If she questioned herself, she might walk off the investigation on her own and make his job easier.

“You’d better be,” he said, “because I have a feeling, not based on a hunch or psychic intuition, but based on evidence. I guarantee the ME will confirm that those women were decomposing at the same time, meaning they’d been frozen, until the killer chose to dump them. Also meaning that your dreams, the nights that you’d had them, make no sense. How could you have four different visions, four nights in a row, if the women, let’s say, were killed four weeks ago, then dumped last night?”

“How do you know they were dumped last night?”

“Didn’t you folks get some rain yesterday?”

She slowly nodded. “Around the dinner rush it poured for about twenty minutes, then the sky cleared.”

“Every victim was bone dry, other than the still-damp mud splatter on their bodies. You saw the crime scene. Their bodies had left an imprint in the mud. Plus, I saw little to no insect activity on their bodies, and based on the times Ed Young reported patrolling that particular stretch of highway, I’d guesstimate that the bodies were dumped sometime between two and four in the morning. Last night.”

“Is this the point where I give you a round of applause?”

He half-laughed. “Psychic and sarcastic. Got any other hidden talents?”

She didn’t reply, instead, she stared out the passenger window, wringing her hands. As he parked the sedan alongside Roy’s cruiser, he couldn’t see her face, but based on her rigid posture and the way she tortured her fingers and knuckles, his words must have hit a chord and planted some self-doubt.

Pleased, he pulled the key from the ignition. “You ready?”

“No, I don’t think I am.”

“Why’s that?”

“Gee, I dunno, are my dreams related to these crimes or are they just good old-fashioned nightmares?” She turned and leveled him with such a questioning, probing gaze filled with so much indecision, and yes, doubt, that a punch of regret hit him square in the gut.

“Look, I’m sorry. I’m just trying to be realistic.”

“Funny, you have no idea what a realist I am.” She shrugged and the disillusionment in her eyes made him ache. He hadn’t meant to hurt her. He’d only wanted her off the case so they could focus on whatever evidence they had.

“This isn’t a good idea.” She waved a hand toward the ME’s building. “I should skip this and head back to the diner. I’ve got some paperwork to look over, payroll to do and—”

“Celeste.” He turned in his seat and took off his sunglasses. When she met his gaze, he had the sudden urge to believe in her. Maybe because of the strange connection he’d felt the moment he’d touched her at the diner, or maybe it was the way she stared at him. So trusting, so unsure. Whatever it was, he couldn’t stop himself from saying, “No one is making you do this, but if you don’t, won’t you always wonder?”

“I would,” she answered, “but what if I’m wrong? What if I can’t get a reading off the necklace?” She shook her head. “I’d look like a fool, make Roy look like one, too, and waste valuable time.”

She drew out her cell phone from her purse. “I’m going to call Lloyd and see if he could give me a ride back to my car.”

The fucking Viking. A splinter of jealousy fissured, and before it could completely crack his judgment, a thought occurred to him. If she quit now, Roy would question him, or her for that matter. Either way, the sheriff would figure out that he’d been the one to plant the seeds of doubt, then rat him out to Ian. Who knows what would happen from there. He sure as hell didn’t because he hadn’t had time to piece together the connection between Roy and Ian yet.

At the same time, despite his disbelief in the supernatural, he wanted her to walk away from this feeling as if she’d made a difference. Something told him that she’d need the reassurance. To know that she mattered.

“What if you do pick up something by touching the victim’s necklace?” he asked, even as his mind screamed you had her right where you wanted her—doubting. Ignoring logic, he spoke from the heart, encouraged by the way her eyes began to brighten. “Think about the families, heartsick and devastated by their loss. What you may or may not see might not solve this case, but it could give us an insight into the killer or the victim herself. It might lead us to something the evidence doesn’t.”

She searched his eyes with suspicion. “I thought you didn’t believe in using psychics.”

Smiling, he said honestly, “I don’t, but if you have this gift, then use it. Prove me wrong. Don’t run away just because you don’t understand why the pieces of the puzzle aren’t coming together.” He broadened his smile at the irony of his own unsolved puzzle with Roy and Ian. “If I did that, I wouldn’t have a job. I might have to come work for you at The Sugar Shack. Maybe do the dishes for a piece of that cheesecake you were telling me about.”

Celeste studied him for a moment. He had her head spinning in circles. First he made her doubt herself, now he encouraged her to prove him wrong. If she walked away, she would always wonder if she could have helped with the investigation. Especially if they ran into a dead end and the murders were left unsolved. Knowing she had a tendency to over think, if she did as she’d suggested, and had Lloyd cart her away, she’d stew. She’d regret. She’d always wonder.

“So?” He raised his shoulders, then jerked his head toward the building. “Are you in?”

Encouraged, yet still confused by his turn around, she nodded, and opened the door. “Yeah, and by the way if you did the dishes, I’d throw in a cup of coffee, too.”

He climbed out of his seat, and met her around the front end of the car. “Aren’t you generous?”

“I’m a fair boss,” she said, then drew in a shaky breath, as she hesitated at the bottom of the concrete steps leading to the double wide doors of the morgue. She didn’t want to do this. She didn’t want to look like a fool.

He grasped her elbow. “Prove me wrong,” he whispered in her ear.

She turned. His touch gave her comfort and confidence. His woodsy scent filled her senses. She flicked her gaze to his lips, only a fraction of an inch from her own, then back to his eyes. They challenged her, and if she wasn’t mistaken held a hint of...admiration? Couldn’t be. Then again, who knew with this man? He had her confused, intrigued, and despite what they were about to do, turned on. Could her week become any more weird? “I plan to,” she finally said, then pulled away from him, and took two steps at a time.

Jesse held the door open for her. Roy walked in next to her as she stepped inside, while John trailed behind. A faint trace of his scent still clung to her, reminding her of the desire he’d awakened. She needed to rein those emotions in and stay focused, which wasn’t hard once she stepped into the foyer.

Dean Atwell greeted her, his expression grim and devoid of the normal, shy grin that usually tilted his lips when he visited the diner. “Hey, Celeste. Roy, Jesse.”

She’d known Dean all her life. He’d grown up in Wissota Falls. While he now lived in Eau Claire, he was always visiting his family, and was considered a regular at The Sugar Shack. “Hey, Dean.”

Roy shook Dean’s hand. “Lookin’ good, kid. That crabby old bastard must be treating you right.”

“He goes for the gut where the bruises can’t be seen.”

Roy chuckled. “I bet he does,” he said, then nodded to John. “This is John Kain, he’s part of the investigation. John, this is Dean Atwell, Carl Saunders’ right hand man.”

After the two men shook hands, Dean led them down the hallway. He stopped, then angled his head through the only open door. “They’re here,” he said in a voice that reminded her of the little girl from Poltergeist.

Jesse snickered, and both John and Roy shrugged. She couldn’t believe Dean could make a joke when he and Carl had been performing an autopsy all afternoon. Although she supposed even twisted humor helped ease the pressure of dealing with death on a daily basis.

“What the hell are you waiting for?” Carl groused. “Bring ‘em in, goddammit.”

“He’s in rare form today,” Dean whispered. “Dead bodies tend to get to him.”

“Aren’t dead bodies his job?” Jesse whispered back.

“I might be old, but I still have my hearing,” Carl griped as she trailed behind the others into his office. “To answer your question…” He squinted at Jesse’s name plate. “Deputy Peterson, I’m used to old people crappin’ out at the old age home, or in their own homes, or at the supermarket. Not young women bein’ strangled and ra—oh hey there, Celeste. I didn’t know you were going to be here.”

She stepped inside the small, cramped room, filled with too many filing cabinets, too many chairs, and not an element of order. But she knew Carl. He was a methodical man, and seemed to thrive on organized chaos, both at work and at home. “Hi, Carl. Don’t mind me.”

Apparently he did. He glared at Roy, who raised his hands and said, “Carl, I asked Celeste to join us, not to look at any of the victims, but to maybe get a reading off that necklace Dean found in Ruby Styles’s hair.

Carl shifted his gaze to her. His eyes softened. “Couldn’t hurt. She did help find my wife’s antique diamonds.”

“And your prized Labrador Retriever, if I do recall,” Roy added.

That Lab, which had cost Carl over a thousand dollars to purchase, then another five hundred to train as a hunting dog, had gone AWOL last summer. The dog might have been able to catch the scent of pheasant, but he couldn’t find his way home even if Carl had lined a trail with dog biscuits.

“How is Lucky?” she asked.

“Stupid is what he is, goddammit.”

She held back a giggle. Carl really was a softy, once you got to know him.

Carl jerked his silver head toward John. “Who’s this guy?”

“John Kain. He’s part of the investigation.”

“Looks like FBI. Smells like one too.”

John sniffed. “Really? And here I thought I’d gotten rid of the stench.”

She shifted her gaze to him. Former FBI? Interesting.

Carl’s chuckle drew her attention away from John. “Okay, enough of the chitchat, I’ve got three other women to autopsy. So let me give you the rundown on Ruby Styles.” He rested a pair of cheap, black framed reading glasses at the tip of his nose.

“Wait,” she interrupted. “I don’t want to know any of this. It might interfere with my reading.”

Roy nodded. “Whatever you say.”

John didn’t roll his eyes like she’d expected him to. Instead he suggested they let her sit in Carl’s office with the necklace, while they stepped into the corridor to discuss the details of the autopsy.

Carl handed her a sealed sandwich bag. “Have at it. The only prints on the charm are the victim’s, so you’re free to touch it with your bare hands. Let’s let Celeste do her thing.” He rose, nodding to the others, and headed out the door.

They all followed, except for John. “You need anything?”

“You mean like my crystal ball?” Lame joke, but her nerves were working overtime.

He smiled without mirth. “Seriously.”

“Nope, I’ll be fine. Would you please close the door behind you?”

Although he nodded, he lingered.

“Go, shoo,” she said, and waved her hand.

Shaking his head, he moved into the hallway, closing the door.

When silence filled the room, she unsealed the plastic bag, then drew the gold heart-shaped charm and broken chain into her hand.

“What happened to you, Ruby?” She closed her eyes and clutched the charm. The pointed part of the heart bit into her palm. She winced and clutched the charm closer to her chest. She regulated her breathing and stared at the tile floor.

Concentrating on the black and white mosaics, she felt a pull, a slight tug to her psyche as her mind began to fall into that familiar tunnel she’d been down before when trying to gain a reading from an object. Her mind spiraled and pitched from side to side. Rapid movements, flecks of images lined her peripheral vision, but it was what was at the end of the vortex she wanted to see, needed to be a part of to gain the vision she needed. Swirling, colliding, a kaleidoscope of colors...

There.

She gasped. Crystal clear. She blinked her dry eyes, focusing...focusing...

“You lookin’ for some company, honey.” Ruby used her best sultry voice to command his attention.
He leaned against his rig, one booted foot crossed over the other, while he smoked a cigarette. “I don’t know,” he drawled. “Are you?”
Ruby released a low, husky laugh. “Honey I’m always lookin’ for company.”
He appraised her, seemed to drink in her shiny black hair, her skimpy hot pink tank top, ultra short denim skirt and spiky black heels. “I bet you are,” he said and tossed the cigarette onto the asphalt. The red hot ember sparked as it hit the blacktop, then crashed and burned.
Oh, she had a hot one tonight and might even enjoy this ride. He wasn’t hard on the eye, with his sexy smile and dark beard. She liked a guy with a beard. It made him look rugged, masculine.
She cocked her head to the side and batted her lashes. Not too much, though. She’d perfected the look and didn’t want to overdo it. Sauntering over to the rough cowboy, she settled a manicured hand on his hard chest, inhaled his cologne and smiled.
“Mmm-mmm, you smell good.” She flattered him with a sensual smile. A little something she’d picked up from one of the other lot lizards who worked the truck stop. “I love a strong man,” she said in a sultry tone as she tip-toed her fingers across his muscular chest.
He grinned and settled his gaze on hers. His silver eyes seemed to assess her worth. “Come on, I know of a place we can go.”
She hesitated, then jerked her head toward the old motel opposite the truck stop. “I’ve got a place here.”
He shook his dark head. “Uh-uh, baby doll. I’d like to go someplace a little more private. Away from this. I don’t like folks knowin’ my business.”
She understood, yet wasn’t too keen about climbing into his rig and driving off into the night. One of the first rules she’d learned: never, ever get in the cab unless it’s parked for the night.
It had been a slow week, though. More like a slow couple of weeks. She needed the money and he seemed all right. “Okay, cowboy, but it’ll cost you,” she teased.
“Worth every bit, I’m thinkin’.” He bent down and nuzzled her neck. “Come on, climb in.”
“Where we headin’?”
“Just to the next rest area, ‘bout five miles down. Shouldn’t be too many cars there at this time of night. And I’ve got a bed in my cab, so we can have a good, private time.” He winked and grinned.
His smile reassured her and she caved. He really was a good looking guy. If the opportunity came up, he could have gotten for free what he was about to pay for now.
He drove his rig for a few miles then slowed and turned off the exit heading north. Her stomach somersaulted. The rest area was south, and he was heading north. She gripped the door handle and shouted, “Hey, where are you going? This isn’t the way to the rest area. Turn around and take me back.”
He ignored her, never taking his eyes from the road. Panic clawed at her insides. She broke into a cold sweat. Oh God, why didn’t she turn him down? Why didn’t she stay in the safety of her motel room where one scream sent her pimp crashing in, guns blazing? She had to get out. Had to run.
He started to pick up speed and she realized now would be her only chance. Open the door and jump. Open. Jump. At this speed she might break her neck.
He might break your neck anyway, she reminded herself.
Okay, ready, one, two, three...
“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” He grabbed her by her upper arm, his grip strong enough to bruise her flesh and maybe break the bone. “Uh-uh, baby doll, I’m paying for this ride and you’ll give me what I want, where I want it.”
He yanked her closer to him, hard enough that she saw stars. She cried out and clasped her shoulder, gasped for breath and fought the pain. “I...I can’t move my arm,” she sobbed. “Why are you doing this? Why?”
He sneered. Gone was the rugged, handsome cowboy. In his place sat a lecherous, vile creature with the strength of a bull and the bite of a rattlesnake.
He shrugged. “Because I can.”
She didn’t understand, didn’t get the enigmatic remark. Widening her eyes she tried to talk him down. “Okay, whatever you want. Just don’t hurt me. Please,” she begged.
“What I want is for you to shut the fuck up and enjoy the ride.”
He punched her in the jaw. Her head shot back and smacked the window. She tried to stop the second blow with her good arm to no avail. He rained punch after punch. Blood seeped into her mouth, the metallic taste reminding her she was still alive. Still conscious. Then she watched in horror as he cocked his fist back again.
“No!”
“No! No! No!”

“Celeste, shhh. Wake up. It’s John. Wake up.”

She gasped for air and clung to John’s shoulders. “Oh God, it was so bad,” she sobbed into his chest. “John...you don’t understand. He’s evil. So...Oh God.” She buried her face into his crisp button down shirt, and soaked it with her tears.

“Shhh.” His soothing voice worked magic on her muddled senses. His touch, both reassuring and protective, calmed her. “Take your time. Breathe deep.” He turned toward the door.

Over his shoulder she watched as Roy, Jesse, Carl and Dean all gaped at her. They looked concerned, anxious and lost.

“Get some tissues and water,” John demanded.

Jesse and Dean both bolted, which seemed to satisfy John. He turned his full attention back to her, cupped her face, searched her eyes, and rubbed his thumbs along her jaw. The alarm and trepidation in his deep brown eyes made her heart ache and wish that for one moment, he was hers. That he could erase what she knew. What they didn’t.

An involuntary shiver ran through her. He ran his hands up and down her arms, as if to warm her. She wasn’t cold. Even if she was, every one of his stimulating strokes left behind a trail of heat. His touch strengthened her and gave her confidence, control.

She slipped her arms away from his shoulders. Still not ready to relinquish her hold on him, she reached for his hands, her lifeline, and tried to suppress her emotions.

“John, I...” She took another deep, gulping breath.

“Take your time. Did you see something?”

Oh, she’d seen something all right. “Yes,” she whispered. “I saw the killer and Ruby.”

Roy stepped forward, worry lined his face. “Could you give a description to the sketch artist?”

She nodded, keeping her eyes locked on John’s.

“What is it?” he asked. “Tell me.”

“I know you don’t believe...you’re not going to believe...” She trailed off not knowing how to put what she’d seen and what she’d felt into words.

“Believe what?” he coaxed.

She drew in another breath. “I did see the killer. I know he murdered those women. I can feel it. But...he’s not the one from my nightmares.”

He searched her eyes and wrinkled his brow. “What are you saying?”

She tightened her grip and drew his hands closer to her pounding heart. “What I mean is. This killer and the one in my visions are two different men. There’s more than one killer. More bodies. You just haven’t found them yet.”

Chapter 7
 
IN THE PRIVACY of his workshop, he rummaged through the alphabetized disposable cell phones he’d kept hidden in the bottom drawer of his tool chest. When he found the phone log he’d been searching for, he scanned the page.

For years, he’d used similar phones to contact Garrett. He’d even bought a few from a local Kmart with minutes already attached. They’d been untraceable, safe and an excellent mode to communicate. Once the rest of the criminal world had caught on—not that he’d group himself with lowlife drug dealers and gangbangers—the phones had been taken off the shelf. The only way to buy a disposable phone was through the Internet, with the use of a credit card, making it possible for the authorities to trace the owner of the phone. He’d found an easy loophole, though. With the age of technology came the age of identity theft.

Sitting on a stool, he glanced at the log again. According to his list, he’d placed twenty-two calls to Garrett since the beginning of the year, meaning he’d used all but two of the phones twice. Also meaning he could use either phone M or phone N to make tonight’s call.

Should he? Should he confront him? He wanted to. He wanted to rant and rave, call him the mother fucker he was, and then rub his little tryst with the debutante in his face.

Thinking about that little Deb had him unlocking another drawer on his tool chest. He pulled out the knife he’d used on her. Unsheathed, the blade gleamed under the fluorescent lighting. The handle seemed to almost melt into his palm and become an extension of his hand. Like Captain Hook, he thought with a small smile. Only better.

He’d used the fifteen-inch knife on that pretty little Deb as if he were one of those Japanese guys in a Ginsu Knife commercial. Slicing and dicing. Stabbing and gutting. Fucking her had been one thing, but when her hot blood had coated his skin...?

Raw anger suddenly burned inside of him, and he returned the knife back into its leather sheath. He wouldn’t have a chance to use the fucking thing for a long while, thanks to Garrett. The risk was just too great, and while he’d always been prepared to run if necessary, now wasn’t the time. There were too many loose ends he needed to take care of first.

His digital watch released a series of beeps. The alarm he’d set earlier, reminding him he didn’t have much time. In a split second, he stowed his anger and rationalized the situation. Garrett needed to be contained. He needed to know the bodies had been found. As much as he wanted to berate him over dumping them practically in his own backyard, he’d refrain. Garrett fed off his anger, used it against him.

But he had the upper hand now. He had knowledge and the means to find out what the authorities knew. A new sense of control had him searching for phones M or N. When he found N, he dialed Garrett’s cell phone without hesitation.

After ten infuriating rings, Garrett finally answered. “Now why you botherin’ me? Hang on.” Loud music and laughter filled his ear, then he heard Garrett say, “Yeah, give me another, and add this pretty little lady’s drink to my tab.”

Shit. He needed him sober. He needed him aware. “Damn it. Pay your fucking bar bill, we need to talk.”

“What’s got your panties in a wad? It ain’t our time.”

Our time. Those two little words had always been their signal when it was time to play. Unfortunately, playtime was over for a while. “They found them.”

Except for the background noise from whatever bar Garrett had stumbled into, the phone went silent. Then he heard him say, “Hang tight, honey, and enjoy your drink. I’m gonna catch me a smoke outside. Keep my stool warm.” A giggle, then a squeal of laughter followed, until blessed silence.

“Found what?” Under other circumstances, Garrett’s husky drawl would have sent a pulse of pleasure straight to his dick. Tonight his tone, laced with innocence, angered him.

“This isn’t a fucking game. You know exactly what I’m talking about.”

“Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. Regardless, I don’t give a shit. I’ve got a sure thing waiting for me in the bar. A real party girl. I’ve already sampled some of her and the coke she’s carryin’. So get the fuck on with whatever you got to say.”

Drunk and coked up. Not good. Garrett was arrogant enough sober, combining alcohol and drugs into the mix had always made him think he was invincible. “Don’t play stupid. What were you thinking? You couldn’t have done it in another state, hell, another county?”

“Okay, calm yourself, Toby,” he said, his voice low, hushed...damn it, sexy.

He grit his teeth, controlling his need, his lust. “Don’t use my name, and don’t tell me to calm down. Others are scattered around the outskirts of the county. Didn’t you think about that? Didn’t it occur to you that they might look? Do you have any idea how fucked we could be?”

“You’re just pissed I went behind your back. I didn’t mean to. Honestly.” His voice was so soothing, so apologetic, he almost lost focus. Then the Deb, her hot blood, her virginal ass, flooded his memory.

“I’ve had a little fun of my own, but at least I’d been smart about it.”

“Ho, lookie here, Toby’s grown some balls. ‘Bout time.”

“Fuck you,” he uttered, “and listen close. The sheriff brought in an outsider.”

“FBI?”

“Don’t know what he is, but he has me worried. Just stay low for a while. Damn it, stay sober. If shit goes down, I’ll call, and we’ll meet where we’d arranged.”

“That bad? Or are you just fired up ‘cuz I had some fun without you?”

He was more than fired up, he was seeing fucking red. Garrett had gone behind his back, betrayed him and their pact. Killing those women also had him wondering how many other times Garrett had done this before without his knowledge. Right now, though, he needed to keep his head clear and focus on what needed to be done.

“Just do what I say, and if you get caught—”

“They gotta catch me first, which they won’t. I’d left things clean as a friggin’ whistle.” The arrogant chuckle Garrett released had him grinding his teeth.

“Don’t be so sure of yourself. It looks like the sheriff has Celeste, that psychic I told you about, involved in this, too.”

“Get the fuck outta here. Don’t tell me you’re paranoid over some batty-assed fortune teller. Christ, Toby, sometimes I worry about you.”

“I’m paranoid. Period,” he snapped, running a hand down his face to rein in the rage. “You should be, too. You should be running scared, and laying low.”

“Pull your tighty-whities out of your frickin’ ass and settle down. You know I’ve got a job lined up and I’m leaving in a few days for the West Coast. I’ll be gone about four weeks. Can’t think of a better way to lay low, can you?”

Our time had been back to back because of the job Garrett had taken. Neither of them had been able to go for more than a month without the rush of the hunt and the kill. Although those women were spread around the county, and their limbs were likely torn apart and scattered by coyotes, he still worried. While he doubted the others would be found in the near future, if at all, the discovery of the whores Garrett had killed could complicate things and leave an additional loose end. Garrett.

Not wanting to consider Garrett a loose end, he took a positive approach. Garrett would be gone for a month, maybe more. Without having to worry about him, he could focus on what the sheriff and his new partners knew. “No, I can’t.” He looked at his watch. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you at this time in two days.”

“On what phone? D or maybe K,” he laughed. “I can’t keep track with all your cloak and dagger bullshit. Dude, you need to relax.”

Relax? Garrett had dumped four bodies in his backyard. He couldn’t risk being caught. Not yet. Not when he’d waited, bided his time for all of these years in this shitty town.

“Just stay cool, and sober,” he said again.

“That’s a ten-four good buddy. Then when all the shit dies down, we’ll have our time.”

Our time.

Those two words aroused him, especially the way Garrett had said them. Low. Husky. He rubbed his dick. “Can’t. We had our time too close together, and now this...”

“We’ve been through this before,” Garrett reassured him. “Maybe it’s time for a change of scenery? I’m sick of these winters around here.”

“I just need a few more months to tie up loose ends, and then we’re gone.”

“Those loose ends could have been tied up a long time ago,” Garrett snapped, all traces of amusement gone. “But what the fuck do I know.”

The phone line went dead. Just as well, he thought as he dropped the disposable cell into the drawer, then locked the tool chest. Garrett might have thought he knew what those loose ends were, and in some regards he did. But there were still some secrets he’d kept to himself, secrets that he’d eventually let Garrett in on when the time was right.

That is, if Garrett didn’t become one of those loose ends.

* * *

Ian Scott sat at his desk, nursing a Scotch. The evening news ran on the flat screen TV encased in the bookshelf of his office, the volume muted. He wasn’t interested in the news. His focus remained on the unopened manila folder in front of him and the call he expected at any minute.

He stared at the folder filled with thirty years of notes, pictures, and letters all worn from age and the many times he’d handled them. He hadn’t opened the folder in six months. Progress, considering he’d tended to review the file on a monthly basis. Why he’d tortured himself, he couldn’t answer. Regret?

Could be, he thought, then picked up the watered down Scotch. His private line rang before the glass touched his lips.

He glanced at the clock. “Right on time,” he said as he set down the drink, then picked up the phone. “How are things?”

“My cholesterol is up, I’m about fifteen pounds overweight, and I’ve got four dead women at the morgue. How’d you think?”

Smiling, he thought back to the last time he’d seen Roy. Four months ago on their annual fly fishing trip to Canada. Roy had aged well, and he’d appeared as fit as a forty-year-old. “I don’t know about the cholesterol, but you could stand to lose a pound or two,” he joked to ease the tension.

“Unlike you, I don’t have access to a fancy gym. Besides, you’d be thickening up, too, if you had Celeste dropping off her baked goods all the time.”

Another jolt of regret, along with jealousy, had him reaching for the Scotch. What would it be like to sit with her, maybe over a cup of coffee and a slice of pumpkin roll, as he listened to her talk? About her day, about her life. Bypassing the drink, he touched the closed folder. “How is she?”

“Something went down tonight that had left her pretty shaken up. When I took her home though, she kicked me out the door because she said she was tired of me acting like a worried old woman.” He released a chuckle. “She’s a strong one. Stubborn, too.”

She sounded so much like her mother. Janice had been strong and stubborn. She’d also had an issue with over analyzing, and not letting things lie where they should. Did Celeste share those traits? God, he didn’t know. He stared at the folder again, which only gave hard facts, not the emotional connection he sought.

“What happened?” he asked, now questioning how sound his judgment had been when he’d allowed Celeste to be part of the investigation. He’d witnessed the heart-wrenching turmoil, the emotional and physical exhaustion Janice had endured while working cases for the FBI. Some of those investigations had left her raw, her mind scarred with the memories of her visions. While he wanted to see Wissota Falls cleared of a killer, Celeste’s safety, both physical and emotional, came first.

“I’ll get to Celeste. Let me bring you up to speed first. Of the four victims, we’ve ID’d two. Both were prostitutes known to work truck stops, and John suspects the others are, too. He also thinks the killer is a trucker, likely an owner/operator, and his recent contract was with a company where he used a refrigerated trailer, which could explain why all the victims were decomposing at the same time. Hell, he even managed to pinpoint a window when the bodies had been dumped. He’s as good as you’d said,” Roy added, a hint of admiration in his tone.

Yes, John was very good at his job. Recruiting him to CORE had been a decision he’d never regretted. One he’d made years before John even knew that Ian had been watching him, waiting for the right moment to make him an offer he couldn’t refuse.

“The autopsy done on one of the victims revealed she’d been raped, beaten, then strangled,” Roy continued. “The ME is currently working on another as we speak. He’ll have the other two finished tomorrow, but he’s suspecting he’ll find the same results. He also hopes to have their toxicology reports within the next few days.”

“Excellent, if you have any issues getting them sooner, let me know. I have—”

“Connections. Yeah, I know. Anyway, there’s more. A necklace was found tangled in the hair of one of the victims.”

“Let me guess,” he interrupted Roy. “You had Celeste try to gain a reading from the necklace.”

“You said to use her, and she was willing. She didn’t get anything from the dump site and was eager to try with the necklace.”

“And?”

“I gotta tell you, I haven’t seen anything like it since Janice. While she wasn’t able to pinpoint the location where the woman had been taken, she saw the killer’s face.”

Ian raised a brow. “Do you need me to send a sketch artist?” He could whip one up in a second if need be. His resources never ran dry. Money, influence, and power were sometimes a beautiful thing. Sometimes. Because none of those things could give him what he wanted most. A cup of coffee with Celeste.

“No. State Highway Patrol out of Eau Claire had one. Celeste was able to give her the description, and I’ve already sent it out on the wire. That man’s face is now plastered on the wall of every county and city police department across the country.”

Pride seeped clear to his bones. “Can you scan a copy of the sketch and send it to my email?”

“Already done. But, Ian...there’s more. Celeste is convinced the four women we found aren’t the same ones from her dreams. She thinks we’re going to find more bodies, and possibly another killer.”

Ian flipped open his laptop and let it warm up, as another thought occurred to him. “How did John handle that?”

A chuckle filtered over the phone line. “When he first learned I was pairing him up with a psychic, I thought the boy would blow a gasket, but by the end of the day... Put it this way, he damn near growled at anyone who tried to come near her. I’m a little worried about him becoming involved with Celeste, which is why I sent him back to his motel and took her home myself. I don’t want him sniffing around her. Celeste doesn’t date much, and John will be gone once his job here is done. He breaks her heart, and I’ll break him in half. I don’t care if he’s your guy or not.”

Ian smiled at Roy’s threat. “You won’t be breaking anybody in half. John’s nothing to worry about. Trust me. I know the man better than he knows himself.”

“You didn’t see the way he looked at her after she finished performing that reading on the victim’s necklace. I’m telling you, he—”

“Doesn’t become involved with witnesses, partners, victims’ families, etcetera. Especially while working on a case. He’s too bent on control.”

After what John had endured during his last days with the FBI, Ian doubted he had anything but ice running through his veins. He’d changed. He’d become edgy, distrustful, an asocial workaholic. When he’d joined CORE, he’d volunteered to take on the worst cases, almost as if punishing himself, pushing himself. He’d showed no emotion, no attachment. He would work one heinous case, then move on to the next.

“If you say so,” Roy said with a sigh. “I gotta run. The mayor’s waiting on me. I’ll call you when I have something new to report.”

After hanging up the phone, Ian finally flipped open the folder on his desk. A snapshot of Celeste, one Roy had sent him six months ago, stared back. She stood in front of the diner, with her brother, Will, who had his arm draped over her shoulder.

She truly was a beautiful woman, with wavy blond hair, a wide, beautiful smile, and sparkling blue eyes. So much like her mother’s eyes. He slammed the folder shut at the memory and the regret he’d carried for thirty years.

He downed the warm, watery scotch with one swallow, wishing in his youth he could have been more like John. Detached, unemotional, and able to resist temptation.

* * *

John eyed the organized chaos he’d created across the old, lumpy motel bed. Files and photographs stared back, mocking him. The blur of papers and pictures made it difficult to concentrate, to put the pieces together. Damn it, she made it difficult.

He couldn’t stop thinking about Celeste. How anxiety and horror had reflected in her eyes after the reading she’d performed in the ME’s office. She’d been so pale, so scared. She’d trembled in his arms, and as she’d clung to him, or maybe he’d been the one doing the clinging, her fear had crawled under his skin. That fear had made him want to erase whatever horrors she’d seen and protect her from the boogeyman they were after. No, make that boogeymen, he amended.

As much as he didn’t want to believe in her abilities, he couldn’t discount one huge fact—she’d known that Ruby Styles had a dislocated shoulder. Carl Saunders hadn’t revealed that information in front of her, but in the hall outside of his office. Could she have heard him? Or had she actually seen what had happened to Ruby?

Curious, he reached for the notes Roy had given him earlier. Celeste’s visions. He’d been avoiding them for nearly two hours. He hadn’t wanted to read her nightmares, to know the fear she’d been living with these past four nights. Even though he still wasn’t exactly sold on the whole psychic phenomena, after what had happened in his car, and again at the ME’s office, he decided maybe it was time he opened his mind. See if there was anything in her notes that might help their investigation.

As he was about to open the folder, his cell phone chimed indicating a text message. He quickly read the text from Ian. Spoke with Roy. No need to talk tonight. Irritated, actually downright pissed and perplexed, he tossed the phone onto the bed.

During the two years he’d been working for CORE, Ian had never once taken a report on a case from someone outside of the agency, yet he’d taken Roy’s over his. Was the sheriff somehow part of CORE? Was that his connection to Ian?

Frustrated and edgy, he reached for the folder again, then flopped into the wobbly chair in the corner of his small motel room. As he skimmed the pages from her first vision, certain words stuck out at him. Trees, running, bleach, pain, and red. Lots and lots of red.

Blood? Or maybe the tiny balls she’d mentioned during her “trance” in his rental.

He reread the vision, this time not skimming or skipping around the page, and when he reached the end, he sucked in a deep breath. “She’d been stabbed to death. Not strangled,” he murmured. This killer, the one from her dreams, had a different MO compared to the four women discovered in the woods. Was it possible Celeste was right? That there were more bodies out there? Another killer on the loose?

The memory of Celeste in the passenger seat of his car came back to haunt him. The way she had clutched her stomach, her body jerking upward as if an imaginary force had been...

He dropped the folder onto the floor, then rushed to the bed where he’d left his cell phone. Needing to see her, to know she was safe, that she was...all in one piece, he punched in her number.

“Hello,” she answered, sounding out of breath.

Alarmed, he gripped the phone tight. “Celeste? It’s John. Are you okay?”

“I’m feeling much better,” she panted.

His fear quickly turned to jealousy. What had he caught her in the middle of that was making her feel much better?

The Viking’s image came to mind. He’d seen the way Lloyd had looked at her, the way she had looked at him. There was a connection, an intimacy between them. Was he with her now? Enjoying her body, easing her tension? Disappointed, he slumped to the lumpy mattress and drew in a deep breath.

“Whenever I’m stressed, working out always helps,” she continued, her breathing now closer to normal.

“I understand,” he said. “During some of my worst cases, I’ve been known to run for miles, even during the middle of the night, just to blow off some steam and clear my head.” The relief over knowing the Viking wasn’t the one giving her the workout must have affected his brain. He never shared personal information. Not that what time of night he’d gone for a run was all that personal, still, it was more than his counterparts at CORE knew.

“Um...is something wrong?” she asked. “You sound, I don’t know, upset.”

“No, nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to see how you were doing. We didn’t have a chance to talk after the, uh...”

“Psychotic vision?”

“Don’t you mean psychic?”

“Yes...no.” She released a heavy sigh. “I don’t know. I’m feeling a little mixed up right now.”

“Understandable.”

“I suppose.”

“You’ve had a strange day, even for a psychic.”

Her soft laugh warmed him and made him wish they were face to face. He wanted to see her beautiful smile, to see if that smile reached her eyes. In less than twelve hours, he’d been bombarded with a bunch of emotions and uncertainties he hadn’t experienced since...never. Not even with Renee. She’d been as blasé about relationships as he’d been. Sex had been a way to release the tension, a quick fix. There had been no dating, no romance. The only pillow talk they’d shared had been about their cases.

Celeste stirred a longing he hadn’t realized he’d wanted, and he didn’t understand the connection he felt toward her. The deep protectiveness, the need that went beyond pure desire. A need that made him ache, made him wish he had more to give.

“Yep, even for a psychic,” she said with a sigh.

“I know it’s late, and maybe you’ve already predicted this,” he teased, “but do you want some company? I thought we could talk.”

She laughed again, and he couldn’t help grinning like an idiot at the sound of it. “Really? I’d like that. Give me a half hour to shower and change. Okay?”

“Sure, see you then.” He kept his tone neutral, even as his heart hammered and anticipation roared through him.

After ending the call, he cleaned up his motel room, then hopped into the shower. Thirty minutes later he pulled the sedan into her driveway. He momentarily admired her large, brick colonial, as he stepped out of the rental. Lit by an array of solar lamps and the moon’s bright, dazzling beam, her house, like all the others in Wissota Falls, was beautifully landscaped. Neat and trim with no overgrown hedges, no weeds in the beds, no—what the hell?

As he strolled along her brick walkway, tiny plaster men stared at him, their rosy, cherub faces smiling while their lifeless eyes danced. He did a quick double take. There had to be at least a couple dozen ugly garden creatures guarding her house.

He ignored the eerie plaster eyes watching his back, took a deep breath and rang the door bell, wondering if this was a mistake. He never paid personal visits to witnesses during a criminal investigation. Although technically, she wasn’t exactly a witness, she was his partner. The sober reminder had him gritting his teeth as Renee’s image flashed in his head.

His chest tightened, not in a good way, and he wished he’d left the antacids he’d bought earlier in the car. He might be able to overcome Celeste’s belief that she was psychic. Hell, at this point a part of him was almost a believer. But he couldn’t, not after Renee, allow himself to become mixed up in a physical relationship with a partner. No matter the unexplainable attraction.

He should have waited, voiced his fears about her safety to Roy and ordered a cruiser parked outside her door. But the sheriff didn’t have the manpower for that, he reminded himself, giving him another excuse, another reason to see her.

The gun barrel lodged in Renee’s throat filtered past his reasoning. Clenching his jaw even tighter, he decided he’d check on her then leave. Looking around the yard again, he caught the accusing glances from her ugly garden creatures. Then the door opened.

He drew in a deep breath and forgot about every reason he should not be here, and quickly tried to come up with an excuse to never leave again.

* * *

Dr. Alex Trumane stepped onto the sidewalk and into the balmy night. The air was thick with humidity and the threat of rain as he bypassed his Lexus, and did what he’d done every week for the past two months.

He tested himself.

Looking in the distance, not more than two blocks away, he focused on his destination, Dudley’s Diner. Unfortunately, temptation stood between him and the diner. Three bars were scattered among a pawn shop, a small-time, family-owned electronics store, an all-night laundromat, and an apartment building. As he approached the first bar, The Office Lounge, he quickened his pace.

Neon lights advertising Heineken, Budweiser, and Corona reflected off the bar’s front window, beckoning him to stop in and sit for a spell. While he preferred gin or whiskey, a cold beer on a hot night sounded damned good.

His mouth watered, but without pausing he kept moving. He passed Reliable’s Pawn Shop, then a small alley, until he came to the next temptation. High and Dry boasted the same neon lights. Only the bar’s door stood wide open, the sounds of laughter and people talking drifted to the sidewalk and had him longing to step inside and erase the loneliness. He had acquaintances in there, as well as at The Office Lounge. He’d learned, though, that sobriety meant not only a change of lifestyle, but a change in the people he’d associated with regularly. Barflies didn’t make the greatest friends for a recovering alcoholic.

Forcing himself not to run, he kept his focus on Dudley’s Diner. He passed the laundromat and then the next bar without wavering, until he finally stood in front of the diner. Eight weeks he’d tempted and tested himself, and once again he’d done so with triumph. Breathing a sigh of relief, he stepped inside, then took his usual seat at the counter.

Kira, a middle-aged blonde he’d suspected was only a few years younger than himself, approached. Her pink uniform clung to curves he’d fantasized about way too much over the past two months. “Coffee?”

He nodded. “Decaf, please.”

“How’d it go tonight?” she asked as she filled his mug.

When Kira had learned he’d been stopping by the diner after attending his weekly Alcoholic Anonymous meetings, she’d proudly confessed that she too was a recovering alcoholic and had been sober for more than ten years. A bond had grown between them, and while he suspected she might be romantically interested in him, he wasn’t ready to date. Hell, as it was, he couldn’t even work up the nerve to visit her any other time but after a meeting. Before he could even consider a relationship, something he hadn’t had since his wife divorced him six years ago, he needed to work through AA’s Twelve Steps first. He’d made it through the first seven, and was now on step eight.

“The meeting went well,” he said, and poured creamer into his mug. They talked for a while, not about the meeting, but about life in general.

He loved this time with Kira. Before he’d sobered up, he wouldn’t have given her a second glance. His drunken ego had lured him to twenty-something women, who, he’d realized once sober, had only been interested in him for his doctor status and money.

What a fool he’d been. Thanks to his lack of self-control, he’d allowed booze to ruin his life. He’d lost his wife, his kids, and nearly lost his license to practice medicine.

As Kira spoke, he stared into her smiling hazel eyes and realized how much he needed to stay on the wagon. Failing in front of Kira was not an option. He had too much respect for her. Hell, he was in love with her.

The door swung open and a group of laughing couples stumbled to an oversized corner booth. Kira sighed as she eyed the new customers. “Looks like the bar crowd has the munchies. I gotta run. Give me a wave if you need a refill.”

He kept his gaze on her full bottom as she walked away. Urgency ran through the new and improved sober Dr. Alexander Elliott Trumane. He wanted his life back, and he wanted Kira in it.

Drawing a pen from his pocket, he flipped over the paper place mat and stared at the white canvas that would eventually lead him to atonement. He’d hurt many people over the years, and it was time to make amends.

As he began to write, he wondered if he should have skipped the decaf and gone for the high octane stuff. Listing every person he’d harmed during his years as a drunk could take all night.

Chapter 8
 
CELESTE TIGHTENED HER grip on the doorknob to keep herself from falling into John’s arms. She knew they were strong, heavily muscled. He’d held her in his car when she’d woken from her trance, and again at Carl Saunders’ office after that awful reading. Right now, she needed to feel his protective strength again. Since leaving the ME’s, the ruthless visage of a killer loomed in her every thought. If she closed her eyes now, his bearded face would be there, fist cocked, ready to release another painful blow.

An involuntary shiver ran through her body.

“Cold?” John stepped into the front foyer.

“A little.” She closed the door. “The days have been so unseasonably warm, but the nights are getting chilly.”

He stared at her, his concerned gaze dark and penetrating. Worried he’d see past her fight to control her emotions, her fears, she looked away.

She couldn’t let him know how badly she ached, how badly the case was affecting her. As much as she wanted no part in the investigation, she had to pretend everything was a-okay. Otherwise, Roy would pull her off the case, and she couldn’t have that happen. She needed closure. She needed to do her part to help find justice for those women. If she didn’t, she worried the nightmares would remain seared on her soul forever.

“Come on in,” she said, and moved toward the living room. “Roy mentioned you’re from Chicago. I bet you’re seeing the same kind of weather there, too, huh?”

He snagged her hand, and drew her to him, gently bracing his other hand at the small of her back. She stared at his chest, only inches from her face, her heart pounding at the nearness, her body tingling from his touch. She desperately wanted him to hold her, soothe her, erase the nightmares, and the memory of Ruby Styles’s murder from her mind. But she couldn’t, just as she couldn’t bring herself to look up at him. She couldn’t let him see—

Cupping her face, he tilted her head. “Look at me,” he demanded in a hushed, coaxing tone.

When she did, tears instantly blurred her vision. The concern, the tenderness, and the heat in his gaze made her want to bury her face in his chest. She wanted to cry so bad. Curl against him and vent. Tell him her fears, her anxiety, how her emotions were raw, ravaged, and tearing her apart.

He caught a tear with his thumb, then traced it along her cheekbone. “I don’t want to talk about the weather. I want to talk about what happened today at the ME’s. I’d ask if you’re okay, but I think I’ve already gotten my answer.”

As he continued to stroke his thumb along her cheek, the tears threatening to fall subsided. His simple, gentle caresses calmed her, soothed her, and helped her regain control of her emotions.

Feeding off of his strength, she forced a smile. “I’m fine, just tired. It’s been a long day.”

“Celeste, you don’t have to put up a false front for me.”

She pulled back, regretting the loss of his touch, the strength he offered. “I’m not. Can I get you something to drink?”

“Whatever you’re having,” he said with a deep sigh.

“Chardonnay it is then.”

He followed her into the kitchen. “Look, I really think we need to talk—”

“Did you have any trouble finding my house?” she interrupted. Needing more time to compose herself, she pulled the bottle of wine from the fridge.

He took the bottle. “Here, let me. Wine opener?”

She reached into the drawer, then handed him the corkscrew. As he worked on the cork, she stayed close to him, wishing they were back in the foyer. She wanted him holding her again, needed the comfort his caresses offered, the security, the protectiveness. She wanted to lose herself in his body, forget how lonely her nights had been before the nightmares had begun, and how miserable and frightened she’d become since they’d started.

It had been so long since she’d been with a man, kissed, made love. She’d missed the intimacy, and as she stood next to him, inhaling his purely male scent, she wished she could throw caution to the wind and be spontaneous. She’d caught the way he’d looked at her. Admiration and heat had lit his dark eyes several times throughout the day. How would he react if she made a move on him? Offered a no-strings affair?

Duh. He’s a man. Of course he’d jump at the offer.
And she’d regret her impulsiveness. As much as she wanted him to hold her, she knew herself too well. She didn’t have sex for sex’s sake. Considering he’d leave once his part in the investigation was over, she knew sex was all he’d be able to offer her. Right now, she didn’t need another person leaving her life.

When her mom had died, their family had unraveled. Her dad moved to Florida and seemed to enjoy golf more than talking to her. Her sister rarely called or visited now that she was busy with her career in Chicago. Even Will wanted to leave. When he did, she’d be stuck here, alone. Running a diner she didn’t want, and leading a boring, dismal existence.

No, she couldn’t afford to become attached to John or the idea of a relationship with him. He’d leave, like everyone else.

The cork popped. “Freed at last,” he said. “Glasses?”

She grabbed two and placed them on the counter, then watched as he poured the chardonnay. His hands seemed huge next to the delicate wine glasses. He had nice hands, big, strong and lean.

“Thank you.” She took the glass from him.

As he brought the glass to his lips, very nice lips, he stopped and cocked a brow. “Mind explaining the little man staring at me?” He nodded to the gnome perched on her kitchen windowsill wearing an apron and chef’s hat.

Grateful for something to distract her from his hands and lips before she started studying his other body parts, she reached for the gnome. “Don’t you like my little buddy?”

He looked around the kitchen and into the dining room. “Don’t you mean buddies? You’ve got these guys everywhere.”

After replacing the gnome, she reached for her wine. “I’d like to tell you that I keep these guys around because I believe the mythical little creatures provide luck.”

“But?”

She shrugged. “I bought one for my garden when I moved in. It was cheap, and I don’t know, it was so ugly it was kinda cute. So I put it in the front flowerbed. That afternoon, the old woman who lives next door, Linda Turner, came banging on my front door. She told me she hated my gnome, how ugly it was, and that it gave her the creeps.” After taking a sip of her wine, she smiled. “She also told me what flowers I should grow, how to arrange them, that my music was too loud, which it wasn’t by the way...she just kept nitpicking at me. So I went out and bought a couple more just to terrorize her.”

“You’re vicious,” he chuckled.

“Aren’t I though? I mean, I had to get back at her in some way without being nasty. Anyway, the next thing I knew, everybody started buying me gnomes. You know, for Christmas, birthdays...I guess they thought I collected them.” She eyed the chef gnome again. “Now I do.”

“How many are around here?” he asked as he topped her wine off, then his.

“Outside? I think I’m up to around twenty. Inside? Maybe three dozen or so.”

He kicked up his brows. “Wow, that’s a lot of gnomes.”

She rolled her eyes, and tried to hide her embarrassment. First the psychic thing and now the bazillion gnomes. He had to think she was an over the top eccentric. “I know. I have no idea where to put them anymore. Maybe I should call Matt Boysen and ask him to put an ad in his paper announcing I’ve reached my full capacity.”

Running a finger along the gnome cookie jar, he frowned. “Boysen’s a piece of work. Remember what I said about him and other reporters once the murders are leaked.”

Damn, just when she was relaxing, he had to bring up the investigation and remind her exactly why he’d stopped by tonight. He might have showed concern, but this wasn’t a social call, this was business. “And I told you that I could handle it.”

“Really?” He faced her. “Have you ever had a reporter follow you around? Shove a microphone in your face? Harass you when you’re at the grocery store, or at work, or in the privacy of your home?”

“You know I haven’t, but apparently you have.”

“Apparently. Let’s talk in the living room,” he said with a tight smile, then grabbed the bottle of wine.

And apparently that was the end of that, she thought as she trailed behind him. It didn’t take a psychic to know when someone was hiding something, and John, she suspected, had a few skeletons in his closet. She hadn’t missed the way he’d tensed, or how his eyes had narrowed before he’d masked his emotions with a forced grin. He’d said he worked for a private investigation firm. Now she wondered what line of work he’d been in before joining CORE. Carl Saunders had made an off-handed comment about him smelling like FBI. If that were true, why had he left?

Curious, and nosey as hell, she was prepared to ask him more about his job, rather past job, when he suddenly stopped. He stared at the large painting she’d hung on the wall opposite her brick fireplace, his gaze riveted on the beautiful collage of colors.

“This is good. Where did you get it?”

“My brother.”

“You wouldn’t happen to know where he got it from. I’ve been looking for something like this.” He glanced back at her, and she swore he blushed. “For my mom. Christmas isn’t that far away and with my schedule I shop early and whenever I can.”

For his mom? Good lord, the man did have a sweet side. “Actually my brother is the artist.”

“Really? Your brother painted this?”

“Mmm-hmm. He sculpts too, although I’m partial to his paintings. You can see more of his work all around town. They’re in a lot of the local shops, the county library. Even Roy has a few in his office.”

“Yeah, I saw those. Maybe I could look at any extras he might have.”

“Trust me. He’d be happy to sell a painting to you. He’s trying to get his name out there. Actually, he has a showing at some new gallery in Chicago at the end of October.”

“I’ll have to check it out.”

Right. Because that’s where he lives, and that’s where he’ll be heading when the investigation is finished. “I’m keeping my fingers crossed for him. He’s desperate to leave Wissota Falls, but until he can earn enough money from selling his paintings, he’s kinda stuck here.”

He moved toward the bookshelf lined with pictures and memories. “What about you? Does small town life agree with you?”

Standing next to him she let her gaze drift over the framed snapshots. “So-so.”

He cocked a brow.

“I mean, yeah, it’s okay. Like with any place, though, it’s not always peaches and cream. Know what I mean?”

After studying her for a few seconds, a smile tilted his lips. “I do. While I love Chicago, I used to think small town simplicity seemed more appealing.”

“Now?” she prompted, curious and eager to learn his take on where she lived. Did he think they were all bumpkins? Most visitors did. Wissota Falls sponsored many annual festivals. Tourists would come from big cities, and then act as if they’d time traveled in their Mercedes or BMW’s into another century. She didn’t resent the tourists, they were good for the town and for The Sugar Shack. She resented that she couldn’t leave with them.

Wissota Falls had become stifling. She’d wanted out the moment her mom died, but she hadn’t been able to leave. Her dad’s grief had weighed on her. She was a fixer, and he’d needed fixing. Only she hadn’t anticipated the fix she now found herself in three years later.

Living a life she didn’t want.

“Well,” he began. “Let’s just say I think I like the anonymity I have in Chicago.”

No shit, hovered on the tip of her tongue, but she refrained with a false smile. She understood more than he could ever comprehend. “Well, it’s not for everyone.” She shrugged, and sipped her wine.

After setting his glass on the bookshelf he picked up one of the photos. Her favorite. It had been taken the year before her mom had been diagnosed with cancer, when she’d been healthy, beautiful.

“Your family?” he asked, as he caressed the frame with his thumb.

“Yep, and that’s my mom and dad. My brother Will and my sister Eden.”

“She’s pretty.”

Was he blind? Eden was gorgeous, exotic, and the total opposite of her. Black hair, green eyes and olive skin, then there was her body. Eden was one of those women who had a natural, runway model physique. She was tall and slender, while Celeste was short and curvy. Sharing clothes had never happened when they were growing up, no matter how many miles Celeste ran.

“She looks familiar…not because of a family resemblance, you two don’t look anything alike.”

Her brother and Eden had similar coloring, and favored their dad, while she looked more like her mom. “You probably recognize Eden from the news. She’s changed her name, and is a reporter at WBDJ-TV in Chicago. She does—”

“Investigative reporting,” he finished for her. “Eden Risk, right?”

She nodded.

He shook his head. “Please tell me you didn’t contact her about this. No offense, but your sister is as bad as those reporters I was telling you about.”

Bristling, she moved to the couch. “No, I didn’t tell her, and she’s nothing like those leeches.”

He dropped to the opposite end of the couch. “Really? Then why haven’t you told her?”

“Because she’s based in Chicago, and I doubt anyone around there would be interested in what’s happening in Podunk, Wisconsin.” And Eden didn’t believe in her psychic abilities, just as she hadn’t believed in their mother’s. As much as she loved her sister, and knew Eden would foam at the mouth over this story, she worried about the spin Eden would put on the investigation.

“No one but Boysen knows about the murders yet. This case could be a coup for her career. Why are you really holding back?”

She stared at her sister’s photo. “Put it this way. I love my sister, and I want her to be successful, but what’s happening around here, what’s happening with me, isn’t something she needs to know about.”

“She doesn’t believe in psychics,” he said, not a question, but a bitch of a reminder.

Eyeing him for a second, she smiled. “You’re perceptive.”

“That’s my job, and I’m wondering about yours. Have you always worked at the diner?”

“No. After high school, I went to the University of Wisconsin for a degree in accounting. After I graduated, I stayed in Madison and worked at a firm.”

“If it’s so-so here, why’d you come back?”

“Anybody ever tell you you’re nosey?”

He shrugged. “All the time.”

A grin tugged at her lips. “I can see why.”

They sat in comfortable silence for a few moments, then he shifted and set his glass on the coffee table. “So are you going to tell me how you ended up back in Wissota Falls?”

“You’re relentless,” she chuckled.

“That’s why I’m good at my job.”

She eyed him and decided to take the opportunity he’d given her. “How long have you worked for CORE?”

“Not talking until you answer me first,” he said, and cocked a dark brow.

She shook her head. “Why do you care? It’s not like I’m all that interesting.”

“A psychic accountant, who’s a baker, runs a diner, and owns more gnomes than should be legal? I’d say you’re interesting.”

“Hardly, but since you can’t let this go, I moved back three years ago. My mom was diagnosed with cancer and it was too much for my dad and brother to handle. Eden was already in Chicago, so I came home to help. I wanted to anyway.” She drained her glass, then cleared her throat.

“My mom passed away six months later and my dad...he couldn’t stand being here without her. Too many memories I suppose. It started out that he was going to Florida for a few months to clear his head, but he ended up buying a place and left Will and me running the diner.”

He leaned forward with genuine sympathy in his eyes, and caught her hand in his. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

She curled her fingers around his, relishing his touch. Holding hands shouldn’t have caused the longing coursing through her, or the ache to be held, but it did. In that instant a hunger settled in the pit of her stomach, a need so fierce, and nothing she’d ever experienced before. She wanted him. She wanted to do more than hold hands despite what her head told her.

She closed her eyes and remembered the quick image she’d had when he’d touched her at the diner. Picturing them naked, writhing and moaning, had her inner thighs growing damp and her nerve endings humming with need and anticipation.

“Celeste?”

She opened her eyes. Her face heated to the point that she wanted to fan herself. “Sorry, my mind was wandering.”

“To where?” he asked, and inched closer.

“I…you probably don’t want to know.”

Keeping his gaze on her, he murmured, “The diner.”

“I’m sorry, it’s just…when you touched me, I had a vision that included me. That’s never happened before, and I’m wondering if you’d felt…forget it.” She sighed, wishing she’d kept her mouth shut. “It was probably my imagination.”

“I…” he began, then drawing away from her, stood. “Maybe we should talk about what happened today.”

Grateful he’d changed topics before she made a fool of herself, she nodded. He obviously hadn’t felt what she had at the diner, and considering he didn’t believe in psychics, there was no reason to bring it up again despite the need he stirred in her.

“Good. Let’s start with the car ride over to the dump site.”

Although curious about the trance she’d gone through, a part of her was now afraid to know exactly what had happened. After all, when he left tonight, she’d be alone. Again. With nothing but her nightmares.

“You know, before we get into all of that...”

He turned away from the mantle and eyed her.

“I understand your reluctance in using psychics. Not everyone is a believer, but I was wondering about your experience, as an investigator or whatever your title is.”

Shaking his head, a slow cocky grin spread across his lips. “You want to know my qualifications?” he asked, as if shocked she’d have the audacity.

Her curiosity in him multiplied. “Yes, that’s what I meant. You’re not a cop or a government agent. How did you and your company end up part of a murder case—”

“In Podunk, Wisconsin?” he teased. “Honestly, I have no idea. I go where I’m told. But, as for my credentials, I joined CORE two years ago. And I’m not just an investigator, I’m a criminalist. I trained with the FBI for ten years before I left.”

“Why’d you leave?”

“Anybody ever tell you you’re nosey?” he asked with a smile.

“All the time,” she echoed his earlier reply. “Honestly, I’m surprised you didn’t just tell me to look into my crystal ball if I wanted answers.”

“Welcome back, Miss Sarcasm,” he said, and although he smiled, she caught a hint of regret in his eyes. “Besides, didn’t I use that line earlier today?”

“If you did, I missed it.”

“If I did, I’m sorry I was stupid enough to say it.” Rubbing the back of his neck, he turned to the painting again. “You have to understand my line of work. I do believe in hunches and gut instinct, but I have a hard time believing in psychics. During an investigation, solid evidence is what I rely on, and what will hold up in court. Hell, even then, it can sometimes be difficult to convict. The wrong person can be put on trial and sent to prison for life, while the other...” He turned to her. “Look, I’m not going to discount what you said in my car, or at the ME’s, but I need more to go on.”

“Thank you. And I promise not to interfere in your investigation. Honestly, John, I only want to help.”

“I know you do.” His dark eyes softened. “But I’m, um, hell, I’m worried about you.”

The aching loneliness, the misery of the nightmares was suddenly overshadowed with a ridiculous sense of pleasure and relief. Warmth and hope spread through her. He might not believe in her, but he wasn’t looking at her as a kooky fortune teller, either. And he cared. She suspected as much with how protective he’d been today at the ME’s, but to hear him say it out loud? Then again, maybe she was reading too much into this. All he’d said was he worried about her.

“I’m fine. Really,” she said, stressing the last word when he shook his head.

He pushed away from the mantle, and moved toward the couch. Kneeling, he gripped her hands. “I don’t believe you.”

“You don’t believe in much, do you?”

She caught the regret in his eyes before he looked away. “I honestly don’t know what to believe anymore. I came here to do a job, and ended up…”

“Ended up what?” she asked.

Heat simmered in his eyes as he moved closer. “You said you had a vision when we touched at the diner. Tell me about it.”

“I told you, it was probably my imagination.”

His breath quickened, as he dipped his head. His mouth, those lips she’d admired, only inches from hers. “I don’t think so.”

“W-why do you say that?” she asked, drifting her gaze to his tempting lips.

“Because you made me feel something I’ve never felt.” He moved impossibly closer. His masculine scent enveloped her, his warm breath, laced with the sweet remnants of wine, caressed her mouth. “You made me feel alive,” he whispered, then captured her lips.

She gasped into his mouth as their lips melded and fused. As he eased her against the couch, her body exploded with need. With pure hunger, she held onto his broad shoulders and kissed him with all the desire bursting through her pores. Their noses smashed together, teeth collided, as their tongues mated. She’d considered herself a good kisser, but finesse had no place here. Not now. Not when all she wanted was to be closer to him, crawl into him, show him exactly what she wanted.

He didn’t seem to care, either. Instead, he deepened the kiss, speared his hands through her hair and held her head in place. Drawing in a deep breath, he tore his mouth from hers, peppered her jaw and neck with opened-mouthed kisses only to cup her cheeks in his warm palms as he drew her back to his lips.

This time, he slowed the pace. He nipped her lower lip, pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth, then ran his tongue along where he’d bitten her. “You taste so good.” He untwined his fingers from her tangled curls, then moved his hands over her body.

His large, warm hands plundered and took. Slid under her shirt, caressed her bare back, then ran lower over her hips and bottom. He gripped her there, and pressed her against his muscled thigh. Too many layers of clothes prevented her from the contact she desired. Unashamed, she pushed her heat against his hard thigh, the friction of his jeans against her sweatpants stimulated and rushed through her. Close...so close. God, she needed more.

“You’re so hot,” he whispered, then took possession of her lips again. She lost herself in his passion. Hushed gasps and quiet groans echoed throughout the room as she hung onto his shoulders and rode his thigh.

He shifted and settled his erection between her legs. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, about touching you.” He nuzzled her ear, his hot breath puffed at the curls framing her face.

“Then touch me.” She took one of his hands between their bodies then placed his palm to her breast. Releasing a soft moan, she urged him to massage her, to take what she offered.

Through her cotton t-shirt, he rolled her stiff nipple between his fingers, then muffled her cries with a hungry kiss. She tore her mouth away, delved her hands through his hair, cupped his head and urged his mouth lower.

He took the cue, shoved her shirt over her lacy bra then lowered his head. His soft stubble teased her flesh as he opened his mouth over one, lace-covered peak.

“Oh, John,” she gasped.

He kissed her taut nipple, cupping her breast with his hand. Liquid desire flooded between her thighs and she couldn’t stop herself from grinding her heat against his arousal.

Through the lace, he tugged and pulled at her nipple. She longed to feel the contact of his hot, wet mouth on her bare skin. Reaching between them, she grazed her palm along his hard shaft. His cock surged. She rubbed him through the rough denim, wishing they were naked. Naked and in her bed, or on the floor...at this point it didn’t matter. She wanted him, plain and simple.

The doorbell rang.

Breathing hard, he raised himself above her. “You expecting someone?”

Damn. Damn. Damn. “No.”

She stood and began rearranging her shirt and sweatpants. “It’s probably Will. He lives in the room above my garage, and uses it as his studio.” She blew out a frustrated breath, then gave him a half-smile. “Sorry.”

He tucked in his shirt. “Don’t worry about it.”

Don’t worry about it. Yeah right. She was about to orgasm, possibly have ultra hot sex, and now the mood was ruined. She stomped to the foyer then swung open the door.

“Hey, saw your lights on. Hope you don’t mind my dropping by so late.” Deputy Dan Malvern stood in her doorway wearing an uncertain grin on his freckled face. He poked his head around the corner, keeping his hand on his gun belt in that casual police stance he liked to use. “Bad timing?”

Duh. “No. It’s okay, what’s up?”

“Jesse told me about what happened at the coroner’s and I thought I’d do a drive by before logging off for the night. When I saw the car...well, I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“She’s fine,” John answered, as he moved to the foyer.

Dan straightened. “That your car?”

“I’m sure you recognized it from earlier.”

Dan kept his hand on his gun. “Roy know you’re here?”

“Planning on telling on me?” John asked and folded his arms across his chest.

“Knock it off, both of you,” she scolded them like the children they were acting, then offered Dan a smile. “Thanks for stopping by, but as you can see, I’m okay. But since you’re here, why don’t I save you a trip to the diner tomorrow and give you your order of kalachkis now.”

Dan relaxed his hand, and eased it off his gun belt. “Really? That’d be great. My wife loves ‘em, and we were just about out of the last batch you’d made.”

“What are kalachkis?” John asked her with interest, while still frowning at Dan.

She adored a man with a sweet tooth, and hoped John had one. She loved baking and experimenting with recipes but Will hated sweets and made for a bad guinea pig. “They’re cookies, filled with either fruit preserves or cheese.”

“Don’t forget the powdered sugar,” Dan added.

“You know I wouldn’t since you’re always asking for extra.” Despite the tension and testosterone radiating from both men, she offered Dan a smile. Dan had been caring for his sick wife who suffered from some rare disease—she couldn’t remember the name except that it had more consonants than vowels—but wished she could do more than give them a free box of cookies. Especially after how she’d cared for her own mother. “They’re already boxed. Just let me run to the basement kitchen and grab them.”

When she returned with a dozen strawberry and lemon kalachkis, she rolled her eyes. Since when did her house become Grand Central Station?

“Hey, Will,” she said.

Her brother didn’t respond. He darted his eyes between John and Dan, then raised a questioning brow at her.

“Celeste.” John turned to her. His eyes were unreadable, distant. “Looks like you’ve got a houseful. I’m going to head back to the inn.”

Nodding, she tried to keep the disappointment from her face. She didn’t want him to leave, not yet. Not without more of his kisses. Then again, maybe this was for the best. His kisses could become addictive.

She followed him off the front porch, then onto the brick pathway leading to where he’d parked his car. When they reached his rental, he stopped and turned to her. The light from the porch and solar lamps cast shadows across his face, but she still caught the desire, the raw, hot passion in his dark eyes.

“Maybe we could pick up where we left off tomorrow?” he asked, his tone husky, promising.

She hugged herself, warding off the cool, night air, and him. Although she wanted to finish what they’d started, she knew where it would lead. Another dead end. He’d leave, and she’d be stuck where she was, dreaming of more. “Sure, sounds good.”

“I, ah,” he sighed, and looked over her shoulder toward the opened door where Will and Dan stood. “I meant, we never had a chance to talk about your trance, and your other visions.”

“Right.” Stupidly disappointed, she dropped her gaze and focused on a gnome in a perpetual state of mooning someone. Of course this was business. Dan’s arrival had doused cold water on a huge mistake. While her body didn’t think kissing and maybe even sex were bad things, her mind knew better. Apparently John did, too.

He raised her chin and forced her to meet his gaze. “Don’t, Celeste.” He caressed her jaw. “I will see you tomorrow. Sleep tight.”

She watched him climb into his car then drive away. “With you by my side, maybe,” she mumbled, then headed toward her house filled with unwanted guests.

Chapter 9
 
THE ONLY DECENT thing about the Chippewa Inn was the free cable TV, John thought as he absently flipped through the channels. Reality shows, infomercials, news programs and B movies blurred together. None of them worth settling on, none of them enough to distract his thoughts from Celeste.

That kiss still had him hard. Hungry. Edgy.

He wanted more. He wanted her moans, her soft curves filling his hands, her hard nipples against his tongue. He stroked his arousal hoping to alleviate the pressure. He wanted to strip her naked and bury himself between her firm thighs. Feel her heat, her slick desire as she screamed his name and burned with the same hunger he couldn’t seem to control. He would have, too, if Dan and her brother hadn’t shown.

Releasing a frustrated sigh, he turned off the TV, then glanced at the clock. Nearly two a.m. He needed to crash. Tomorrow would be another busy day.

Horny and restless, he tossed on his side, trying to find at least one part of the mattress that didn’t have a lump or a spring. But as he lay on the shitty bed, he couldn’t stop his mind from racing or his body from aching for her.

Damn if she hadn’t nearly made him come in his jeans like a teenager copping his first feel. Never in his life had he experienced anything hotter than kissing Celeste. As their lips had met, as their mouths had fused, he’d tasted her hunger, her raw, naked need. Her…trust.

He’d denied believing in her psychic gift, yet she trusted him. If only she knew how much that meant to him.

During his last months with the FBI, his reputation had been in shambles. Close friends and coworkers had taken the deeds of a dead woman and lost faith in him.

Yeah, trust had become a bitch of a thing.

Muttering a curse, he shifted on his side again and stared at the clock. Maybe he was reading too much into this. Maybe his body still hummed and ached with need because he hadn’t been with a woman since Renee. That’s what this had to be about, that’s what made sense. He was reacting to a beautiful woman, a trusting woman who had been as greedy and hungry as he’d been to have sex. Just like Renee.

He’d never loved her, and she hadn’t loved him. They’d been friends, partners, who shared the same job, the same day-to-day bullshit. Sex between them had been more of a way to blow off steam, because neither of them had time to find a real relationship. But he’d trusted her, and she’d betrayed that trust.

He pushed thoughts of Renee where they belonged—six feet under—because he knew deep in his bones whatever was between him and Celeste was different. Renee had manipulated him, used him. Although he didn’t know Celeste well, and he’d like to hold onto the logical assumption that his attraction to her was solely based on sex, he knew it was a lie. She wasn’t like Renee in any way, shape or form. Literally. The two were polar opposites. Renee had been hard, her body, her mind, where Celeste held a softness that had him thinking of puppies, babies and a frickin’ white picket fence.

She was unconventional. A psychic accountant and baker who had a plethora of gnomes surrounding her should have had him running in the opposite direction. Instead she had his head spinning and his body craving.

And where would it lead?

Nowhere.

He doubted she was the blasé affair type, and he wasn’t, either. But he wanted her. The touch of her lips had given him a perpetual hard-on and had made him want to claim her, protect her, keep her all to himself.

But he had no right to even consider pursuing anything with Celeste. He’d leave when his time here was finished. She needed a man who’d stick around, and he wasn’t that guy. He had a life in Chicago, his work. While Wissota Falls offered a simplicity he sort of liked...what the hell was he thinking?

Christ, one kiss and he was contemplating a relationship?

His cell phone rang, and the tension coursing through him turned to dread. At—he glanced at the clock—two-twenty in the morning, this couldn’t be good. Without checking the caller ID, he answered, hoping to God it wasn’t Celeste calling about another nightmare.

“We got him,” Roy said, his tone tired, but excited.

He sat straight up in the bed and was already reaching for his pants. “You’re sure? How?”

“The sketch. I sent it over the wire yesterday afternoon and apparently our suspect overindulged last night. State Highway Patrol picked him up on a DUI, just south of Eau Claire. After they finished booking him, one of the officers happened to see the sketch. He said it was uncanny. I guess our girl got it right, huh?”

Our girl. “Yeah, I guess she did.” He didn’t know what to feel, pride in Celeste for the hit, regret for not fully believing in her, or disappointment that his time in Wissota Falls was nearing a fast end.

“Get dressed and I’ll pick you up in fifteen.”

“I’ll be ready.”

He cleaned up, dressed, then waited for Roy outside of his room. The moon had sunk a little lower, its strong beams filtered through the swaying tree tops. He stood with his back against the motel door and instead of thinking about the suspect being detained in Eau Claire, his thoughts focused on Celeste. Deep melancholy settled on his soul. For what could have been, for what might have been. Time to explore the rattling emotions she’d evoked. Time to ensure that what he’d experienced in less than twenty-four hours wasn’t his body playing games with his mind.

Headlights illuminated the parking lot. When Roy’s cruiser came to a stop, John pushed off the motel room door.

“Helluva wake up call,” Roy said as John settled into the passenger seat. “I had Bev whip us up some coffee.” He nodded to the two travel mugs on the center counsel. “It’s black, hope you don’t mind.”

“No, this is good, thanks. I could use some caffeine.” He reached for the mug and realized what Roy had said. Bev made the coffee?
“Does Bev always work this late?”

“Um...no.” Roy blew on the rim of his travel mug. “I...she...oh hell.”

He held up a hand to stop him. “Enough said, Sheriff. It’s none of my business.”

Roy released a hearty chuckle. “Yeah, tell that to the rest of this town. You take a crap and everyone knows about it. That’s small town life for you.”

“I wouldn’t know about that.”

“Of course not, you grew up in Richmond, Virginia, lived in Washington DC, New York, and now you’re in Chicago. With barely a thousand residents, Wissota Falls is a far cry from the big city.”

Roy’s knowledge set him on edge. If the sheriff knew about where he’d lived, he likely knew that he was former FBI, about his reasons for leaving the Bureau and joining CORE. “Been doing your homework or did Ian tell you all of this?”

The sheriff shrugged. “Does it matter?”

“Consider me inquisitive?”

“That’s what Ian said about you, and what makes you one of the best out there. Blow it off, John. We’re just bullshitting here.”

Blowing off bullshit had never been his strong suit. Considering they’d likely caught their killer, he supposed it didn’t matter what Roy knew about him, or what the sheriff’s connection was to Ian. He’d likely be back in Chicago within a day or two, and on to another case. “Okay, bullshit aside, so you and Bev are a couple that no one in town is supposed to know about, but everyone does?” So strange, yet he understood. His family was just like that. Telling one person the latest gossip, that no one was supposed to know, but they all somehow did.

Roy sighed. “To be honest, I wanted to make our relationship public—officially. I’ve asked her to marry me, to move in with me, but she’s turned me down.” He shook his head. “We’ve been together for about six years now, and I love her dearly. She had a rough go of it with her ex-husband and is a little gun shy. I’m a patient man, though. I’d wait forever for her. Yep, she’ll come around. Just wait and see.”

John didn’t think he could be so patient. If he’d found himself in the same situation he’d...Celeste came to mind. Her bright blue eyes, beautiful smile, God, the way she tangled up his insides with crazy emotions. Needing to change the subject he said, “Tell me about the suspect.”

The sheriff smiled. “What, my love life’s not interesting enough? Okay, here’s what we’ve got. The guy’s name in Garrett Winston. Like you thought, he’s a trucker. Owner/operator, has his own rig, no home address, just a post office box in Illinois.”

“So he probably lives in his cab. Was he driving his truck when they arrested him?”

“Yep, no trailer though.”

“We’ll have to find out who contracted his last job.”

“I’ll have one of my men take care of it in the morning.”

John nodded. “Good, we need that trailer. We want as much evidence as we can find to ensure a solid case against Winston. It’ll also give the prosecutor a premeditation angle.”

“He’s a sick son of a bitch keeping dead girls on ice while going off to find his next victim. Damn I wish Wisconsin still had the death penalty.”

“Eye for an eye.” John took a sip of coffee, then after setting it back in the cup holder, he asked, “What time was he picked up?”

“Midnight. I guess he was swerving all over the road. The arresting officer thought the driver might’ve been falling asleep at the wheel. He wasn’t expecting Winston to be drunk, but boy was he ever. Blew a two point four seven. He’s sleeping it off in his cell and has no idea the shit that’s about to hit the fan.” Roy twisted his mouth into a sneer. “Yeah, that SOB’s days are numbered.”

“His rig’s a potential crime scene. Please tell me no one went inside. We don’t want to screw this up on some stupid technicality.”

“Those guys aren’t a bunch of backwater asses. I know their commander. Trust me, nothing’s been touched. Winston’s truck is in the impound lot waiting for us. The forensics unit will meet us there and comb the cab.” Roy blew out a deep breath. “God, I hope they find something. I wouldn’t be surprised if Boysen runs the story, that little prick.”

“They will. I guarantee his truck is loaded with incriminating evidence, hopefully enough to lock him away for four lifetimes.”

Roy glanced at him. “So the profiler’s become the psychic now?”

He shook his head and laughed. “Yeah, I don’t think so.” The mention of the word psychic turned his thoughts back to Celeste. Was she sleeping peacefully tonight? Hopefully, curled in a ball, snuggled into her warm blankets, soft, blond curls spread out on her pillow, a few loose tendrils caressing her face.

“You know.” Roy interrupted his thoughts. “I never had the chance to talk with you about Celeste’s notes. Did you read them?”

Shit, the sheriff was right, Wissota Falls was a small town. With Dan’s unexpected visit, not to mention her brother’s, word could be out by morning.

“I read through some of them, then,” he sighed, “I went to see her.”

“Yeah, I heard about that.”

He looked out the window. “Small town?”

Loud laughter filled the squad car. “Boy, don’t I know it. Yeah, Dan filled me in, and called right after you left. She’s a special gal and we’re all concerned about her.”

“I understand, but she’s no longer needed now. We have Winston, and hopefully the evidence will take over from here.”

“I’m not as convinced.”

“Why’s that?”

“You heard what she’d said in Carl’s office. There are two killers.” He shrugged a shoulder and looked back to the road. “We just haven’t found the bodies.”

He’d been so wrapped up in protecting her after the reading in the ME’s office, he’d almost forgotten about that enigmatic prophesy. Okay, honestly he’d blown it off. As much as he wanted to believe in her, he still couldn’t wrap his logical brain around her prediction of more than one killer. It simply made no sense. What were they going to do, start combing the woods for more bodies based on a psychic’s hunch? Besides, what were the odds that two killers were stalking the same town?

“You seriously believe that?”

The sheriff toyed with his mustache and bobbed his head. “It’s like I told you, she’s got a gift. Yes, I believe her and already have Jesse and Lloyd doing a little checking.”

“Checking what? Do they carry crystal balls, too?” He didn’t like this. Not at all. If Winston was the killer they were looking for, it would give her what he knew she needed...closure. If they continued on this ridiculous assumption, the only thing they would accomplish was to feed into Celeste’s belief that there was another killer out there. That theory would only add to her fears, something he wanted put to rest. He liked her. A part of him was starting to care about her, and he wanted her to be able to sleep through the night, not worry about dead bodies and killers. That was his job.

“Look John, I get that you’re the type of guy who needs to see the hard, concrete evidence. But like I said, Celeste is special and I trust in her, something I’d think you would reconsider after yesterday.”

He gave him a sidelong glance. “What the hell does that mean?”

“I saw how you were with her. You were ready to rip any of our heads off if we tried to get near her.”

“I was concerned about her state of mind.”

“Bullshit. You’re just too stubborn to let yourself see her for what she is and you know it.” Before he could argue, Roy waved him off. “It doesn’t matter what you think, I’m having Jesse and Lloyd running checks throughout the county and state. I want them looking for any female missing persons and runaways which may have occurred when Celeste’s visions started.”

“You’re on a wild goose chase. Besides, half the victims we have are known prostitutes, and from out of state.” John tried rolling the tension from his neck, but it was useless. If Celeste was right, if she’d found their killer through her vision, then that meant...he didn’t want to think about it. There were no other bodies to back up her prediction.

“She told me otherwise when I took her home. She sensed the girls in her dreams were local. Young, vulnerable, not quite living the life of a prostitute, but edging close.”

“That’s news to me. So you’re going to waste the minimal manpower you have based on psychic intuition?”

“Back off, John.”

“That’s right, I’m the hired help.”

Roy grinned, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “That you are. So I guess you have no choice but to go along with me here.”

“Suppose not,” he said, and didn’t bother to hide his bitterness. He didn’t like being involved in an investigation without full disclosure, and both Roy and Ian were hiding something from him. What, he had no idea. But when the investigation was finished, he’d find out, or resign. He was nobody’s fucking patsy, not anymore. If he didn’t have Ian’s trust, he no longer wanted to work for him or CORE.

* * *

Garrett Alan Winston sat in the interrogation room shackled to a worn, metal table. The short chain of one handcuff pulled taut as he held a pen over a stack of papers.

His confession.

The sheriff leaned toward the two-way mirror. “I don’t get it. He has no record, not even a traffic violation. We’ve got jack shit, except for small amounts of blood spatter, a few hairs and fingerprints which haven’t even been processed, yet he’s signing a confession without an attorney?”

John nodded and folded his arms across his chest. Not only stunned by Winston’s quick confession, but how eerily he resembled the sketch created based off Celeste’s vision. Comb his hair, trim his beard, give him some Visine, and that sketch could have been a photograph. “I don’t get it, either.”

The door opened. A trooper ducked his head inside to tell Roy he had a call. While John had come to like the sheriff, despite whatever game he was playing with Ian, he was pleased to have a moment alone. He needed to weigh the options, consider other recourses should Winston find a sharp-tongued attorney willing to take his case.

Winston, even in his disheveled state, appeared arrogant, confident as he signed the confession that would convict him of killing four women. Once he finished, the paperwork was quickly removed, and he leaned back in his chair. Bound to the steel table, he stared at the mirror, his eyes, wild, alert. Then he sneered.

The man should be on edge, worried, rather than arrogant. Odd. Why was that? Even though the lab results would take time, John was hopeful the evidence would convict and condemn him. So why the look of triumph? Like he held the winning lottery number?

Winston continued to stare at the mirror. His feral eyes held a ferocious glint that bore into him through the glass. They said he wasn’t done. Not by a long shot.

As his skin crawled, his mind raced. He tried to quickly assess the man cuffed in the opposite room, but couldn’t shake the dread lodging deep in his chest enough to concentrate.

The door bounced against the wall, making him jump. “Jesus, Roy, don’t do that shit to me.”

“We’ve got to get back to Wissota Falls,” he panted as if he’d just run a hundred yard dash. His face ashen, his eyes filled with horror, he gave Winston a quick glance. “Now.”

His earlier dread turned to a fear so intense he fought to catch his breath. “Celeste?”

“No,” Roy said, already moving for the door. “Bev just called, they found another body.”

“Where?” He hoped Roy would tell him Winston’s dumping grounds. Maybe this was his last victim. Maybe CSU missed the body.

“Cranberry bogs,” Roy said over his shoulder as he left the room muttering that he’d meet him at the car.

Cranberry bogs? Then it hit him.

Little red balls, floating in my nose and mouth...
Celeste’s trance, her vision. No amount of antacids would cure the burn running through his chest and gut. She’d been right all along, and he’d been too stubborn to believe her.

He glanced back at Winston who still wore a cocky, mocking sneer. As if he knew.

Impossible. They were in a sound proof booth, in front of a two-way mirror. Paranoia had him thinking irrationally, because he’d allowed himself to become too close to what appeared to be their only witness. Celeste.

As he exited the room, a deep wicked laugh rolled through the intercom. Stopping, he turned and stared at the mirror.

“I know something you don’t know,” Winston sang off key in a scratchy voice. He sprung from the chair, knocking it to the floor. “Do you hear me?” His face turned purple, blue veins stuck out of his wide neck as he screamed and pulled on his bindings.

“I know,” he shouted, spittle oozing down his scruffy beard. “You’ll come back. You hear me? You fuckers need me. You’ll come back.”

The officer guarding the interrogation room pinned Winston, as two others entered to help. John gaped at the scene. An eerie sense of foreboding consumed him, ate at his gut and sensible mind. All the while, Winston’s disturbing eyes pierced into his through the mirrored glass. They looked at him, into him and he had this niggling feeling Winston might be right.

* * *

“Hey Celeste, sorry again for just poppin’ over last night, but the wife isn’t. She loves your cookies. I swear she devoured half the box before kissin’ me hello.”

She poured Dan a cup of coffee and smiled. “I told you it wasn’t a big deal. I’m glad to know I’ve got you looking out for me, even if it was a lame excuse to raid my stock of kalachkis.” She winked then turned to Lloyd. “How you doing today?”

“I’ll be better after I have one of your Western omelets.”

“You got it. What about you, Dan? The usual or are you going to take a walk on the wild side and try something new?”

He grinned, his red mustache stretching across his thin lips. “You know me. I’ll stick with the usual.”

“Okay, I’ll have it for you in a jiffy.”

“Oh and Celeste?” Lloyd grabbed her arm before she walked away. “Is your brother around? I wanted to talk with him about hanging those kitchen cabinets I ordered.”

“He’s in the back doing inventory.”

“You mean avoiding the customers.”

She laughed. “Yeah, that too. You can head on back and talk with him if you like. You know the way.”

He shifted his big body off the stool, then nodded to Dan. “I’ll be right back. I want to pin Will down to a date he can come by and help finish this pain-in-the-ass kitchen remodeling.”

Dan grinned. “I hear that. Hell, you’ve only been working on it for the past six months.”

She walked away from the counter, then went about her business, taking orders, filling coffee, smiling and making small talk with her customers. Although dead tired, she hoped it didn’t show. It was her fault. No, it was John’s.

He had been the reason she’d tossed and turned all night. Thank God she hadn’t had any dreams though. Maybe a little loving and a couple glasses of wine had done the trick. Maybe the killer took the night off. Or maybe she’d been just having good old fashioned nightmares after all.

As she dropped an order off at a table, Lloyd rushed from the back room. She immediately tensed. Wiping her hands on her apron, she followed him, hoping that he and Will weren’t arguing again. Over the last few weeks, they’d been bickering like an old married couple, and she didn’t like it, or how it had been affecting her already brooding brother.

“Lloyd, are you okay?” she asked, when she caught up with him at the end of the counter where Dan sat.

His silvery eyes were alert and darting between her and Dan. A sense of foreboding had her knees weakening and her hands gripping the counter for support.

“Cancel our breakfast.” Lloyd turned to Dan. “We have to leave. Now.”

Dan nodded as if he understood Lloyd’s cryptic command, scooted off the stool and shot out the door. Lloyd turned back to her, his eyes flat, bleak, his face pale. “I’ve got to go. Hell, I...Celeste.” He leaned over the counter. “Honey, don’t say anything. Bev just called. They found another body.” He gave her upper arm an affectionate squeeze, then left.

Another body. Her head spun. The room tilted and closed in on her. She tried to steady herself against the counter then searched the restaurant for a lifeline.

Will stood in the hallway leading to the back rooms. He darted over to her and clasped her hand in his. “Keep it together,” he whispered. “Just hold on until I can get you away from the crowd.”

She tried to nod, but violent images blurred her mind. When they reached the stock room, she fell into his arms and sobbed. “Oh God, I hoped I was wrong, that they were bad dreams, that they’d stop.” She hiccupped and wiped at her tears, then looked into her brother’s comforting green eyes, a part of her wishing they were John’s chocolate brown. “But the nightmares are real...they’re so real.”

“Shhh, you don’t know that. It’s probably the same guy John came here to look for.”

She froze in his arms. “Lloyd told you?”

“Hell yeah he did. I go to my sister’s house and see a strange guy there, and you won’t give me an explanation? Why didn’t you tell me about all of this?”

She pulled away and rested her hand on a shelf. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

“Is that all? Or are you lumping me in with Eden?”

Sending him a wry smile, she shrugged. “Since Mom died, you’ve made it clear you didn’t want to hear about—”

“No, since mom died you’ve been coddling me. Making sure I’m okay, Dad’s okay, and running yourself ragged over the diner. You’ve been keeping yourself too busy, worrying about everyone else, you’ve forgotten about you.”

“Not true, and this isn’t—”

“Celeste, I’m not like Eden or Dad. I’ve always believed in you and your gift. Dad believed in Mom’s, too, but didn’t want you to have it.” He shrugged. “For whatever reason. You could have come to me about this. I would have stayed at the house, looked after you. The fact I had to hear about your visions from Lloyd pisses me off. I thought we were closer than that.”

“We are, but you don’t understand. I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “God, I wish Mom was around to help guide me on this.”

He touched her shoulder. “I do, too. But she’s not. Lloyd filled me in on everything, and it sounds like it’s the same guy who killed those other women. Don’t jump to conclusions. And quit shutting me out,” he finished, giving her shoulder a squeeze.

Wishing they’d had this conversation before, because he was dead right, she hugged him, then nodded into his shoulder. “I won’t.” She held onto her brother for a few more moments, then pulled away. “Thanks for believing in me.”

“I always have, just like you’ve been there for me. Now let’s get you cleaned up. We’ve got a full house out there. I’ll even throw on an apron and pour coffee.”

She rolled her eyes. “My hero.”

His smile wavered. “No matter what happens, I’ll be here for you.”

She nodded and squeezed his hand. “Thanks, I needed to hear that.” Wiping her eyes she started for the door, then stopped. “Did Lloyd mention where they’d found the body?”

Will was already tying an apron around his waist when he turned to her. “Yeah, Bev said Stu and Glen found the body when they were harvesting their cranberry bog.”

Air whooshed from her lungs, and her knees gave way.

Little red balls floating in her nose and mouth...she couldn’t breathe, she couldn’t...
“Celeste?” Will grabbed her before she hit the floor. “What is it?”

She couldn’t see her brother’s face, her vision distorted by tiny, red orbs of light.

Chapter 10
 
AS JOHN CLIMBED out of the sheriff’s cruiser a warm breeze drifted over him, carrying the tainted smell of death. Drawing deep breaths in through his mouth, which didn’t lessen the odor, he glanced at Roy. The sheriff wore a frown, and winced when the wind blew again, likely from not only the putrid odor, but the knowledge that he’d soon face its source.

The girl in the bog.

Plunking his state-issued hat on his head, Roy met him at the front of the cruiser. “That’s Glen and Stu over there.” He nodded to two men sitting in the grass approximately fifty feet from a gentle slope that John assumed led to the bog.

One of the men stared off into the clear sky, the sun reflecting off his bald head ringed with gray hair. His lips moved, but John doubted anything coherent was uttered as he wrung his hands and rocked with the mild breeze. The other man, stocky, maybe a few years younger, held a faded red bandana to his forehead, while keeping a hand on the older man’s shoulder.

Looking away from the two men, John focused on the landscape. He could only view the opposite shore, lined thickly with trees, pines mostly. A gentle ripple, caused by the westerly wind, moved along the water, but no cranberries were visible. “Where are the berries?” he asked.

“They’re along the edge here,” Roy said, and pointed. “You just can’t see them from where we’re standing.”

“I assumed the entire bog would be filled with them.”

“No, this lake runs into a few other smaller ones and they all connect to the Chippewa River. The cranberry vines grow along the shore. When it’s time to harvest them, Glen and Stu flood the area with the lake water using an irrigation system.”

“How deep?”

“That’s a question for Glen and Stu.”

John pushed off the cruiser. “Along with a few others. How well do you know these two?” he asked, as they walked toward the cranberry farmers.

“Pretty well. They’re good men. Both happily married with kids. About eight or nine years ago, the owner of this cranberry farm…” He motioned to the bog. “David Leland passed on. Glen and Stu had been working for him for years. They pooled their money together and bought it off Leland’s widow and have been running it since.”

When they were a few feet from the men, the one with the bandana rose, then moved toward them. “Roy, I...” He covered his mouth with the bandana, then looked away, a tear trickling down his tanned cheek.

The sheriff laid a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Glen, this is John Kain. He’s here to help us sort this out.”

Tucking the bandana in his back pocket, he offered his hand. “Glen Anderson, and this is Stu Clemens,” he said, and jerked his head toward the man still sitting on the grass.

John shook his hand. “Tell me how you found the body?”

“Well, I was running Denise—”

“Denise?”

“Sounds dumb, but that’s what we call our harvester. Anyway, as Denise churned through the bog, I caught something...you know, in my peripheral vision, and that’s when I saw the girl. I radioed Stu, and he called Bev.” He blew out a deep breath, withdrew the bandana from his back pocket and wiped it across his face again. “I never saw anything like this in all my years.” Tears welled in his eyes. “And I hope to God I never do again.”

Car doors slammed behind them. John turned as Dan and the Viking approached from their vehicles. Two other cruisers pulled in, skidding to a halt on the gravel. Jesse stepped out of one and Ed out of the other.

CSU would be arriving any minute, and while they’d done a decent job at the last dump site, he worried about the investigation aspect. Roy’s deputies weren’t homicide detectives, and as each man neared, all pale, all wearing an acute sense of dread on their faces, he wondered if he shouldn’t call Ian for help.

Roy turned to him. “If it’s okay with you, I’m going to have one of my men take their official statements, and let the others wait for CSU.”

John nodded. Maybe Roy was psychic, too, because he’d been about to suggest the same thing. That thought trigged another. “Do you get much traffic along this road here?” he asked Glen, pointing to the narrow two lane road. “Big rigs in particular”.

“No big rigs,” Glen said. “We use our own flatbed trucks to deliver our product. Besides, this road doesn’t lead to much. Mostly, we get kids heading out to the lake for some necking or whatever they do these days.”

Stu remained silent. He continued to sit on the grass, his focus on the woods surrounding the clearing that led to the bog.

John looked to the woods then, and couldn’t help but think of Celeste’s trance. How she’d spoken of the trees, a clearing, hitting something metal before the killer had ended the life of the woman she’d become during the trance. He swiveled and leveled his gaze on Denise. Could the harvester have been what she’d referred to?

“The sheriff would know better,” Glen continued, nodding in Roy’s direction. “He sends his men out here to make sure no one is gettin’ into trouble.”

“This is usually Jesse and Lloyd’s territory, sometimes Dan, or even Gary who I don’t think you’ve met,” Roy said. “Kids like to come down here. Drink a six pack or two, smoke weed, have sex.”

John removed his sunglasses, and tucked them in his pocket, then looked toward the water. From this angle, red berries coated the surface along the shore. “Glen, how deep do you flood the area?”

“Twenty inches, give or take. Which made it easy to spot...” Glen cleared his throat. “To spot the woman. But the lake itself is about fifteen to twenty feet at its deepest point, depending on rainfall.”

The deputies who’d been dragging their feet finally approached. Roy ordered Dan to take the cranberry farmers back toward the cruisers to make their official statements, then told the others to hang tight until CSU arrived. He didn’t miss the relief on the men’s faces before pulling two pairs of shoe covers out of his back pocket. He handed Roy one pair, then used the other to cover his shoes.

“Is there another highway close enough where Winston could have parked his rig, then walked over here?” John asked, while waiting for the sheriff to cover his boots.

“The next main highway’s miles from here. Plus, he’d have to have walked through those woods.” He pointed west. “And that wouldn’t have been easy. That’s a rough patch, no trails. If he works during the night, it would have taken him hours to make it here, then back to his rig.”

“Maybe Winston isn’t our guy,” he said, as they approached the shore.

“Then why the quick confession?” Roy asked, then gasped. “Oh my God.” Turning away, he bent and rested his hands on his knees.

You’ll come back. You hear me? You fuckers need me. You’ll come back.
Winston’s parting words taunted him as John stared at their latest victim lying in the shallow water. Flies swarmed on and around her nude body. Her pale skin appeared stark white against the dark, red cranberries floating around her. Inky, long black hair drifted around her bruised face which had been sliced at least a half dozen times with either a razor or a knife.

The water slightly undulated. Cranberries moved over and around the torso which had been deeply cut from the pubic bone to the ribcage. The flesh surrounding that wound, along with those on her face, had shriveled and puckered. The ragged skin seemed to have been nibbled, likely from the fish in the bog. Even several feet away, insects he couldn’t name festered in her wounds.

He’d seen drowning victims in the past. Most had been bloated two to three times their normal weight, trapped gases causing the body to blow up like a balloon. This woman lacked that bloat, he assumed, due to the open wound on her torso.

Swallowing the bile rising in his throat, he finally turned away only to catch the sheer horror in Roy’s eyes. “This girl wasn’t killed like the others,” the sheriff said, his voice cracking.

He looked back to the victim, zeroing in on her neck. With the way her black hair and the cranberries shadowed her throat, he had a hard time finding any indication she’d been strangled with a thin cord like the other victims. “No, but we’ll know more once her body is removed and Carl takes a look at her.”

“Celeste was right then. There’s more than one killer, and now we’ve found one of his victims.”

“Roy, we don’t know—”

“She had four visions,” the sheriff continued as if he hadn’t said anything. “I’ll have to reread her notes, but I’m betting this one matches the first, which means there are three other bodies out there.”

“We won’t know anything until—”

Fury darkened Roy’s eyes. “Quit being so damned pigheaded.”

Before John could reply, more car doors slammed. Banking his own irritation, he looked away from Roy, and watched as Mitchell and his crime scene techs descended the area.

Then another van pulled up and came to an abrupt halt, the tires kicking gravel. Matt Boysen. “We have an uninvited guest.” He jerked his head toward the reporter.

“Shit,” Roy muttered. “That prick just won’t quit.”

John agreed. Boysen wasn’t going to back down until he had a story. If they had another killer on the loose, Celeste could be in danger if Boysen leaked her name. Heartburn kicked in again as he turned to the sheriff. “Give him something then, but only if he gives his word that Celeste’s name stays out of whatever story he runs.”

“Boysen doesn’t know Celeste’s involved.”

Releasing an exasperated sigh, John shook his head. “Does he know Celeste, that she’s a psychic?”

“Sure, everyone does.”

“Then don’t you think he might put two and two together? He might be a small time reporter, but I guarantee he didn’t miss her car parked outside of the Sheriff’s Department yesterday, after those four women were discovered. If he goes on a hunch and hints we’re using a psychic...”

“Damn it, Celeste could become a possible threat to the killer.” Roy wiped a shaky hand down his face. “That girl’s like a daughter to me. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to her.”

Neither could he. In less than a day, she’d somehow managed to crawl under his skin, and weasel her way into his tarnished heart. He’d thought the unexplained emotions he’d been dealing with since meeting her had everything to do with lust, but knew himself better than that.

While he wanted her, every which way physically and sexually possible, he wanted her laughter, quick wit, even her sarcastic barbs more. So unlike any woman he’d ever encountered, she made him restless, made him want a life outside of the career and reputation he’d fought for. She had him longing for companionship, making love on rainy afternoons, or snuggling on the couch watching TV. While those thoughts scared the hell out of him because he’d never truly had a real relationship, the thought of Celeste being hurt or worse scared him even more. He might have no right to want what he did from her considering he didn’t have much to offer but a bunch of emotional, bullshit baggage. Still, he needed her safe.

“Then let’s make sure Boysen keeps her name out,” John said. “Dangle our suspect in his face. Tell him we’ve potentially apprehended the man responsible for the other murders. No name, just that the suspect is being detained and investigated. But only tell him that much if he promises to keep this murder and Celeste’s name out of his story. Then ensure him another exclusive later.”

“And the mayor? I didn’t tell him anything about Celeste, but he’s not a stupid man. He knows about her, hell he’s had her do a reading for him a few times. He’ll wonder—”

“Let him. Celeste name stays out of this, and make sure your deputies and even Bev keeps a lid on it. No one is to know about her. Period.”

As Mitchell and his team drew closer, Roy stomped off to deal with Boysen. Instead of focusing on the dead woman in the bog, John’s thoughts remained on Celeste. He’d never, in his life, his career, had thought that he would believe in a psychic, but he believed in her. She might hold the key to unlocking this murder, and help them find the other victims yet to be discovered. She might also be in danger.

That thought didn’t settle well. The heartburn intensified and had him patting his pockets for antacids that weren’t there but left in his motel room. Clenching his jaw, he knew the slow burn in his chest wouldn’t have been eased by any medication. Making sure Celeste was safe, that she was in one piece—he glanced at the victim and zeroed in on the gaping wound running along her torso—in every sense of the word.

* * *

Celeste grabbed the remote and turned off the show she’d recorded earlier on her DVR, then paced her living room. Not even Rachel Ray could keep her attention. The only thing she could think about was the way John had sounded when he’d called a few hours ago.

She’d left the diner early. When the lunch rush had settled, Will insisted she should go home and rest. But after John had called, she couldn’t relax. His somber tone had worried her. He’d assured her he was okay, but she hadn’t believed him. How could anyone be okay after watching a body being dredged from a bog?

Her visions had displayed the torture women had been put through at the hands of a sadistic murderer. They’d created everlasting images which would not fade over time. Ever. Today, John had witnessed the end result of her nightmares and she wondered if it would be the same for him, a memory which would not fade.

The doorbell rang. Her heart skipped a beat. She drew in a deep breath and headed for the foyer. When she opened the front door, the aroma of spicy, Italian sausage wafted through the air.

Her mouth watered, nothing to do with the pizza John held in his hands, but the man himself. Not only was he heart stopping sexy as hell, beneath his rugged exterior she sensed so much more. A good man, strong, honest, dedicated, he’d never lied about his opinion regarding psychics, and while he hadn’t wanted her involved in the investigation, he’d included her anyway. He’d offered her comfort when she’d needed it. In his arms she’d known what it was like to truly feel protected, wanted, desired.

She leaned against the door jamb. “Hi. Thanks for bringing dinner.”

He responded with a noncommittal grunt. His body rigid, his eyes unreadable, and a frown furrowing his brows, he moved passed her toward the kitchen. She shut the door, then leaned against it.

He was worse than she’d thought. Today had to have been pure hell for him. First, Garrett Winston, then the body in the bog. She desperately wanted to offer him the same comfort he’d given her yesterday. To ease him, let him know he wasn’t alone in this.

With a deep sigh she followed him and the zesty scent of pizza, to the kitchen. “John, I know—”

He dropped the pizza on the table. His files, which had been tucked under his arm, fell and scattered across the smooth surface.

Instead of straightening the mess, he moved to her, cupped her cheeks, then crushed his mouth to hers. Desire replaced the worry and fear that had been tormenting her since she’d learned about Winston and the latest murder victim, especially when John’s firm lips parted.

Cradling her face, he deepened the kiss. His tongue dominated and possessed. With each demanding stroke of his tongue, she swore she sensed his fear and his relief. Almost as if touching her, kissing her assured him she was safe.

Breathing hard, he tore his mouth away, and grazed her lips with his thumb. “Celeste, I’m sorry,” he whispered, and met her gaze. “I shouldn’t have...”

Running her fingers through his hair, she pulled his head down and silenced him with her mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. She didn’t want to talk, not right this second. His eyes had told her what she’d needed to know. He’d faced a killer today only to discover there was another one out there. He’d seen what she’d seen, only worse.

Moving her hands along his biceps, she gave him a soft, lingering kiss, then leaned back in his arms. “Are you okay?”

He pressed his forehead to hers. “I am now.”

A deep rumbling exploded from his stomach. Grinning, she ran her hand along his cheek, loving the rough, end-of-the-day beard stubble tickling her palm. “You’ll be even better once you’ve had something to eat.”

His smile filled her hand.

With reluctance, she stepped away. While she’d desperately wanted to offer him the same comfort his mere presence seemed to have given her, now wasn’t the time. He needed to eat. She was just as hungry considering she hadn’t had a bite since breakfast and it was almost seven o’clock. Plus there were the files scattered on the table. Case files on yesterday’s murder victims, she assumed.

Neither spoke as she rummaged through her utensil drawer, and he poked around her cabinets, bringing plates and glasses to the table. As they worked in tandem, she couldn’t help but enjoy the simple domesticity of the moment. Their shoulders brushed as they moved around the kitchen, their fingers touched as they reached for the same things. Small smiles, hints of desire were shared. As much as she’d love to see this man in her kitchen every day, explore the heated desire and comforting emotions she’d found whenever she was with him, she had to caution herself. After the investigation ended, he would leave.

Just like everyone else.

Once they were both seated, John pulled a piece of pizza from the box. The mozzarella cheese stretched taut then snapped. Before placing the greasy slice on her plate, he raised a dark brow. “Gnome plates?”

“Don’t make fun, they’re cute. My sister gave them to me for my birthday last year. They’re

supposed to be one of a kind.”

He smiled as he placed a slice on his own plate. “Really, you don’t say?”

She ignored the teasing sarcasm and eyed the pizza. “Sausage, my favorite.” As she was about to take a bite, she caught sight of the scattered papers lying next to the pizza box. Her stomach tightened when she saw her handwriting and realized he’d brought copies of her visions. The pizza fell from her hands and dropped on the plate.

He looked to her, his concerned gaze searched hers. “I thought we could talk about a few things over dinner.” He frowned, his eyes penetrating. “Unless it will ruin your appetite.”

“I’m fine.” She started to lie, but couldn’t under his scrutinizing gaze. “Okay.” She blew out a deep breath. “Not really, but it’s important we get through this.”

“A lot has happened today.” He stacked her notes, and shoved them on the other side of the table. “This can wait.” He reached across the table and placed his hand on hers, then gave her fingers a light squeeze. His touch inspired and stimulated, gave her strength and renewed her confidence.

You can do this, she told herself. You have to, for John, for those women, for yourself.

She twisted her wrist then twined her fingers through his. “Thanks, but I’m okay.” Releasing his hold, she picked up the pizza, which now seemed as appetizing as ketchup covered cardboard. “How did things go in Eau Claire?”

He paused, the gooey pizza inches from his mouth. “How did you know...never mind, I get it. Small town,” he said, then took a bite.

“Pretty much. You can’t empty the trash without everybody knowing what’s in it.”

“That was much more eloquently put compared to how Roy described small town life.”

Knowing Roy, and his way with words, she laughed. “Regardless of how either of us describes it, it’s true. For the record, though, Lloyd told me. He was at the diner with Dan for breakfast when he got the call from Bev.”

He frowned. “Lloyd told you?”

“Sure, he knows I’m involved, and we’re tight. I’ve known him forever.” She shrugged. “Besides, if he hadn’t told me what had been going on, I might still be wondering if we were ever going to finish our discussion,” she said, hoping to ease the sudden tension emanating from him.

The corner of John’s mouth kicked up in a slow grin, his dark eyes sparkled and teased. “If you weren’t so popular, we would have finished last night.”

She playfully batted her lashes. “What can I say?”

“That you have no regrets.”

Did she? Yes. No. She wanted him, no doubt about it. But to get involved with a man who was basically passing through?

“Nope.” She wiped the grease from her hands on a napkin. “And you?”

“Nope,” he answered back, a smile tugging at his lips.

“Good, so tell me about today.”

He pulled another slice from the box. As they ate, he told her about Garrett Winston, the little evidence they’d found and how the sick bastard had signed a confession.

Using her fork to shove the pizza around her plate, she rested her chin in her hand then met his gaze. “What about the girl today?”

“Between your notes on the first vision and what you told me yesterday in the car...” He puffed his cheeks and blew out a deep breath.

“You believe me now?” She studied him and held her breath, waiting for an answer she wasn’t quite sure her heart wanted to hear.

John reached for his glass, then drained the soda in a couple of quick gulps. After he’d witnessed firsthand the results of her nightmares, he couldn’t dismiss her predictions as merely a state of psychosis or some sort of strange need for attention. Besides, in the short time he’d known her, she’d shown no signs of mental imbalance, and her character spoke of nothing disreputable.

She was an ordinary woman. Honest, decent and respectable. Well, not exactly ordinary. She was a beautiful woman full of surprises. Like the fact she was an accountant turned talented baker. Or that she had a houseful of creepy gnomes and liked it. Then there was her passion.

He hadn’t been lying last night when he’d told her she’d made him feel alive. Her arousing caresses had brought out a desire he’d never experienced before. They were making it difficult for him to remain detached, to keep his feelings for her filed away in their rational, logical place.

There had been nothing rational or logical going through his mind when he’d kissed her today, or even last night. Unfortunately, he wanted to kiss her again. Fortunately, she seemed to like kissing him as well. Or was that unfortunately? He’d leave after the investigation, then move on to the next case. Where would that leave them?

Alone.

He stared into her expectant eyes, which didn’t hold an “I told you so” triumph, but instead, understanding. Then she offered him a small smile, and shook her head.

“I shouldn’t have put you on the spot,” she said, “I’m sorry, you don’t have to—”

“Yeah, I do.” He reached for her hand. “I believe in you, Celeste. I can’t discount what you’ve already done for this case. Without your help, Winston might have been released on a DUI, then likely disappeared without a trace.”

“Thank you.” Relief flashed in her eyes as she gave his hand a squeeze. “Now that we have that out of the way, how should we start?”

“What do you mean?”

“You said you’d read some of my notes, you’d also witnessed my trance. The one I don’t remember and that you were supposed to tell me about.” She cocked a brow. “Now you’ve seen the results, how should we start?” she repeated.

He hesitated. “I haven’t had a lot of time to correlate between your visions and your trance. But as I reread your notes, I think we might have a few leads to follow.”

“Really? Okay, lay it on me.”

This was what he admired about Celeste. She seemed game for anything, open and honest, blunt to a fault. He liked that. Hell, he liked her and the last thing he wanted to do was recreate her nightmares and put her through any kind of trauma. He wanted to protect her, not use her to track down a killer.

He had little choice in the matter, though. If she was right, there were three more bodies waiting to be discovered. Leaning into his chair, he scratched the back of his head. “Let’s start with the car ride. You’d said that had never happened before, the trance I mean.”

“Not that I’m aware of, but how would I know if I didn’t remember,” she said, her brow creasing.

He nodded and tossed his napkin over his plate. “Okay, in the car, sometimes you’d described the scene as you saw it, while at other moments you’d become the victim. You’d started talking about your long hair, how you should have listened to Judy when she’d suggested you cut it. You’d also talked about how you should have listened to your parents and how you wished you could smell your mother’s prized gardenias and the Old Spice cologne your father wore.”

“Really?” She frowned. “I didn’t get any of that in the original vision. Did the girl you found today have long hair?”

He nodded as the memory of the dead woman surfaced. Ink black hair floating in a bed of red cranberries. Ebbing and flowing against a sliced, bruised and ghostly pale face.

“Were you able to identify her?” she asked, and although she appeared nonchalant, fear and anxiety showed in her eyes. Her angst caused a trickle of worry to run through him. Were the murders going to take a toll on her vivacious personality? Change her? He hoped not, but he’d seen it happen before. Witnesses, victims, spiraling into deep depression or worse. The question was how to protect her from the repulsive details of this case. Better yet, how to protect her from her own mind.

“No, not yet.”

She shoved her plate away and stared to the window at his back.

“You okay?”

“Mm-hmm. I was just thinking that if Roy checks all the surrounding counties for missing young women...”

“He has Lloyd and Jesse already on it, and I gave them the leads on the hairdresser and the gardenias. Any bit of information, as insignificant as it seems, may give us a break in the case. Could be she knew the attacker or someone saw him with her before she died.”

“During the trance, did I say anything about what the killer looked like? Because I honestly never felt as if the victim knew her attacker.”

“I asked you to describe him, but you said he wore a ski mask. The only other thing you said as a way to describe him was that he smelled.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Did Winston stink?”

“Like alcohol, from what I understand. I never actually interviewed him. He’d confessed to Highway Patrol before Roy and I had arrived.”

“Don’t you think that’s strange? I mean, why confess without even knowing the kind of evidence you have on him.”

“Roy and I have been wondering the same thing.”

“Is it possible Winston killed the woman in the bog?”

“We’re not ruling him out, but I don’t think so. The girl wasn’t killed in the same fashion. Besides, the road to the bogs isn’t well traveled, and it has a weight limit, one Winston’s truck, even without a trailer, wouldn’t meet.” He held up his hands. “It just doesn’t make sense. Considering the other victims were prostitutes, I believe Winston killed when the opportunity rose and would stick with his original dumping grounds or at least something similar. He needed a clean getaway. This one was different.”

“Yeah, but in my vision, I remember running through woods. Isn’t it possible he was going to dispose of her like the rest of the other women, and she found a chance to escape? She may have run off, he chased her and...”

He shook his head. “We’ll know more results when the lab has them, but I’m guessing Winston raped and killed those women in his cab. Besides, like I said, this victim’s cause of death was different.”

“How so?”

He looked away. While he’d known he’d eventually have to tell her in order to jog her memory, he still didn’t want her to face the same image he’d witnessed today. An image he knew he’d carry for a lifetime.

“John,” she prompted.

“The other victims’ had been asphyxiated, likely with a thin cord. The woman from the bog was...stabbed.”

“Stabbed,” she echoed. “You mean repeatedly?”

“No, I mean...” He rose from the chair, paced for a moment, then leaned against the kitchen counter trying to figure out a way to sugarcoat the murder, but came up blank. “He cut her...deep, from the pelvis up to the breast bone.”

She gasped. “Oh my God, that’s...that’s, oh my God.”

Moving quickly, he knelt next to her. “Listen to me. I didn’t get any of that from your notes, but in the car, you’d...” He closed his eyes as the memory emerged.

“Gone through her final moments,” she whispered, her eyes widening with alarm and astonishment. “I had no idea I was capable of that sort of power.”

She stood and took their plates to the sink, then turned. Wiping her palms on her jeans, she drew in a deep breath. “I want to go under another trance.”

“No,” he stated firmly. Standing quickly, he nearly knocked the chair to the tile floor. “There is no way I want you doing that.” Reining in the fear of witnessing her become another victim, he moved to the counter and reached for her.

She flinched, and her eyes immediately sought his. “You’re worried about me.”

He looked away. “It’s not that.”

She laid her palm along his hand. “Don’t lie to me.”

Worry didn’t cover even an iota of what had his stomach coiling. He couldn’t shake the girl from the bog’s image, or the trance Celeste had undergone in his car. The two mingled and meshed. There had been times today when he’d broken into a sweat picturing Celeste, her body jerking, tensing as if a knife were slicing through her. He’d seen the final result of that trance, and he didn’t want to witness the death of another victim through another one. Hell, he just wanted Celeste to be Celeste, not some sort of vessel to victims.

“You have to understand.” He cupped her face and searched her eyes. “What if you do remember the trance this time? These images could be worse than the ones you already have locked in your mind.”

Smiling into his palms, she lightly grasped his wrists. “Let’s worry about that if it happens, and considering I have no recollection of the first trance, I doubt I’ll remember the next.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Hunch?”

He narrowed his eyes.

“Okay, so I don’t know. But we have to try. I need this, John. Please. I need to make the visions still swirling in my mind go away. I’ll do whatever it takes. Besides, since we’ve been through one trance, you’ll now know what to expect, and maybe know the right questions to ask me.”

He knew she was right, even if every part of him wanted to deny it. He believed in her abilities, but selfishly didn’t want to subject her to anything more that had to do with the case. He liked her, cared for her, and wanted to protect her from not only the atrocities she’d witness during her visions, but from what could come from another trance. She could also shed additional light on the investigation. Firm up their case against Winston, and possibly lead them to the second killer.

Nodding, he moved his hands to her shoulders. “You’re relentless.”

“Does this mean...”

“Yes, I’ll go along with another trance. But this time we do it right. We’ll have a doctor present, along with Roy. I’ll want it recorded and—”

She pulled away and started heading for the living room. “Nope,” she called over her shoulder. “We do this here and now.”

With reluctance, he followed her, adding stubbornness to her list of traits he’d been cataloguing in his mind, along with brave. While he admired her courage, he was still concerned about her safety, about her mind remembering what it might witness during the trance.

As she glanced back at him with a small sexy smile curving her lips, he started to worry more about his heart. If he wasn’t careful, she just might end up owning it.

Chapter 11
 
DR. ALEX TRUMANE leaned into the leather sofa cushion and pushed a hand through his hair still damp from a recent shower. He’d run track in both high school and college, and after taking the plunge into sobriety, he’d reacquainted himself with running again. And tonight, he’d run hard and long.

Staying sober had meant changing his lifestyle. During the first few days of sobriety, rather than stopping off at one of his favorite watering holes after work for a drink, he’d gone home to pace his spacious condo. Sleep had eluded him. The night sweats had been beyond terrible. The shakes, the hallucinations, so unbearable, he’d had to cancel appointments for nearly a week until the alcohol had worked itself out of his system.

He’d warred with the need to drink, to alleviate the symptoms of delirium tremens with benzodiazepines, which, as a doctor, he had easy access to. But as a medical practitioner, he’d understood the disease, and knew the DTs would wan with time. And they did. The moment he’d finally broken free of them, alone, soaked in his own sweat and tears, he’d donned his running shoes and pulled a Forest Gump.

Although weak and tired, he had run out his front door, out of the posh condo community he lived in just outside of Jackson, Mississippi. For hours, he had run aimlessly until he collapsed at a school playground thirteen miles from his condo. The next night he’d attended his first AA meeting, and hours later, had met Kira.

Like a beacon, he’d been immediately drawn to her. She had been the light he hadn’t realized he’d sought. During the two months he’d visited her at the diner after his AA meetings, she’d managed to worm her way into his broken, beat-up heart and blackened soul. She had given him hope. When the need to fall off the wagon had pulled at him, she had been there. She had given him encouragement with a simple smile when he’d been ready to say “fuck it” and have a drink. He’d fallen in love with her. Whether she knew it or not, she’d never let on. Despite the fact most of his relationships were short lived and blurred from booze, he knew women. And he knew she liked him. But could she love him?

Leaning forward, he grabbed the paper place mat bearing Dudley’s Diner along the front, along with its simplistic menu, then flipped it over. He stared at the names he’d written last night. The names of every person he’d harmed while a full-blown alcoholic. Every person he’d needed to make amends with...number eight according to AA’s Twelve Step program.

Today he’d spent his day off on step number nine, making those amends. From the moment he’d woken this morning, he’d made painful, humiliating calls to people he’d loved and had ultimately disappointed. His mother had cried, and had forgiven him for everything, even his drunken debacle during his father’s funeral. His older sister had done the same, and he’d cried along with her. The tears had cleansed him, and had washed away so many years of guilt.

Carla, his ex-wife, who he’d at one time loved fiercely, and had wronged on so many inconceivable levels, had been the toughest call to make. She, too, had cried. But not out of pain, or the humiliation he’d caused her with his numerous infidelities or cruel words when he’d been intoxicated, but out of joy. She’d been happy for him, supportive, and had offered whatever help she could to rekindle his relationship with their two children. His kids, though, had not been quite as receptive.

Brendon was an eighteen-year-old who’d just started his freshman year at college. He didn’t mind that his drunk of a father paid for his ghastly tuition, but had made it clear he’d had no time to talk with him. Carla had said to take “baby steps” with Brendon because he’d witnessed the worst of his drunken tirades. That once he’d proven himself to his son, he’d eventually be able to reestablish a relationship with him.

He hoped so. He had loved the bond he’d shared with his father, even when he’d been drunk. He’d always been able to go to his dad, talk about anything, and wanted the same for his own son.

His daughter had given him a small sliver of hope. At sixteen, Tanya seemed somewhat willing to reestablish a relationship with him. Then again, he had given her a brand new Honda Accord for her sixteenth birthday. Maybe she looked at him as a cash cow, her personal Daddy Warbucks, he thought cynically. Or maybe she wanted her daddy back.

With a deep sigh, he reached for the bottle of water resting next to the place mat, his list of atonement. He stared at that list, all twenty-two names checked off, but one. That last one was what had made him run harder, farther tonight. Everyone on that list had been someone he’d known well, had loved in some way, shape or form.

Everyone except number twenty-two.

She’d merely been a pawn. He’d used her, had gone against his Hippocratic Oath to maintain his medical practice and stay out of prison. What would his peers think of him if they knew? What would Kira think? She respected him now, but would she after he’d made his final amends?

More importantly, what about the woman? Number twenty-two. He could handle her hatred. He could live with her disgust in him. He just hoped to God she was still alive, that she could still scream and shout. Accuse him of being the bastard he’d been those many years ago. If she had died because of him...

He shook his head. There was only one way to find out, and if he discovered that she had died, he’d go to the authorities. He might not have facilitated her death, but he’d played a part in it, and he knew her true killer’s name.

His stomach cramped. A shiver ran through him that had nothing to do with the cranked up AC.

After placing his laptop onto the coffee table, he powered it up and waited. Her last known residence was in his files. He’d call her, tell her what she would need to know, then he’d finally find atonement.

If she was still alive.

* * *

“I’m not comfortable with this,” John said as he followed Celeste into the living room. After what had happened in his car during the first trance, he worried about her safety. While he did want her to go under another, he’d rather they were in a contained environment. He wanted a doctor present, Roy available to ask additional questions, and a camera rolling to catch every nuance of the trance. Believing in her abilities was one thing, but understanding them would take time, time he didn’t have considering they might have a second killer on the loose.

“C’mon John, we’ve been through this before. I have faith that you can do it again,” Celeste countered as she sat on the couch and folded her legs under her.

“Can you, though?” he asked. “You said you’ve never lapsed into a trance until yesterday. How can you be sure it will work today?”

Smiling, she tucked a curl behind her ear. “I’m not, which is why I’d rather do this now, instead of in front of a bunch of people. I’d hate to look like a fool if this doesn’t work. Do you understand what I mean?”

He did. Not everyone believed in psychics, and if they’d gone through the effort to film a trance and nothing happened, she’d be humiliated. While she came off as a confident woman, she had obvious insecurities when it came to her gift. He couldn’t blame her. After all, he hadn’t showed any faith in her, and had been the proverbial Doubting Thomas until he’d seen the proof of her visions.

Before the image of the girl in the bog could resurface, he tamped it down and focused on Celeste. “I do, but what if we wait and just have Carl—you seemed comfortable with him—and Roy in the room with us. I’d feel better if we—”

“No.” She leaned forward onto her knees and took his hands. “Please,” she said softly. “I want to help, but I can’t bear to do this in front of anyone but you. While Roy and Carl might believe in me, you...soothe me.”

He sucked in a deep breath as her trust filled parts of him he’d thought were long dead after Renee. In that moment something blossomed in his chest. Not the heartburn that had periodically tormented him for two years and had him addicted to antacids. The sensation was completely different and unlike anything he’d ever experienced. He welcomed it, loved it. For the first time, he mattered. Not the criminalist, but the man inside.

Staring into her eyes, which held so much trust, had him clearing his throat and kneeling on the carpet next to her. “I understand, baby,” he murmured, and caressed her cheek. “Just you and me.”

“I like the sound of that.”

So did he. He’d love to spend quality time alone with her, away from the prying eyes of her small town and without the murder investigation hanging over them. He’d considered them complete opposites at first. He’d needed facts to survive, and he’d needed those facts to fit securely into their logical places.

Celeste’s open mindedness, her belief in fate and otherworldly possibilities had not only changed his logical approach, but gave him a whole new approach on life. His heart burned, not with acid reflux, but with possibility. Was it possible he and Celeste could have something more than a few stolen kisses? More than the lust that he knew they both shared?

But how could they have more? Once the investigation ended, he’d leave. He had a life in Chicago. A job to do. And she was tied to Wissota Falls.

With that thought in mind, he eased her back to the couch. “We’ll do this together, but I’m going to record your trance. Are you okay with that?”

“Absolutely. Only you have to promise to let me listen to it afterward. I’d like to finally hear one of my trances,” she said, the teasing sarcasm not lost on him.

He nodded, but made no promises. If this trance ended up being like the first, there was no way in hell he’d allow her to listen to the recording. He wanted to protect her, not only from these violent murders, but from herself.

After setting the recording feature on his cell phone, he placed it on the coffee table. “Before we start though, I’d skimmed through your second vision, which was vague. Actually, it seemed as if you were being pulled in different directions.”

She frowned. “I had the same feeling. I’d woken up that morning in the basement. At first I’d felt safe, then I remembered.”

“You woke up in the basement?”

“Yeah. With the first vision, I’d woken up in the bathtub—no water—thankfully. The second, the basement. The third? That was weird. I was under the kitchen table, my legs and arms tangled in the legs of the table and chairs.” She drew in a deep breath. “Fortunately, I’d woken up in my bed after the fourth vision. I’d been starting to worry that I might get into my car or walk aimlessly into town.”

“Have you ever been prone to sleepwalking?”

“Just once. The night I realized I was psychic. A boy had gone missing that day. He was a couple of years younger than me, and I’d been so scared for him. He was on my mind as I drifted off to sleep. Apparently I walked into my parents’ bedroom and started rambling on about being cold and wet along with a bunch of other gibberish.” She drew in a deep breath and leaned back against the cushions.

“My mom woke me up with a hard shake. I remember being confused, wondering why I was in my parents’ bedroom, but just that quick, the memory of my dream hit me. I knew where the boy was because my dad liked to fly fish there. My mom called Roy, who had just been elected sheriff. They’d found the boy, unharmed, but with a bad case of hypothermia.”

She relaxed, stretched her legs along the couch, and curled her bare toes, painted pink. “You know what’s funny?” she asked, her voice sleepy as she closed her eyes. “Lloyd was the boy.”

The Viking?

“He’s a big badass now. Back then he was nothing but skin and bones. Some kids that used to pick on him had dared him to meet them at the river that night and he’d gotten lost.” She shrugged. “But I found him.”

That prick of jealousy was there again, but he tamped it down. He had no claims to Celeste. “Okay, so no other episodes of sleep walking until the first vision. Got it.” He blew out a deep breath. “Now, when the trance in my car happened, you started telling me about the first vision, how the night of the dream you felt groggy and tired, then bingo, you were under. Do you think you could go under a trance the same way?”

She covered her mouth as she yawned. “Don’t know, but I’ll try. Just let me get more comfortable.” She moved a bit until her body was deep into the cushions, then rested her forearm along her head. “That night I’d come home from the diner and had the same odd feeling as the night before. Deep exhaustion, as if I’d just worked back-to-back double shifts days in a row.” She closed her eyes and stayed silent for a few moments before curling on her side. “After a hot shower, I crawled into bed,” she said, her voice thick. “I felt so tired...sleep, I needed sleep.”

She grew quiet. Her breathing regulated, and her eyes remained closed.

He stayed on the carpet, kneeling next to the couch, and waited. Minutes passed, and he began to wonder if she’d gone under a trance or simply fell asleep.

“Celeste,” he whispered. “Are you with me, honey?”

She didn’t respond. He smiled and brushed a curl from cheek. Nope, not a trance, more like a much-needed cat nap. He started to rise when she suddenly grasped his wrist.

“Celeste?” he asked, and tried to calm his racing heart.

Her eyes flew open, but she stared past him. They’d turned that same eerie midnight gray just like during the first trance. Staring wide-eyed at the brick fireplace, she lifted her shoulders and whispered, “He’s over there. Shhh, don’t move. He thinks he knocked me out, but doesn’t know what I’m capable of handling. My mom has hit me worse, but at least I knew she’d eventually stop. Not him. Oh, man, not him. He’s not going to stop. Shh. He’s turning around...I...close your eyes. Close your eyes. Pretend. Just pretend.”

He looked to his cell phone recording every word she said, wishing they were in an environment with a doctor or a forensic psychologist. But he’d stupidly allowed his emotions, his feelings for Celeste to rule his sensible mind. Now he was stuck, treading in unfamiliar territory.

Sweat began to coat his forehead and upper lip. His stomach soured. The case wasn’t worth putting Celeste through another trance. Even if she wouldn’t remember her own words and visions, he would. Ready to shake her out of it, he moved forward. She recoiled, then scooted against the couch cushions.

“He knows I’m awake. Oh God. Not again.” Tears hung, unshed around her blue gray eyes. Her mouth gaped open, puffs of air coming in quick succession. She blinked once and an odd look of relief crossed her pale face.

“What is it?” he asked tentatively. Not sure if he wanted to know.

“I...I don’t know, I think I’m safe for now. He raped me, you know.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “Raped and punched me so many times. I tried to fight him. My mom used to beat me, say I was nothing, just a little slut, but I was a virgin.” She bit her trembling lip. “I was a virgin,” she whispered again. “And he knew. I know he did.” She raised her voice.

John swallowed back grief for the woman using Celeste’s body to tell her story. While he desperately wanted to end the trance, end the pain crossing Celeste’s beautiful face, he couldn’t. Not yet. They’d come this far and if she had been willing to risk herself to undergo the trance, he hoped they could walk away with some answers and leads. “What’s he doing now?” he asked.

“Staring at me,” she said, her tone devoid of emotion.

“Honey,” he coaxed. “Can you see him?”

She nodded. “I’d thought he was so hot. How stupid. Why would a good-looking guy want anything to do with me?”

“Can you describe him?”

A wan smile touched her lips. “The ideal, only the ideal fucking sucks. I was better off sticking with those skinny, dorky guys.”

“He’s big then?”

Tears slid down her cheeks. “Too big. He...he hurt me so bad. I ache.” She reached between her thighs. “I was a virgin,” she whispered again.

Hating himself, hating putting her through this, he asked, “Please, honey, can you tell me what he looks like? If I know, I can help you.”

“Dark hair, trimmed beard, oh God, I was so stupid to think he’d like a girl like me.”

Winston? Was it possible? “Shh, you’re beautiful,” he said, hoping to soothe her.

“No, I’m fat, but he said he liked my curves, and he smelled so good, and I thought he was sexy. If only I’d known,” she said, then gasped.

Panic clawed at him. “What’s happening?”

“Shut up and listen. Someone’s coming, can’t you hear it? The leaves are crunching. Closer...closer.” Breath whooshed from her lungs. “Oh my God, there’s another one. He’s wearing a mask,” she said in a rush. “His eyes are beady, like a little rat. I can’t see anything else.”

“His build, scent?”

“No, I can’t,” she sobbed, hiccupped then calmed herself. “Wait, okay, I can do this. He’s tall, but skinny. And he stinks. Like bleach.”

She suddenly shoved at her breasts and stomach. “Stop touching me. It hurts, he’s so rough. I need to get away...wait.”

She gulped as a deep frown creased her forehead. “They’re talking about me and laughing. It’s not funny you pricks,” she shouted. “It’s not funny. Oh no, the guy with the mask is coming for me.” She scooted her legs under her and edged into the corner of the couch.

Watching, witnessing, taking part in her horror, he didn’t know what to do. Even though he knew Celeste wasn’t the one being tortured, his heart raced and instinct kicked in. “Run, honey. Run.”

“I can’t. He’s—” She screamed, and flipped onto her stomach, then released another muffled cry into the cushions. Her body began to rock in deep forceful jerks as if an invisible force slammed into her backside. Gasping and wailing, she strained her neck back away from the cushions and flailed her arm behind her reaching for her hair.

“It hurts so bad.” She began to cry. “He’s pulling my hair, grunting like a fucking pig and laughing. Laughing because they both took my virginity.” Her head slammed against the cushions, her body jerking violently. “Make it stop, make it stop,” she pleaded into the cushions, tears streaming down her face.

Disgust ran through his already soured stomach. The urge to hurt, to maim, to kill settled deep in his soul. The powerful force spread through him, along with helplessness. The victim Celeste had become was not only raped, but now was being sodomized. Right in front of his fucking eyes.

For the first time in years, tears burned and swelled. He couldn’t stand watching Celeste undergo this horror, whether she was reenacting another person’s nightmare or not. As he was about to shake her from the trance, she flipped onto her back, reached out, scratching, clawing. He ducked and missed a swing.

Her breathing grew heavy, she panted and gasped. Blond curls stuck to the sweat coating her face. “Get away from me you sick fucks. Get away,” she yelled and kicked at the air. “How’d you like that?”

Tears stained her cheeks and her breathing calmed. A slow, chilling smile shaped her lips. “I hurt the masked one, got him right in the balls. Now’s my chance, I’ve got to run. I’ve got to...he’s on me. My neck...I...I...” As she kicked her legs, she gasped and clawed at the loose collar of her sweater. “I can’t breathe. I can’t...”

She suddenly stopped moving. Her breath came in short, shallow puffs as she dropped her arms away from her neck and closed her eyes.

“Honey, are you with me?”

“It’s so dark,” she whispered. “No moon tonight. The blackness is good, though. I’m not scared anymore.”

Gulping, he stared down at her. “Why do you say that?” he asked, even though he already suspected the answer. Celeste was the vessel of a dying woman. As the thought ran through his mind, so did another. Could she go into cardiac arrest? Damn it, he should never have allowed this to happen without a doctor present. Stupid, so stupid.

“Celeste, wake up. You have to wake up,” he shouted.

She furrowed her brows, then a serene smile crossed her lips. “So dark. No sound but the mill. It always did help put me to sleep. The humming and drumming...it’s relaxing. I’m going to sleep now.”

Fear had him grabbing Celeste by her upper arms and shaking her like a rag doll. “Wake up, baby. Please.” He cradled her to his chest. “Wake up, wake up,” he begged over and over, as he tried to jar her from the trance. As he rocked her body against his, a tear escaped and rolled down his cheek.

She drew in a deep, gasping breath, and wrapped her arms around his neck. Embracing her tight to his chest, he held her and swore he never wanted to let her go. Ever. He wanted to cherish her, love her, keep her safe and secure. Always. They might have only known each other for a short time, but he knew in his gut, in his heart, in his soul, that she was his. He’d tried to deny their connection, tried to deny the chemistry that had confused his logical mind and set his body on fire, but he couldn’t any longer. Watching, witnessing Celeste suffering the death of another woman made him realize how short life truly was, and that life without her would be meaningless.

He held her tighter. Until Celeste, he’d been running on autopilot. Punishing himself for Renee’s crimes. Tired of living like an unemotional robot, he wanted the warmth, the trust Celeste offered. He also wanted her off the investigation.

“You’re crushing me,” she half-giggled.

“Sorry,” he said, and with reluctance, eased back. She’d scared the hell out of him tonight, and he didn’t want to let her go.

Her smile faltered as she lay her hand against his cheek, wiping the single tear away. “John?” Her eyes had returned to their normal bright blue. She looked confused, disoriented and blessedly alive.

“What happened? Did I...?” She let her hand fall away and winced. “Was it that bad?”

He cupped her face then kissed the corner of her mouth. “Worse. You won’t be doing this again. Ever.”

She stiffened. “Ever?”

“That’s what I said. It’s for your own good.” There was no way in hell he’d allow her to go through another trance. She might not remember it, but what if in the dark recesses of her mind, the vision showed itself? He didn’t want to take that chance. He didn’t want to risk her remembering the beatings, the rape and sodomy, the death.

“For my own good,” she echoed.

“Exactly.”

“So you’re not going to tell me about the trance.”

Not in this lifetime. “Now’s not the time. I need...to listen to the recording.” Remembering his cell phone, he quickly shut off the recording device then slipped the phone in his pocket.

“You promised to let me listen,” she said, her tone firm and laced with accusation.

“Not tonight,” he spoke louder than he’d meant, the fear, the terror of what he’d witnessed ran strong. He’d break every damned promise to protect her. If she heard herself being...

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Then when?”

Never. He shoved a hand through his hair. “I don’t know. Just let me listen to it again and then maybe—”

“Forget it.” Her eyes hardened into blue shards of ice. “It’s time for you to go.”

“Celeste, no.” He laid his hands on her shoulders to keep her from storming away from him. He hadn’t meant to hurt her or betray her. He only wanted to protect her.

“Then at least tell me what I said.”

He looked to the ceiling before meeting her gaze. “I can’t. Not tonight. I need—”

“To go,” she said, knocking his hands from her shoulders.

Panicking, he snagged her hand before she stalked off, then turned her to face him. “I can’t leave you alone.”

“I’m a big girl. Besides, I’m used to being alone.”

“You don’t have to be,” he said softly. “After what you said during the trance, I can’t leave you here by yourself.”

She frowned and shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

“You know how you’d said that during the second vision you’d felt as if you were being pulled in two different directions? That’s because there were two men attacking the victim in your vision.”

Her eyes widened and she sucked in a breath. “Was one of them Winston?”

“Could be, but I’m not sure.”

“And the other? Did I describe him?”

“I’m not going into details until I’ve listened to the recording again. Please believe me. It’s for your own good.”

Shaking her hand free of his, she stomped toward the foyer. “Stop saying that. I’m not a child.”

“Then quit acting like one,” he countered.

“Really?” She laid the sarcasm on thick.

“Okay, I didn’t mean that, but you have to trust me on this. Look, in all likelihood, there’s another killer out there. If he knows about you, you could be a threat to him.”

“Give me a break.” She rolled her eyes. “Do you really think a killer is going to look at me as a threat? Hell, half of this town thinks I’m a crackpot. I highly doubt—”

“Why are you being so stubborn about this? Damn it, Celeste, you didn’t see the woman from the bog. He sliced her face, cut her stomach wide open. I’m not about to discount anything where you’re concerned. But if you don’t want me here, then I’m calling Roy. He can find someone else to babysit you then until this investigation is over.”

As he reached for his cell phone, she gripped his arm. “I do not need a babysitter.”

“The hell you don’t.”

A knock at the door had them both pausing. She quickly released his arm, then moved to the door. After peering through the peep hole, she released a sigh. “Hey, Will,” she said as she let her brother into the foyer.

Will glanced between the two of them, then settled his gaze on Celeste. “Everything okay?”

“Just fine,” she said, “John was just leaving.”

“Celeste,” he began, then stopped when she raised a hand.

“Will you stay here tonight?” she asked her brother.

“Sure. Mind if I do some laundry?”

“Not at all,” she said, and kept her gaze on his rather than Will’s.

“Cool, I’ll just run to the apartment and get my things. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

After Will left, John moved toward her. “Look, I know you’re upset, but before you kick me out, let me just say this.” He cupped her cheeks, then sifted a hand through her soft curls and held her head. “I believe in you. Can you give me the same? Can you just hang tight for tonight and let me sort out what happened during the trace? I want to talk to Roy about it, and see what Carl finds during the autopsy on the girl from the bog.”

The kitchen door banged shut. “It’s just me,” her brother shouted, but thankfully didn’t enter the living room.

“Please, Celeste.” He stroked her cheek. “Can we talk tomorrow?”

“You know where I work,” she said, and looked away.

He resisted rubbing his thumb along her pouting lips. “I was hoping for something more private.”

She met his gaze then, and stared at him as if he were a stranger. As if they’d never met or shared a deep, unexplainable intimacy.

“Let me sleep on it.”

“I think you need to understand something.” He held his ground, not wanting to leave things the way they were. She had no clue what she’d put him through and she had to understand his motives. He wasn’t trying to boss her around or throw her off the investigation. He was trying to protect her.

“Good night, John.” She ushered him to the door, then closed it in his face without an ounce of hesitation.

As he stalked to his car, he tried to figure out where he’d gone wrong. He looked around the yard and caught a few accusing glances.

“Goddamn gnomes,” he muttered to himself. What the hell did they know?

* * *

More loose ends.

Rage settled deep in his gut as he watched John Kain leave the psychic’s house. Had they been discussing his little Deb from the bog? He’d been so careful with his sweet Deb, gutting her enough so that her body would sink into the lake, rather than bloat and float.

Fucking cranberry farmers. They’d harvested two weeks earlier than last year. If they hadn’t, her body would have likely moved with the gentle current. It would have either ended up at one of the adjoining lakes, or traveled down to the river. If that had happened and she’d washed up on shore in another county, no one would have tried to connect the Deb to the women Garrett had dumped. And he knew they were trying to make a connection.

He crouched low, the evergreen he’d been hiding behind giving him cover as Kain backed out of the driveway, then sped down the street. Five dead bodies discovered in less than twenty-four hours. That kind of shit didn’t happen in this county, which hadn’t seen a murder in decades. The odds against two killers could likely have them furthering their investigation against Garrett.

Another loose end.

He closed his eyes and shook his head. The rage remained, but now mingled with painful shards of regret. He couldn’t, wouldn’t dispose of Garrett.

So far, Garrett had done as they’d planned if he was ever caught—he’d confessed—but his brother was arrogant, impatient, and vengeful. It would be days before he could free Garrett. Days he couldn’t afford. The risk of the sheriff and that know-it-all prick, Kain, furthering their investigation scared the shit out of him. What if they discovered what Garrett had done in Florida or Alabama before they’d made their first kill together? Wisconsin no longer carried the death penalty, but those states did. What if Garrett talked? What if he spilled what he knew about him for a lesser sentence?

Garrett had seen his safe house and the alternate identities he’d stashed there. Passports, driver’s licenses, credit cards. Garrett also knew where he planned to run once he’d tied up all of his loose ends.

With his stomach twisting, and the thought of killing Garrett leaving him hollow, he brushed the ground with his gloved hands. Once he’d made sure he hadn’t left any evidence behind, he edged away from the evergreen, then stopped short when a dog barked. Crouching low once again, he waited and listened, but his thoughts drifted.

Could he survive without seeing Garrett’s face again? Hearing his voice? The sexual release when they shared the bitches they’d killed together?

They’d raped and killed dozens of filthy whores over the past twelve years. As those memories flashed through his mind, each whore, each kill, each sexual gratification...none of them had compared to his Deb. She’d been different. Soft and demure. Sweet and sexy. Unlike the prostitutes they’d taken in the past, his Deb had been special. Clean, pretty, and so unlike the filth Garrett had brought to him. Although his Deb was the daughter of a minister, she wasn’t a virgin, which hadn’t bothered him. Her ass had been virginal enough. If only he’d had the time to fulfill his ultimate fantasy with her, she would have been the absolute perfect kill.

The more he thought about his Deb, the more he realized he could find the satisfaction he needed without Garrett. He’d taken his Deb alone, and the pleasure of the act had been more fulfilling than he’d ever imagined. For the first time, he had been able to walk away from a kill without remorse. While he hadn’t felt an ounce of guilt over the junkie whores they’d murdered together, he’d hated himself for the immoral, impure thoughts he’d had while fucking those pieces of trash. He’d always hated the need to look into his brother’s eyes and imagine...

He blocked the depraved thought as bile rose in his throat. He wouldn’t go there. He wouldn’t allow himself to fantasize about something that could and would never, ever happen again. Stumbling back, he landed on his rear and ran a shaky hand through his hair.

Our time was about to become a thing of the past. He no longer wanted another of Garrett’s pieces of shit, used up whores to fuck and kill. He wanted another like his Deb. He wanted them clean, pretty. Not used, abused, hard and diseased. Damn it, he wanted to cleanse his soul of the immorality he’d been living with since that night when he’d realized his love for his brother wasn’t brotherly.

The fucking dog finally stopped its yapping. As he rose from his hiding place again, he caught the psychic drawing the blinds in her front window. Too bad her brother had shown. He needed a way to release the violence coursing through him. While he’d always known that eventually his own depravity would lead to Garrett’s death, he hadn’t been prepared for it to happen this soon. They were forcing him to take action, to react and retaliate. Garrett had become a liability that now must be dealt with, and so did Celeste.

While he didn’t necessarily believe in her psychic bullshit, a smart man always kept his bases covered. And he was smarter than the sheriff, Kain, and hell, even Garrett, combined.

He knew she’d been having visions, but he hadn’t had a chance or opportunity to read the notes she’d made for Roy. Was that why Kain was with her tonight? To discuss the murders? Or maybe he was banging the little hottie. Nope, he decided. He’d known her for years. Celeste rarely dated, and he doubted she’d spread her legs for some guy passing through on a murder investigation.

Once her blinds were closed, and the street had grown quiet, he checked his hiding spot for evidence again, then made his move. He’d parked his pick-up three streets north behind an abandoned mechanic’s garage. As he jogged, he couldn’t stop thinking about Celeste. What if her psychic shit was for real? What if she knew about the others he and Garrett had killed?

He relaxed into a slow, steady jog. If those women were discovered, they’d pin those victims on Garrett. The MO had been the same. Raped and strangled. Still, what if she gave them information that could somehow lead to him?

Another loose end.

A loose end he would enjoy killing.

He cracked a smile. Killing Celeste would not only fuck up everyone who loved her, but everyone who had taken Garrett, his forbidden love, away from him.

Fuck. So many loose ends.

Killing Garrett would hurt. He was his brother, his partner. Although with his death came resurrection. A purification of a sort from the immorality Garrett had driven him to with his husky voice and sensual smile. But Celeste?

His pulse raced. On many levels she reminded him of his Deb. Sweet and innocent, Celeste was a pretty woman. He’d enjoy silencing her and taking her out of the investigation. Hell, maybe he’d use her to fulfill the fantasy he hadn’t been able to complete with his Deb. Ramming his hunting knife into her gut, slicing the blade up to those perky tits she was always showing off in her tight t-shirts, while he fucked her curvy ass.

By the time he reached his truck, his dick had grown painfully hard just thinking about what he could do to Celeste. Yet as much as he’d love to fulfill that fantasy, he had a few other things to take care of first.

Garrett ranked at the top of that list.

Chapter 12
 
“GOOD MORNING,” JOHN said to Bev as he entered the Sheriff’s Department. He’d tried for a chipper tone, but with his current mood, the words fell flat.

“Mornin’. Roy’s expecting you if you want to head back.”

After thanking her, he moved out of the reception area, then into the corridor that would lead to the sheriff’s office. As he approached, he slowed his steps. Male voices, spiked with anger drifted down the hallway. Realizing Roy wasn’t alone, he hovered just outside the opened office door. Lloyd, Jesse, and Dan all had their backs to the door. The deputies surrounded the sheriff like a pack of wolves.

“C’mon, Roy. This is a bunch of bullshit,” the Viking bitched, and slammed his hand on the desk. “We don’t need outside help, at least not from him.”

“I agree with Lloyd,” Jesse said. “Five dead bodies? We need DCI or FBI, not some private investigator from...where’s he from anyway?”

“Does he even have experience?” Dan asked.

John leaned against the door frame, wondering why he’d bothered to leave his lumpy motel bed. Last night had sucked. His argument with Celeste, after her god-awful trance, had kept him up most of the night.

This morning hadn’t been any better. He’d tried contacting Ian again, but his call had rolled straight into voice mail. After leaving a message that had bordered on insubordinate, he’d huffed out of his room in search of caffeine. Unfortunately, all he’d found waiting for him at the Chippewa Inn’s front foyer was a Styrofoam cup filled with coffee grounds and thick sludge.

Now, he had to deal with the sheriff’s deputies and their bullshit. Considering he already had a pissed off psychic, five dead bodies, and not just one, but probably two serial killers to contend with, they were the least of his concerns. Still, if he was going to make any headway with this investigation, he’d need Roy’s men on his side.

The sheriff chose that moment to make eye contact with him. His mustache twitched above a sly smile as he shrugged. “Why don’t you ask him yourself?”

All three men turned and stared at him. Lloyd snarled, then turned his back and moved to the window, while Jesse and Dan looked away and hung their heads.

“Morning, Roy,” John said. “Apparently I’m a hot topic today.”

“Apparently,” the sheriff said, amusement lacing his tone.

He rubbed his jaw. “Okay, you three want to know a little about me? Fire away.”

Silence.

With a shrug, he dropped into one of the office chairs. “CORE, the company I work for, isn’t just your average private investigative agency. Our resources are immeasurable, and our agents are fully trained with backgrounds that would blow you away.” Sighing, he shifted in his chair wishing for a decent cup of coffee to help him deal with the overwhelmingly negative testosterone emanating in the room.

“To answer your questions, CORE is based in Chicago, and I’m former FBI.” He leaned forward now that each deputy had their eyes on him. “And yes, I’ve dealt with these types of crimes. Actually, this isn’t the worst I’ve seen.”

Dan shook his head. “Really? Former FBI?”

Jesse released a low whistle. “What was your specialty?”

“My specialty?” He raised his shoulder. “Finding the bad guys.”

“Finding the bad guys,” the Viking echoed, sarcasm dripping with each word. “I worked with a few FBI agents out of the field office in Minneapolis.” He turned to Roy. “Remember that meth case?”

The sheriff nodded, but said nothing.

“You don’t talk like FBI,” Lloyd continued, “don’t use their terms, don’t—”

“Because I’m not FBI anymore,” he interrupted, then looked to the sheriff. “Are we done here? There’s some things I’d like to discuss...privately.”

“Personally I’m done with this bullshit conversation. How ‘bout it, boys? Did John answer your questions?” When no one responded, Roy leaned back in his chair. “Good. You have your assignments for today. Head on out.”

“Wait,” Lloyd blurted. “What about Celeste?”

“What about her?” Roy asked.

With an exasperated sigh, the Viking rounded the desk. “She could be in danger. I doubt Winston killed the woman in the bog. The MO doesn’t fit and everyone in town knows she’s a psychic. Have you thought about that? About the fact that the guy who sliced up that girl could go after Celeste thinking she knows something?” Lloyd asked, his steely gaze now focused on him.

“Yeah, we’ve considered that,” John responded, reluctantly impressed with Lloyd’s take on the crimes.

“Really? And what do you plan to do about it?” He turned to Roy. “Look, I know we don’t have the manpower to give her round the clock protection, but I talked the situation over with Will and—”

“I’ll worry about Celeste,” John said, trying to keep the growl out of his tone. There was no way in hell he’d let that fucking Neanderthal stay at Celeste’s house. As far as he was concerned, she was his to protect. After some groveling, he’d make her understand why he’d reacted the way he had last night, then make her his in every way possible.

Logic be damned. He wanted her. And every crazy, scary and warm emotion she’d evoked.

“I heard about how well you were worrying about her.” Thumbing toward him, Lloyd turned to the sheriff. “Celeste kicked Kain’s ass to the curb last night, then ran to the basement crying.”

Crying? Shit. Once again he wished he’d handled last night differently.

He met Roy’s gaze. Instead of anger, the sheriff’s eyes revealed a combination of curiosity and understanding.

“I think that’s about enough, Lloyd. Like I said, you boys have your assignments for the day, get on out of here. And keep in mind, John’s here to help. If I find out any of you are interfering with this investigation hoping to get rid of him, I’ll come down on your asses. Are we clear?”

All three deputies nodded as they left. Of course the Viking had his final say by slamming the office door shut hard enough the walls rattled, skewing a few of the paintings and county maps.

“That was exactly what I needed this morning.” John leaned into the chair. “So, I guess you’ll want to know why Celeste was crying last night.”

Roy raised a bushy eyebrow. “You guessed right.”

John shoved out of the chair, then moved to the wall and straightened one of the pictures. “After I left the bog, I went to see her.” He’d needed to after witnessing her vision come to life. He’d wanted news of the girl’s death to come from him. To not only offer her comfort if she’d needed it, but to prove that he trusted her as a partner. “I...there’s something I haven’t told you. Celeste has graduated from her nightly visions to...trances.”

“Trances? What the hell are you talking about?”

He finished straightening another painting, then lean against the wall. “When you found us parked on the side of the road, on the way to the original dump site, I’d pulled off because she’d gone into a trance. I should have told you about this right after it had happened, but Celeste had asked me not to. She’s worried about putting more stress on you, and quite frankly, I...hell.” He crossed his arms and rested the back of his head against the wall.

“You didn’t believe her.”

“Bingo,” he said, with a rueful half-smile and shrugged.

“What was the trance about?”

Taking a seat, he explained what had happened in the car, how her trance had correlated with not only her notes, but the girl they’d found in the bog. Roy stayed silent, thoughtfully stroking his mustache.

“I’ve never known her to go into a trance before,” the sheriff said. “Her mom? Well, never mind, that’s not important. What happened last night?”

“Wait, her mom used to have trances, too? This is good.” He nodded. “Did her mom remember anything after she woke? Was she able to control when the trances occurred? Better yet, if she were asked the right questions—”

“John, I’m sorry, but I don’t have any answers for you.”

“But from what I understand, you were close with Celeste’s family.”

“Her mom is gone, along with any knowledge about how the trances affected her. Now, let’s move on, tell me about last night.”

“What about her husband? Wouldn’t he know?”

“Let it go,” Roy said quietly, while his face reddened with irritation.

Not needing another enemy this morning, he decided to let it go—for now. “I filled her in on Winston and the girl from the bog. Then she insisted on trying to go into another trance.”

Rubbing his temple, Roy asked, “For the second victim from her visions?”

He nodded. “I tried talking her out of it. I wanted you and a doctor present, but—”

“She’s not only hard-headed, but she’s insecure about her psychic stuff, I get it.” Roy sighed. “What happened?”

He pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and set it on the desk. “Hear for yourself.”

Ten minutes later, and Roy a few shades whiter, John pocketed his phone. “Celeste doesn’t remember anything from either trance, and I refused to not only let her listen to the recording, but even tell her what she’d said or done. I wanted time to think, to talk to you. But she, as Lloyd put it, kicked my ass to the curb before I could explain.”

After scrubbing a hand over his face, Roy looked away. “That’s some pretty powerful stuff. Hearing it’s one thing, but seeing it? I’d have done the same thing. But you also have to understand Celeste. She’s not only a fixer, but likes to be in control. She can’t necessarily control her visions, but she can at least remember them. You said she has no memory from the trances? Well, that’s going to bring the control freak right out of her.”

“It probably didn’t help that I’d basically ordered her off the investigation.”

With a chuckle, the sheriff shook his head. “No, that’s a woman you don’t tell what to do.”

“No shit.”

“No shit,” he echoed, then smacked his hand on the desk. “Can you replay her trance for me?”

Reluctantly, he set the phone back on the desk and replayed her trace. He’d listened to it several times last night, and again this morning, after he’d tossed the cup of shitty coffee down the bathroom sink. Each time he heard Celeste’s tormented voice, something broke inside of him.

When the recording ended, Roy rose from his chair and went to the county map hanging on the wall. “Do you realize the leads she’s given us?”

“If the man with the beard is Winston, she’s confirmed that he wasn’t working alone,” John said. “I also believe this victim was not only raped, but sodomized. I’m anxious for the autopsy report from Carl. If the girl from the bog was anally raped...” He let his words trail. Celeste’s visions and trances might not hold up in court, but they would give them leads, along with a deeper insight into the second killer.

Still squinting at the map, Roy said, “Carl had finished the final Jane Doe from the first dump site last night and is currently working on the girl from the bog. He said he should have a full report by early afternoon.”

“What do you make of the mill Celeste mentioned?”

“That’s what I’m looking for and...here.” He jabbed his finger to a city on the map and smiled. “Tilden.”

He rose and moved next to the sheriff. “Tilden?”

“There’s a sheet metal factory there, the only one of its kind around these parts. I’m betting she was describing it. Lloyd’s going to be heading that way, so I’ll have him stop and check around the mill.”

Although he hated the idea of using the Viking for anything considering he was becoming a pain in his ass, he had to admit that Lloyd seemed like a decent cop. “Sounds good, but this is even better.” He skimmed a finger along highway fifty three, which ran through Tilden. “This is one of the routes Winston took when he worked for Booker Foods.”

Roy pulled on his mustache. “Booker Foods?”

“Sorry, I just found out about it this morning. After I left the bog yesterday, I called one of our people at CORE, Rachel, on my way to Celeste’s.”

Rachel Davis, a former Army Intelligence Officer, and forensic computer scientist, had become an asset to CORE since she’d joined four years ago. She had a knack for finding things no one wanted found and had been a tremendous help on many investigations.

“I wanted Rachel to dig around and look into the companies Winston had been contracted with, starting with the most recent. If he hadn’t been picked up on the DUI, he’d be heading for the West Coast as we speak.”

John went back to the map. “Winston’s last contract was with Booker Foods. They were gracious enough to give us his route and said your CSU team could examine the trailer. Unfortunately, that trailer is currently heading to Minnesota. CORE, with the cooperation of Booker Foods, is going to have it detained once it reaches St. Cloud and their local CSU will examine it.”

“Ian’s connections will never cease to amaze me,” Roy said, his tone filled with amusement and admiration. “But we have an issue I don’t like. Booker Foods is a vendor Celeste uses for the diner.”

He moved his finger along Winston’s route, then stopped when he reached Wissota Falls. The hairs at the back of his neck rose. “Then Winston had been in contact with Celeste. He and whoever he could be working with would know about her. Maybe her schedule, her—”

“No, she doesn’t deal with the drivers or the deliveries. Either Will or one of her cooks handles that. Still, with Winston working for Booker Foods…what if his partner is a local?”

Utter dread ripped a hole inside of him. He’d figured Winston had pegged the perfect place to dump the bodies because he knew the route, and when and where the deputies would patrol. But what if the second killer was local? What if he knew of other obscure places to leave a body? The bigger question nagging him, why would two men kill together?

“Tell me more about this mill.”

“Tilden’s a small town, much like Wissota Falls. The mill is its biggest business. They get big rigs through there all the time. Winston could have parked his rig there. For some reason, the owner never put up gates. There’s no third shift. I think the place closes up around midnight, so no one would have noticed if he parked for a few hours during the night.”

John moved away from the map and slumped into the office chair, then rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. “Okay, let’s say Winston takes the victim, rapes and beats her, then waits for second guy to finish the job.”

“But Winston didn’t mention an accomplice in his confession.”

“Maybe because he killed those women alone?” Damn, the whole situation made zero sense. Was it possible they had two killers, who sometimes worked together, and at other times killed alone?

The sheriff moved to his chair. “I’m not so sure about that. Mitchell faxed this over this morning.” He waved a paper in the air. “The lighter they’d found at the dumpsite had Winston’s prints on it, the coat button revealed nothing, but the footprint they’d found was two sizes too small to be his.”

“Shit.” There had been no footprints near the bog to even match what had been found at the original dumpsite.

“Right.”

He blew out a breath. “None of this makes sense. Let’s say, hypothetically, that the coat button and boot print found at the dumpsite belongs to the other killer. Why would they be working together? Did this unknown killer somehow catch Winston in the act, wanted a piece of it and then blackmailed him into playing a role in the murder?”

“And for his silence Winston helps him kill the other girls? I’m not following. How does this help Winston? He’s sitting in county lock-up while the other guy is roaming free.”

“I’m not sure, but yesterday, Winston shouted that he knows something I don’t and that I’ll be back. That I needed him.” The hairs on his arms raised under his shirt sleeves as Winston’s eerie words ran through his mind. “Maybe it was just the ranting of a guilty man, but what if...?”

“Yeah, what if,” Roy echoed as the phone rang. He picked up the receiver. “Hey, honey. Uh-huh, you did what?” The sheriff glanced at him, then covered the receiver. “Mind giving me a minute? Bev has fresh coffee up front. I could use a cup, too.”

He masked his irritation as he rose from the chair. As he made his way to the reception area and poured coffee into Styrofoam cups, his irritation turned to anger. Tired of being dismissed, not only by Roy, but it seemed by Ian considering he wasn’t answering his calls, he decided it was time for answers. Starting with why Roy couldn’t talk to Celeste while he was in the office. And he knew she’d been the caller based on the way the sheriff had softened his tone along with his use of the term of endearment, one he’d heard him call Celeste several times.

By the time he’d returned to the office, the sheriff was off the phone, and leaning back in the chair. His hands were folded behind his head, as he kept a thoughtful gaze trained on the ceiling.

“Here you go.” He placed the coffee cup on Roy’s desk, then took a seat. “You want to tell me what Celeste had to say?”

The sheriff didn’t change his position, but he did release a deep sigh. “I do and I don’t.”

“Why’s that?” he asked, then blew on the coffee before taking a drink.

“Because I know you care about her.”

He froze. “Roy, I—”

The sheriff leaned forward. Resting his forearms on the desk, he shook his head. “I know it’s none of my business, but Celeste is. I made a promise to her mother, her father and to...well, the point is, she needs closure. She needs to be part of this investigation in order to gain some comfort from the nightmares she’s had, especially now that one of them has become a reality.”

“I’m well aware of that, Roy. Why do you think I let her talk me into doing the trance last night?”

The sheriff smiled. “You’re a good man, logical, perceptive.”

“And you’re buttering me up. What gives?”

“Celeste did a little of her own detective work this morning and found our hairstylist, Judy.”

He swore he could literally feel the blood drain from his face. Fear came with a cold sweat along his forehead. “She’s supposed to be at the diner,” he said through clenched teeth as anger and anxiety tensed his body. “And according to Lloyd, Will was keeping an eye on her. What the fuck happened?”

The sheriff raised his hands. “It’s not that big of a deal. She’s fine and besides, she gave us a helluva lead.”

Shoving out of his chair, he leaned into the desk. “I don’t give a shit,” he shouted. “I don’t want her involved anymore than she already is. You heard the recording. She could be in danger.” Hell, even the Viking understood that point. He shoved off the desk, then stomped to the wall and stared at one of Will’s paintings. When he’d first seen the painting, the colors had soothed him, calmed him, but they didn’t now. All he could picture was the girl from the bog. Her face and torso sliced. Her lifeless eyes staring back at him.

“Look,” Roy began as he rose and moved next to him. “I love Celeste like a daughter, but I can’t control her, and I wouldn’t even try. I don’t know if she’s told you this, but she moved back to Wissota Falls to take of her sick mother. When her mom passed, she’d been ready to move back to Madison. To her job, and the life she’d had there. Her dad talked her into running the diner while he went off to deal with his own grief instead, despite her own dreams. Like I said though, she’s a fixer. She wants everyone happy and hunky-dory, and puts others before herself.”

His chest burned. Not with the chronic heartburn, but with sympathy for Celeste. She’d given up her dreams—dreams he had yet to learn about—to take care of her mom. Then, she remained in this small town, shoving her own agenda aside to help her dad.

As pissed as he was considering she’d potentially placed herself in danger, he couldn’t help admiring her. She’d stepped up to the plate when her sister hadn’t, keeping her career in Chicago her main focus. Will was around, but from what he understood, the brunt of the family business rested on Celeste’s shoulders. Now she had the nightmares, the trances and the accumulating dead bodies to contend with, but not alone. He wanted to be there for her, but after yesterday he wasn’t sure if she wanted him around, period.

“Did she mention last night?”

“No. She didn’t. Celeste’s not like that.”

Relief and hope slipped passed the edge of fear coursing though him. She might be mad at him, but she’d kept their personal business, personal. “How’d she find the hairstylist?”

Roy grabbed the keys to his cruiser. “I’ll explain along the way.”

Five hours later, the sheriff dropped him off at his car. Although bone weary, mentally and emotionally drained, he started the ignition and headed for The Sugar Shack. While it was only three in the afternoon, he swore it seemed more like three in the morning.

Thanks again to Celeste they’d tracked down the hairstylist, Judy Frank, at the Slinging Scissors Salon located in Altoona. From a photo, Judy had ID’d the girl from the bog as Courtney Harrison. From there everything went to shit. They’d contacted Harrison’s parents, who had just returned from an all-inclusive trip to Mexico this morning, only to inform them that their daughter was likely in the morgue.

Having parents ID their child’s body was never easy. The Chicago case he’d been assigned to before coming to Wissota Falls had been tough, but still not enough to prepare him for any of this. Courtney Harrison was an only child. A seventeen-year-old beauty queen, with a potential full ride to Harvard, she had more opportunity than most. But now she was dead, and the grief he’d witnessed from her parents had left him hollow and aching.

Carl had confirmed that Courtney had been sodomized. Cause of death, a sharp object, likely a long, serrated knife, had damaged major organs as it ripped through her torso causing her to bleed out. She’d been dead before she’d hit the water.

With this knowledge, coupled with Celeste’s trance, he tried to come up with a profile for Courtney’s killer. Winston had been easy. He appeared to be a true sociopath. He’d charmed the women he’d killed and had felt no remorse. The man who’d killed Courtney? Something didn’t settle well with him as he tried to dissect him on the drive over to The Sugar Shack.

There was something diabolical in the way he’d cut Courtney’s face and torso. Something John couldn’t quite grasp. Normally, he’d peg a killer for what he was, but this time he couldn’t put his finger on it. Because he’d allowed his emotions for Celeste to cloud his judgment? Or maybe because this was just one fucked up case?

He had hoped Harrison’s autopsy would have revealed more, but it hadn’t. He’d also hoped Lloyd would discover something in Tilden that could help their case. That end came up empty as well. Not that he wanted another dead body on their hands, but another lead would have been nice.

He parked the sedan in the street outside of The Sugar Shack. While apprehensive about how Celeste might react to seeing him, he also couldn’t suppress the anticipation. Being in the same room with her gave him a calming effect. He just hoped to God she’d at least talk to him, give him a chance to explain why he’d reacted the way he had yesterday.

As he entered the diner, he immediately searched for Celeste. When he didn’t see her, he settled into the same stool he’d sat in just two days before. How things had changed in a matter of forty-eight hours. She’d turned his world upside down, and had made him think long and hard about his life, his career. She’d made him realize he didn’t have a life outside of his career. She made him want more. Did she?

“What can I get for you?” a forty-something woman, with a pinched expression asked as she walked toward him.

“Is Celeste around?”

She eyed him with skepticism. “No, she’s left for the day.”

“What about Will?”

“Will’s out back dealing with inventory, but if you’re a salesman, you could talk to me. I’m Karen, the assistant manager,” she finished with a raise of a haughty, penciled eyebrow.

He drew some cash from his wallet, then laid a five dollar bill on the counter. “Thanks for your time,” he said, then left before he searched out Will and rearranged his face. Why the hell wasn’t he watching Celeste? According to that fucking Viking, they’d had her covered. Bullshit. And from here on out, the only one covering her would be him. He’d prefer naked, but at this point fully clothed would work so long as she was protected.

He sped down Main Street, ignoring every traffic law until he reached Celeste’s driveway. With Courtney Harrison’s autopsy came the confirmation that they were dealing with another killer. Celeste could be in danger, especially if the killer was local, as Roy had suggested. He might know about her gift and suspect she’d been working with them on the investigation.

With the ignition off, he sat in Celeste’s driveway gripping the door handle tight enough his palms started to sweat. During the drive over to The Sugar Shack, and again to her house, he’d done a mental play of how things could go down when he confronted her. Although he’d appreciated the leads she’d given them, he was still pissed at her total disregard for her own safety.

Maybe you should have given her a reason to worry last night.
Shit. He hadn’t. He’d channeled his fear into anger, and laid down an almighty decree. She couldn’t, wouldn’t play a part in the investigation. Regret punched a hole in his stomach as Roy’s words filtered through his memory. Celeste liked control, but held little over her life thanks to her mother’s death, her dad’s grief, and her siblings’ lack of involvement. She’d lost control of her visions, the trances, and he’d done what everyone else around her had done—he’d tried to take more control away from her.

He hadn’t meant to. Protecting her had been his first priority. But she deserved more than just his protection. She deserved to know what happened during her trances. She deserved to be his partner in every sense.

Determined to set things right between them, he climbed out of the sedan, then walked up the brick pathway leading to her front door. A dozen wide-eyed gnomes grinned at him with menace, reminding him of her vindictive streak. The story she’d told him about her neighbor, coupled with the temper he’d encountered last night, had his gut clenching as he knocked on the door.

Would she see him? Probably. Would the sparkle of desire heat her eyes? Or would she kick his ass straight to the curb again?

The door opened.

Time to find out.

* * *

Running a hand through his hair, Dr. Alex Trumane paced his living room. Every few seconds, he stupidly glared at his silent phone, waiting for the call that might lead to his final atonement.

Number Twenty-two. Miranda Gates.

He’d called her last night, but the number had been given to someone else. Some young punk who’d told him to fuck off, that the woman he’d been looking for didn’t live with him and to not call again. He dug deeper.

In the files he had on his computer was the phone number to her next of kin, her grandmother. Unfortunately, that proved to be another dead end. The phone had been disconnected. He dug even deeper.

After hours of searching, he’d discovered the grandmother, Anna Gates, had been a patient of one of his former colleagues, Doug Broen. He’d done his residency with Broen, and had more shit on him than the man knew. Broen wasn’t a lush like him, but had issues with prescription drugs. He’d witnessed his drug abuse, and hadn’t been afraid to threaten him to obtain the information he’d needed. Information that would hopefully lead to his final atonement.

He’d called Doug at home, late last night, and had been waiting for him to call back since early this morning. With a glare at his cell phone again, he slumped on the couch. Broen was pulling utter bullshit on him. He knew how doctor’s offices worked, hell, he’d had his own practice for nearly fifteen years. All Doug had to do was look into her files and give him Gates’ new address and phone number. If that prick...

The phone rang. His heart jumped.

Not recognizing the number, he answered, “Trumane.”

“Alex, it’s Doug.”

His heart rate kicked up a notch, along with hope. “What did you find?”

“You do realize this goes against policy, right?”

Broen’s fear made sense, along with why he’d used a different phone to call him. Doug wanted nothing traced back to him. “So does taking prescription drugs illegally,” he shot back.

“God, I hate former abusers who think that now that they’re clean, they’re holier than thou.”

“Cut the shit, what do you have for me?”

“She’s dead,” Doug said with a heavy sigh.

He gripped the phone, wishing, not for the first time today, for a cold beer or a shot of whisky. “When?”

“Five years ago.”

He’d given Miranda Gates her diagnosis around the same time. Anxiety had him clutching the phone tighter. “Cause of death?”

“Hell, Alex, she was eighty-eight. She’d been found dead, in her bed. You know the drill, at that age, no autopsy was done, and cause of death was listed as natural.”

“Natural,” he echoed. How convenient. “Sorry for bothering you, but thanks for your time.” He hung up the phone, then rebooted his laptop. He found the number he was looking for and placed the call.

“Hi,” he began, then decided to thicken his southern accent and pour on the charm. “I’d like to order a copy of a will. Do you think you can help me? I sure would appreciate it.”

The woman on the other end assured him she could, but only in a hard copy. Mississippi didn’t offer archived wills to be viewed online. Although disappointed, because he wanted the information now, he gave his credit card information to pay for the copy. Afterward, she’d promised him that the Last Will and Testament of Anna Lynn Gates would be in his mailbox within the next two days.

Two days. He’d have to sit and bide his time. Wait.

God, he wanted a drink.

Chapter 13
 
CELESTE SHOULDN’T HAVE opened the door knowing John was on the other side. Last night’s argument had given her the perfect way to sever whatever it was between them and keep her heart intact. But she couldn’t help herself. Devastatingly gorgeous, with thick black hair, dark eyes and broad shoulders a woman could hang on to, physically, he was everything she craved. Yet that craving ran deeper. She couldn’t deny the connection they shared, the unexplainable need and deep emotional attraction. Or the way he’d already wormed his way into her heart.

“Ever hear of calling first?” she asked, going for ticked off nonchalant even as her pulse raced. “I know you own a cell phone. If I recall, you used it last night.”

“Do you think we could leave the sarcasm at the door and talk inside? Please. It’s important. To me, to us.”

She raised her gaze to his, caught the regret and longing in his eyes and caved. “Sure, but I don’t have much time though. I have paperwork to do and—”

“Why aren’t you at work?” he asked, an edge to his tone.

“Will’s there, and besides, as of today, I have a new assistant manager.” Something she should have done several years ago rather than completely burden herself with the business. Maybe now she’d finally find the time to have a life outside of the diner.

“Karen? I met her when I stopped by the diner looking for you.”

“Yeah, she’s great. She’s been working at The Sugar Shack for years, and knows everything about it. I should have given her the promotion a long time ago.”

“But you didn’t want to lose control.” He moved into the foyer, glancing between the living room and dining room. “You’re alone?”

“Duh,” she muttered with exasperation, and took a seat on the couch.

“I thought you were leaving the sarcasm at the door.”

“I’m not being sarcastic, I’m pissed. Would you like me to show you another example to help clarify the difference?”

He raised his hands and dropped to the other end of the couch. “Please, don’t indulge me.” With a weary sigh, and an even wearier frown crossing his face, he pulled his cell phone from his pants pocket, then set it on the coffee table.

She eyed the phone. “What are you doing? And why shouldn’t I be alone?”

“Your last trance will give you the answers. You did want to hear it, right?”

Panic rose to the surface and had her scooting her legs beneath her. “I did, I mean, I do. Why the turnaround?”

He reached for her hand. “Last night, I didn’t mean to come off all hard-assed. I’m sorry for that. But I was only trying protect you, not control you.”

Rolling her eyes, she released a heavy sigh. “There’s a novelty,” she said, then cringed. “Sorry, no more sarcasm.”

His eyes darkened with anguish and regret. “No, actually, I think sarcasm fits. When was the last time you did something just for you?”

She looked down at the new acrylic nails, applied this morning and painted cherry red. The manicure had been done on a whim, but she knew he wasn’t talking about trivial vanity. He was talking about every aspect of her life.

Apparently Roy had filled John in on the other details she hadn’t divulged. Although she’d prefer him to have kept his big mouth shut, she understood. Roy wanted nothing but the best for her. If he’d shared personal information about her to John, he’d done it to protect her.

Just like John had last night.
“I know where you’re going with this.”

His brows rose as he edged closer. “You do? Is this some sort of psychic thing?”

“No,” she half-laughed. “I meant that I understand you were looking out for me, not trying to control me.”

“Good.”

“But I’d still like to hear the recording.”

A flash of disappointment crossed his face. “Fine, before you do though, that lead you gave us on the hairdresser paid off big time. Great job.”

“Really?” She hadn’t expected that. After he’d left last night, she’d practically run to her basement where she’d put her anger, frustration, and hurt into some serious baking.

While she’d placed the croissants that were needed for this morning’s breakfast rush at the diner into the double oven, she’d had a Nancy Drew moment. She’d been unable to shake the lead on the hairdresser out of her head. She’d also been determined to show John she deserved to remain a part of the investigation, so she’d called the hair salon she used and made an appointment.

At the time, the idea had seemed brilliant, but this morning as she’d stood in Eau Claire’s only posh salon, she’d thought it plain stupid. How many hairstylists by the name of Judy worked in Wisconsin? Yet her stylist, Tish, knew her, and had not only given her a well needed trim, but a lead. She’d also been the one to talk her into the manicure.

“Yeah, thanks to you, we were able to ID the girl from the bog. Her parents had been out of town, which was why there hadn’t been a missing persons report on her.” He sighed, and she caught the sadness in his eyes before he spoke again. “They saw her body earlier this afternoon and confirmed that she’s their daughter.”

“What was her name?”

“Courtney.”

“Courtney,” she echoed, and with her stomach churning, she hugged a throw pillow to her chest and nodded to the cell phone. “Let me hear.”

“You’re sure? You don’t have to. I could just tell you what you’d said.”

“Like you did with the trance I had in your car about Courtney?”

“Welcome back Miss Sarcasm.”

“Sorry,” she said with a sheepish shrug. “Were you able to gain any leads off this last trance?”

With a gusty sigh, he nodded. “Yes.”

“Good, tell me about them afterward. Could you please play it for me now?” she asked before losing her nerve. She’d never had a trance until two days ago. Her mother never mentioned having them, either. While she needed to know what she’d said, what she’d physically gone through, a part of her would rather bury her head in the sand. She feared the trance might be way worse than any vision she’d ever endured.

“Fine.” He hit a button on his cell.

The living room filled with her recorded voice, rambling on about how she’d saved Lloyd. She smiled at the memory, and the man he’d become, then again as John’s soothing and affectionate voice mingled with hers. She looked at him then, and realized this was only the calm before the storm.

His eyes had grown wild with anger and fear. She’d seen the same look last night, but it hadn’t registered. Dread gripped her, especially when the recording went dead silent.

She waited, her heart pounding with anticipation. Then a low whisper drifted from the cell phone. She barely recognized her own voice, the sheer terror it held as it ebbed, then faded. Cold fear wrapped around her, sending chills through her body.

Suddenly a shocking, horrifying scream sliced through the room. She jumped, then cowered into the sofa cushions. The cold fear that had cocooned her with icy fingers became a frightening maelstrom of panic and dread.

She rocked back and forth as her living room filled with her voice, so desperate and scared. Gripping the pillow tighter while tears streamed down her cheeks, she wished the stupid cell phone would somehow malfunction. All she’d have to do was tell John to put an end to it and she knew he would. She couldn’t bring herself tell him, though. Somehow the second victim from her visions had channeled herself though her body last night, and as much as she didn’t want to hear anymore, she forced herself to listen. The woman deserved to be heard. She deserved justice.

Silently crying, her stomach knotting, then twisting with horror and anxiety, she sat through it all. The brutal sodomy and the eventual death of the woman who had been beaten by her mother, been called fat and useless, then murdered by two sick bastards without a care.

As her tinny voice faded, she honed in on the alarm that edged John’s voice as he’d tried to rouse her from the trance. Regret, sharp and painful, sliced her to the core. She’d been selfish and childish, and now wished to God she hadn’t forced him to relive the trance once again.

Wiping her eyes, she met his gaze. “I think I’ve heard enough...wait,” she said, as the almighty decree he’d laid on her after the trance filtered from the cell phone. As she listened, she couldn’t stop the guilt resonating through her mind. She’d remembered that moment, when she’d first woken, disoriented and discombobulated. He’d only wanted to protect her from herself and she’d lashed out at him.

The recording ended. Deafening silence followed.

Yet her head swirled with her voice and his. The rape and murder of the unknown woman mingled with his compassion and his panic. At that moment, the cold fear which had been clutching her tightly diminished, warmth spread throughout her body and straight into her heart and soul. She’d abruptly stumbled into the impossible. A man worth risking her heart, despite the consequences.

“Are you okay?” he asked, his eyes trained on her, his fists clenched as if he was holding back from touching her.

She needed his touch right now, his comfort and strength. “The leads from this,” she said, waving a hand at the cell phone. “God, John, there’s so many.”

He pocketed the phone. “I know.”

“Winston had to be the man with the beard. If he’s in jail that means...” She tossed the pillow to the floor and ran a shaky hand across her forehead. Fear greater than she’d ever experienced rippled through her. “That means the other killer could be anywhere. Even here, in Wissota Falls.”

Now she understood why he didn’t think she should be alone. Why he’d been angry, afraid and determined to protect her. If the killer knew she was involved with the investigation, she could become one of his victims. She shuddered, swiping the tears from her face. “I’m so sorry, John. I didn’t know.”

In an instant he was beside her, cradling her in his arms. “I know, baby. I’m sorry you had to listen to it.”

“My fault. I’m the one who insisted. You tried to stop me, tried to protect me.”

He drew back, then cupped her face with his large, warm palms. “I promise you’ll be protected. Even if it means I have to sleep on your couch every night until we catch him. I swear. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

The vehemence and determination in his voice, along with the prospect of having him at her house every night, made her heart clench. Only...while he’d said he cared about her, she’d rather have him staying the night because he wanted to, not as a watchdog. “Thank you. But you don’t have to do that. I could have Will or Lloyd—”

“No.” He dropped his hands to her shoulders and gave her a gentle squeeze. “I mean, that’s fine if I have to be away for some reason, but I’d rather...” He sighed and rested his forehead against hers.

Slipping one hand into his hair, she asked, “Stay with me?”

“Yeah,” he whispered, his breath fanning across her lips as he nudged his nose against hers. “How do you feel about that?” He brushed his mouth against the corner of hers. “How do you feel about complicated?”

She raised her head and stared into his eyes. The need and passion in their dark depths nearly took her breath away. Yet her stomach tightened with a combination of hopefulness and despair. Complicated could break her heart. But she’d endure the hurt, the pain of losing him once he left Wissota Falls. He’d come to mean so much to her in such a short time. She’d rather give herself to him, take what he offered now, however much he was capable of, and worry about the consequences later. She’d been so lonely, and cared for him too deeply.

She slipped her hand to his cheek. “Complicated? I think I can handle that.”

He sifted his hands through her hair and held her head, her lips inches from his. “You’re sure?”

“Yes,” she whispered, then with their eyes locked she leaned into him.

His firm lips crushed against hers. She met his searing kiss, savored his taste, his hot caress as he moved his hand down her back forcing her chest against his. As he deepened the kiss, thrusting and twining his tongue against hers, she knew what was about to happen went way beyond complicated. The complexity of their relationship, their situation could be dealt with later, though. Right now, she wanted to feel. His passion, his lust, his hands and mouth on every inch of her body.

The clouds shifted, and afternoon sunlight spilled into the living room through the large bay windows. With reluctance, she drew away from his burning kiss afraid her nosy neighbor might pass down the sidewalk and catch her and John on the couch having sex. She hadn’t been with a man in years, and there was no way in hell she’d allow the wicked witch next door, or the afternoon paperboy, or anyone else to interfere with her pleasure.

She caught his frown and smiled. “I like a little kink, but I’m not an exhibitionist,” she said, and nodded to the windows.

Grinning, he took her hand, and he helped her from the couch. “I’m intrigued. Define a little kink for me.”

Rising to her tiptoes, she leaned in then gave his lower lip a playful tug with her teeth. “Would you really rather stand here and talk the afternoon away?”

His eyes grew impossibly darker and swirled with heat. “No way,” he said against her lips before he kissed her. His tongue, teeth and lips seduced hers as they made their way from the living room. When they reached the foyer, anxious to have his hands on her, she jerked her t-shirt over her head and dropped it on the floor.

He cupped her breasts as they moved toward the steps leading to the second floor, to her bedroom. Teasing her nipples through the lace of her bra with his fingers, he dragged his lips and tongue along her neck. When the first step hit the back of her calf, she clung to his broad shoulders for support. With a rough chuckle, he lifted her in his arms.

“What are you doing?” She hadn’t been carried like this since she’d been a child.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Getting us to your bedroom before we wind up making love on the steps.”

Making love.
That wasn’t what they were about to do, but it did have a nice ring to it.

Sex.

That’s all this afternoon would amount to. Hot, raw, passionate sex.

And she’d take what she could, even if she knew deep down, to the darkest depths of her soul, that she wanted more. That she wanted to take things beyond complicated.

When he finally reached her bedroom, his lips still locked on hers, he set her down on the bed. Breathing hard, he broke away, then kissed a path from her neck to her stomach. “You have too many clothes on.” He unfastened her jeans, then dragged them down her legs.

Heat flooded between her thighs. “Same goes for you.” Prepared to try to play the part of a seductress, loosen his belt, unbutton his shirt, she moved toward him. Her hands shook, along with her entire body. The need to have him over her, under her, inside her was too overwhelming. The heat and lust in his eyes made it difficult to navigate the buttons on his shirt.

He brushed her hands away. “Let me.”

With amazing speed, he unbuttoned his shirt. As soon as he’d stripped down to his boxer briefs, he covered her with his hard body. She wished he would have waited a second or two. Unsure if this was a one time thing, she wanted to memorize each and every detail of the contours of his body. The moment his lips met hers he twisted and positioned her on top of him. She lost all sense of thought.

Releasing her lips, he peppered the column of her throat with firm, open-mouthed kisses, then followed the trail with his velvety tongue. Nibbling and nipping at her sensitive skin, he skimmed his hands along her spine.

He sighed into her ear before giving her lobe a gentle nip. “Take your bra off for me. Let me see you.”

The wannabe seductress inside her took advantage. She straddled his erection, wishing he would have removed his boxers when he’d stripped. She wanted him naked and inside of her. But they had time for that.

With her hands balanced on his chest, she stared down at him. His eyes gleamed with passion. His heart drummed under her palms. With a shamelessness she’d never experienced before, she teased her fingers through the hair lining the slabs of muscle across his chest. She loved the feel of his hardness under her hands and moved lower to explore, trailing her fingertips to where the hair disappeared beneath his boxers.

She scooted down a bit, then rubbed her hand along the length of him, and lifted her lips in a small smile when he caught his breath. When he dropped his head against the mattress, she stroked him. Rubbing, gripping...

John sucked in a deep breath and covered her hand with his. “Stop.” Christ, he hadn’t had sex in two years, if she kept touching him, he’d come in a matter of seconds. And he wasn’t ready for that yet. He wanted to enjoy her body, make her his in every way possible. “The bra,” he reminded her.

She cocked her head to the side as if she were considering, then flashed him a seductive smile. Damn, she was something else. Her head fell back, blond curls brushed her shoulders as she reached her arms behind her. He held his breath while he watched her take her sweet time, toying and teasing, tormenting and inflaming his lust.

Finally, she slipped her lacy bra down her toned arms. Her breasts danced with the movement and his mouth watered for a taste of her nipples.

“You’re absolutely beautiful.” He leaned forward, then grabbed her rear. Grinding her against his cock, he latched onto one of those rosy peaks. She tasted as sweet as she smelled. Sugar and spice. He feasted, sucked and tugged on one stiff peak before moving to the other. Heaven. Pure bliss. He wanted...needed more.

He moved her beneath him, gave one wet nipple a final kiss, then stood between her outstretched legs. She was an erotic picture. Creamy skin flushed and heated. Loose blond curls spilling across the bed, pink nipples begging for attention.

He leaned over her, ran his hand along the column of her throat. Caressed her full breasts then trailed his fingers across her flat stomach. When he reached her panties, he grabbed the waistband and practically tore them from her body.

No more teasing. Not now. He’d lusted after her since the moment they’d met, that initial erotic, sensual touch never far from his mind. But what he’d felt for her had become more than that. He cared. Deeper than he’d ever cared about a woman before. He’d joked about making love on the stairs, but in reality, it wasn’t a joke. He wasn’t about to make that leap between lust and love, or caring and love, or sex and love.

Fuck. Talk about complicated.

He pushed his thoughts aside and focused on her, on now. Skimming his fingers up her legs, he spread her thighs, then bent his head and took her the way he’d hungered and craved.

She jerked as he covered her with his lips. Moaning, she rocked her pelvis to meet each and every stroke of his tongue. Her taste filled his senses and flared his hunger. He nipped and licked, lashed his tongue.

Her little pants and gasps drove him crazy, spurred him. Catching her clit between his lips he sucked, long and hard, then plunged two fingers between her thighs. She came. Her orgasm shook her body, clenched around his fingers, and the taste of it on his tongue had him harder than he’d ever been in his life.

Needing to bury himself inside her, feel every erotic, sensual sensation, he stood and stripped off his boxers. She’d pushed herself onto her elbows and stared at his stiff cock. Her eyes grew adorably wide. He nearly came on the spot when she licked her lips and gave him a seductive, sexy grin.

“Is it my turn?”

He stroked his cock. “Not today, baby, I need you now.”

“Next time?”

The uncertainty in her tone made him pause. Not a plea. Not a need of promise. A simple question that he couldn’t believe she’d even ask. He hadn’t been with a woman in two years. Before that, his relationships had been casual.

How would she know?
She wouldn’t, and now wasn’t the time to explain his past.

He didn’t want casual with Celeste, and knew once he was inside her, he’d never want to be anywhere else. She’d become important to him on so many levels he couldn’t comprehend, not with the taste of her still lingering on his tongue and her gorgeous thighs spread wide for him.

“I asked you if you liked complicated.” He kissed the entrance of her wet, swollen sex with his cock, and locked his eyes on hers. “And I want complicated. Next time can’t come too soon.”

He thrust inside her.

They both groaned.

The feel of her gripping his cock magnified the untried emotions ripping through his body. Straight to the darkest parts of his soul. Buried between her thighs, her sex convulsing around him magnified the emotions he’d tried to deny, emotions he now welcomed. Blatant trust, true devotion, from him, from her...

“John,” she moaned. “I swear...I’ve never felt anything like this...” The rest of her words were lost on another husky moan when he pumped deeper.

“I know, baby, I feel it too.” Making love to Celeste had become the most intimate moment of his life. He’d never felt this connected to someone. And he never wanted the connection to end.

But he wanted to feel her release wrapped around his cock. To feel every emotion she wouldn’t share with words race through his body. She’d tried to hide so much from him, but couldn’t now. Not when they were joined, skin to skin, flesh to flesh.

He quickened his rhythm. Like a piston, he worked his slick cock between her outstretched legs. Needing to make her come, needing to feel the ripples of her release, he drove deeper.

She wrapped her legs around his rear and arched her back. She surged her body, met each hard thrust. As he pressed his body into hers, her hot breath caressed his throat. She reached around and hung onto his ass, stroked and massaged, pushed him deeper. Possessed him as he possessed her.

He released a low groan and raised himself above her. Cool air seeped between their damp bodies and he already missed the feel of her breasts against his chest.

He looked down at her and caught his breath. She had to be the most beautiful woman he’d ever known. Her cheeks glowed. Her eyes were heavy lidded. Her swollen lips parted. Golden hair spread across the pillow.

He wrapped her ankles around his shoulders and moved his hips.

Once. So hot. Twice. So tight.

“Oh, John...that’s it, right...there,” she gasped and with her elbows propped under her, she thrust her hips to meet him. “Yes. Harder. Please...harder.”

Her muscles tightened around his cock. Her nipples jutted forward. Unable to resist them, he bent his head for another taste. She gasped and his balls tightened in response. He popped the nipple from his mouth and drove deep. Hard, fast, he pressed himself into her, felt her release nearing and knew he wouldn’t be far behind.

“That’s it, baby, let me hear you.”

He plunged himself over and over, as if he were a battering ram knocking down the doors of sexual ecstasy. She arched her body, then dropped her head against the mattress. Tiny gasps escaped her parted lips. “John, I...” she said, then cried out.

As her orgasm shot through her body, somewhere, in the deep recesses of his brain, he realized he wasn’t wearing a condom. He had to pull out, but not just yet. Her muscles stimulated him, sucked him deep into her womb. He didn’t want to miss a minute, yet couldn’t take the chance. So close, so...

He quickly pulled out and released himself across her flat stomach. His breath came in harsh pants as he emitted a deep growl.

It took him a moment to gather his wits. Celeste’s sexy legs were still propped over his shoulders and she wore a naughty, little smile which made his spent cock pulse and his blood hum.

“I...uh.” He tucked his head toward his shoulder and kissed her ankle before drawing her feet back to the mattress.

She reached up, ran a hand through his hair, then arched her body to give him a slow sensual kiss. “Shhh, thank God one of us had sense enough. I’m not on the pill and the thought of condoms never entered my mind.” She nipped at his lower lip. “Next time,” she whispered, her smile curving against his mouth.

He brushed his lips against hers. “I can’t wait for next time.” Kissing her forehead, he rose from the bed, then returned with a towel from the master bathroom. “I’m sorry,” he said as he wiped away his passion. “I should have been better prepared.”

She placed her hand on his cheek. “If you were, then I might wonder if this is how you usually operate.”

Gripping her hand, he kissed her palm. “Celeste, I haven’t...”

Her eyes widened. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to imply...God, I really need to think before I speak,” she finished with an adorably rueful smile.

“No, you’re fine. It’s just...I’ve never—”

His cell phone’s muffled ring stopped him midsentence. Damn it. He wanted to talk. Tell her this wasn’t his MO. That he’d never been involved with a woman during a case, and for some reason, tell her all about Renee.

As he rose from the bed, searching for his pants and ringing phone, that last thought stunned him. With the exception of the grueling queries from his FBI supervisors and psychologists, he’d never talked about Renee. Yet, he’d wanted to spill every detail. He wanted to make her understand. Why she was special to him. Why he was a bastard.

Jerking his ringing cell from his pant pocket, he immediately recognized the number. “Sorry, it’s Roy,” he said to her.

She stretched, arching her back as she stifled a yawn. “Take your time,” she said, her voice drowsy, as she curled to her side.

He couldn’t take his eyes off her nipples, or the curve of her hips. If the sheriff hadn’t called...

“Kain,” he answered, terse, pissed. He wanted to snuggle with Celeste, sleep the afternoon away, then make love to her all over again.

“We’ve got a problem,” the sheriff said, his tone filled with dread.

He gripped the phone. “What is it?”

“John,” he said with a heavy sigh. “We found another body.”

Chapter 14
 
AFTER DROPPING CELESTE off at The Sugar Shack, John plugged the address Roy had given him into the portable GPS, then hit the gas. As he drove, he contemplated calling Ian, then decided against it. Rather than piss himself off again when he’d likely end up with Ian’s voice mail, he called Rachel Davis instead. He needed her help more than Ian’s.

She answered on the first ring, the steady tapping of her computer keys apparent in the background. “Hey, John. Things getting any better in Wisconsin?” she asked, exaggerating her own Midwestern accent.

He smiled despite the severity of the situation. “Not good. We have another victim. I’m heading to the crime scene now.”

The tapping stopped. “That makes six, right?” she asked with a lisp, meaning she was likely chomping on a pencil. A bad habit she’d picked up before joining CORE, and one she always did when her mind was spinning with angles and ideas.

“Pop the pencil out of your mouth before you get a splinter, or chip another tooth. Keep it up and Ian might revoke your dental coverage.”

“Don’t nag me,” she said. “I’m not in the mood. Owen had me on a wild goose chase earlier today and ended up putting me behind on my own stuff, which Ian’s been bitching about.” She released a frustrated sigh, and he pictured her fisting her short, auburn hair, and narrowing her large green eyes.

“Sorry you’re having a bad day,” John said. “I think I’d rather deal with Owen and Ian’s bullshit than look at another dead woman.”

“Always one upping me, aren’t you? Okay, you got me beat. What do you need?”

“Is Owen finished with his current case? I could use him here.” Owen Malcolm was former Secret Service, an excellent investigator, interrogator and negotiator. He had a way with words, a way of fitting in where he didn’t belong. The running joke was that he could probably steal the church collection basket while seducing a nun, and still charm a priest into forgiveness.

“Nope. He probably won’t be back until sometime next week. If Ian didn’t have me chained to this desk, I’d come help.”

Rachel had yet to go into the field, and had been chomping at the bit for some out-of-office action for months. “You’re our eyes and ears, along with the best researcher any of us could have ever asked for. You’re needed at base.”

“While much appreciated, the sweet talk isn’t necessary. Now tell me what you need.”

“You tracked the last contract Garrett Winston had, would you be able to do it again, only this time dig deeper?”

“Sure, how deep?”

While he suspected he was going to end up on the top of her shit list, he had a hunch that needed to be followed. “As far back as you can go. Rachel, I know it’s a pain in the ass, but I think he’s a serial rapist and murderer. I want to—”

“Take a look at all of his former routes, compare them to cold cases with the same MO that you’re dealing with in Wissota Falls. Got it. And you’re right, it’ll be a pain in my ass, but it beats the hell out of what I’ve been working on today. I’ll call you later when I have something.”

Damn she was good. “Thanks, Rachel.”

“No problem. And John? Um...oh geez,” she muttered, her Upper Midwestern accent rising to the surface again. “I never know what to say when one of you are heading out to look at a crime scene.”

Celeste’s face, while she’d been under the second trance, flashed in his mind. Reddening as she fought to breathe, hands clawing at the phantom cord around her neck. “Not a whole lot. Just call me when you have something. And keep that pencil out of your mouth.” He disconnected the call and eased off highway fifty-three, turning into Tilden.

Minutes later, he drove his rental through the gates of Hess Steel and Fabricating. The mill was not only Tilden’s largest manufacturer, but employed more than half of the town.

Slowing down, he realized they weren’t going to be able to keep this murder from the media. Mill workers flooded the parking lot, some nodding toward the CSU vans and deputy cruisers, while others were either on their cell phones or using them to film the scene. News of the murder would spread fast. The Internet and small town gossip would see to it, and Matt Boysen, who’d been true to his word so far, would probably spill every detail he had on the other five murder victims before someone else did.

He parked his car next to one of the police cruisers, then went to the trunk to retrieve a couple of pairs of shoe covers and Latex gloves. As he slammed the trunk shut, a muffler backfired and the crowd ducked. He swung his head and caught sight of a rusted-out minivan.

Speak of the devil.

As Matt Boysen parked his van, John headed toward where Roy stood.

“Matt makes a hell of an entrance,” Roy said with a shake of his head.

“You’re going to have to give him something. With the amount of people hanging around here, it’s going to leak anyway.”

“What about Celeste?”

“Her name stays out.”

“I’d already made that crystal clear to him yesterday. What I want to know is where she is now and who’s looking out for her?”

“I dropped her off at the diner. Will said he’d bring her home and stay at the house.”

Relief crossed the sheriff’s face before he narrowed his eyes. “You ready for this?”

“Not really. Tell me how the hell Lloyd came out here today, found nothing, then a few hours later—”

“I know you’ve got a hard-on for Lloyd, and I don’t blame you after the way he’s been acting. But he was out here. I talked with the owner of the mill and he confirmed it. A couple of kids were playing in the woods that butt up against the mill’s property. There’s a drainage pipe that filters to a little creek. Kids like to look for crayfish there.”

The heartburn returned. “Kids found her?”

“Unfortunately. Dan’s with them over there,” he said, and nodded toward the deputy’s cruiser.

Two boys, both appearing to be around ten or eleven years old, slumped against the cruiser, their faces pale, their eyes hollow with fear. “Where are their parents?”

“They’ve been notified and are on their way. The kids have been questioned. They said they didn’t touch anything, just ran as fast as they could to the mill when they saw the girl. The good news? They’ve already ID’d her as Lauren Sundahl.”

A quick ID was a great start. If they could pinpoint her last known whereabouts, who she’d associated with, those leads might help them. “Excellent. How did they know her?”

“She works at the Mini-Mart—a convenient store and gas station at the center of town. The kids said she was cool because she used to give them a break on candy and gum when they didn’t have enough money.”

He glanced back at the boys again, wondering how this would affect them. “Have you seen the body?”

“No, I was waiting on you. Lloyd was first to the scene. I arrived the same time as Mitchell and his team. They’re already working the area.”

John pulled an extra pair of boot covers from his pocket and handed them to the sheriff, who shook his head. “I’m prepared this time.” He pointed to his boots, which were already covered.

“Good, then I guess we’re ready.”

“Hardly,” Roy muttered as they made their way up a small slope. When they reached the top, he pointed to a well-used path.

Nodding, John followed him. As they moved deeper into the woods, the trees thickened, darkening the area, making it appear more like dusk than late afternoon. When bright yellow tape caught his attention, he reached in his pocket and drew out a few antacids. Like the sheriff, he’d come prepared this time. While the heartburn hadn’t completely set in yet, he had a feeling it would in a matter of minutes.

While working for both the FBI and CORE, he’d viewed many dead bodies. But this one in particular had him on edge. Through Celeste, he’d felt this victim’s pain and fear.

He had watched her die.

No, he had watched Celeste die in her place.

Mitchell approached as they neared the police tape. “John, Sheriff,” he said with a curt nod. “Been seein’ way too much of each other lately.”

“No shit,” Roy grumbled. “What have you got for us?”

“Come see for yourself.”

As they followed Mitchell, John couldn’t help the sick anticipation twisting his stomach. Since the second trance, he hadn’t been able to push the image of Celeste being raped and murdered by two men from his mind. Although irrational and illogical, considering Celeste had simply worked as the woman’s conduit, he hadn’t been able to stop the memory. Still, he needed to erase Celeste’s image from his mind and replace it with the victim’s.

“There she is,” Mitchell said, pointing to the drainage pipe.

Conscious of his steps, he moved toward the victim. When the stench of her decomposing flesh hit him, he stopped. His eyes burned and watered, nausea tumbled through his stomach. Blinking, he turned away and coughed into his shoulder, fighting the bile burning the back of his throat.

“This area clean?” he asked Mitchell.

“Yeah, I had my team work the victim first. They’re combing the surrounding area as we speak. Once we move her, we’ll take another look inside the drainage pipe. For now, go ahead and look all you want.”

“Roy?”

“I’m good, I can see enough from where I’m standing.”

“Wussing out on me?” John asked as he slipped a small flashlight from his pocket, and began moving toward the victim.

“You betcha.”

He couldn’t blame the sheriff from keeping his distance. And as he moved closer, flicking the beam of light into the drainage pipe, he suddenly wanted to wuss out, too.

A slow steady stream of murky water trickled passed the young woman’s nude body, and led into a small creek. Her head, partially coated in mud, and fully coated in bruises, dangled from the edge of the cement pipe.

He crouched closer, and gagged.

“Flies might be disgusting, but in this case, they’re a beautiful thing.” Mitchell crouched next to him. “The girl in the bog—”

“Courtney,” John snapped, tired of the bog tag line. Hell, he was tired of this entire fucked up case.

“Right, Courtney had insect larva on her, several kinds in fact. Because she’d likely been submersed in water for a while before she’d surfaced, the timeline wouldn’t be as concise as what you see here.” He pointed to the cuts on Lauren Sundahl’s face. “Based on the insect activity, my guess is that she’s been dead for at least four or five days. The majority of the maggots appear to be molting to the pre-pupa stage. I just dabble in entomology, though, so I made sure we took samples to be certain. I’ll have them sent to the same lab we used for the girl in the...I mean, Courtney.”

“Good.” John moved the flashlight over the victim’s neck. With the way her head dangled, he had to shift and crouch closer.

The stench had his gag reflex going into action. Again, he fought it, tried not to let her become personal, and viewed her body as an investigator.

She’d become more than personal.

This victim, this young woman who had so much life to live, had spoken through Celeste. She’d used the woman who had snared his heart to tell her story, to explain how she’d died.

“Did you check her neck?” he asked, and handed the flashlight to Mitchell.

“Not yet.”

“Keep the flashlight on it,” he said as he whipped the Latex gloves from his pocket, then shoved his hands into them. Knocking the fly larva away, he shifted her throat, then sucked in a breath.

“She’s been strangled.” Mitchell leaned closer. “Just like the four women from the dump site.”

John stepped away from the body, needing distance, fresh air and a moment to think.

“We’ve canvassed a fifty foot radius and found nothing,” one of Mitchell’s crime scene techs said as he approached. “No footprints, and no fibers so far, but we’re still searching.”

“Thanks Tom,” Mitchell said, then pinched the bridge of his nose, and looked to the ground. “This doesn’t make sense, John. Are we looking at two different killers? The evidence points—”

Roy’s cell phone stopped Mitchell short. The sheriff stepped away to take the call.

“The evidence points in that direction,” Mitchell continued. “From what we found at the first dump site compared to the girl from the...I mean Courtney, and now this victim?”

John peeled the gloves from his hands, the same questions banging through his mind in time with the drumming from the mill not more than a hundred yards away. “Hopefully the autopsy will—”

“John,” Roy shouted, as he shoved his cell phone back into his pocket. “We’ve got to go. Now.” He looked to Mitchell and raised a hand. “I don’t have time for the particulars, but I’ll need one of your techs.”

“You’ve got me,” Mitchell said without hesitation, then shouted a couple of quick orders to his men.

With a nod, Roy ran faster than John had anticipated. He caught up with him, and gripped his arm. “What the hell, Roy?”

“Keep moving,” he panted, as he jogged down the path leading to the parking lot. “We’ve got a dead prison guard and Winston in the ER.”

* * *

John stood inside Winston’s small jail cell, eyeing the dead guard, Curtis Hoyt. An empty syringe, the alleged murder weapon, rested a few feet away from the body. Near the entrance of the cell, a pool of blood coagulated. Winston’s blood.

“What do you think?” Roy asked from behind him.

“Are you finished taking pictures?” he asked Mitchell.

“Yep, you’re free to snoop.”

During the drive to Eau Claire County Jail, he’d called Rachel and already had her snooping into Hoyt’s background. “Thanks,” he replied, then looked to the sheriff. “You told me Hoyt served as an Eau Claire traffic cop, right?”

“Twenty-two years before he had a massive heart attack. He came to work at the county jail afterward, less stress.”

He snapped a pair of Latex gloves on his hands, then crouched next to the syringe. “More like less pay,” he commented under his breath.

Roy narrowed his eyes and knelt next to him. “What are you saying?” he whispered, his eyes moving to the hallway where the Jail Captain and the three guards who’d sent Winston to the ER stood.

“I had a search done on Hoyt during the drive here.” As much as he hated Rachel’s habit, he’d send her a couple boxes of number two pencils to gnaw on for her quick response. “Hoyt was up to his ass in debt, over thirty thousand with credit cards, several loans against his house, not to mention the college tuition he’d been paying for his three kids.”

He picked up the syringe and held it into the light. Less than a CC of blue liquid remained. He sniffed it, then shook his head. “Smells like window cleaner.”

“Window cleaner? How the hell would Winston get a hold of not only a syringe, but window cleaner?”

“Exactly,” John said. He set the syringe next to the yellow marker Mitchell had placed earlier, then moved to Hoyt’s body. “Look here.” He pointed to a spot on the pants pocket of the prison guard’s tan uniform.

Roy knelt beside him. “It’s dried, but stained the material.”

“Mitchell,” John said, “Can you make sure you find out what this is?”

“I saw it earlier. If you look close enough, you can see a hint of blue. It might match the liquid in the syringe.”

“So you think Hoyt carried the syringe in his pocket with the intent to use it on Winston?” Roy asked, disbelief in his tone.

“People do strange things for money,” he said as he viewed the dead guard.

“No doubt. Okay,” Roy said on a sigh, and stood, “We should have enough evidence. I’m going to see if we can get a search warrant for Hoyt’s house while you finish here.”

Jail Captain Fredrick Ambrose, mid-forties, big, beefy and slightly balding, narrowed his eyes as he stepped over Winston’s blood and into the cell. “You aren’t suggesting one of my men decided to go vigilante, are you?”

Not yet. “We won’t have our answers until the ME and CSU file their reports.” John looked passed Ambrose, zeroing in on the security camera across the hall. “Have you looked at the video surveillance?”

“Yes, but unfortunately, the camera is aimed at the hallway, not directly into the cell.”

“Why should it be that easy,” Mitchell said. “Thank God for a little thing called evidence.”

John half-smiled, with a “no shit” on the tip of his tongue, then stood. “What’s Winston’s condition?” he asked Ambrose as they moved into the hallway.

“I haven’t heard.” He narrowed his eyes on the three guards. “But a full investigation into what happened here today will be launched.”

“What did you see when you walked into the cell?” John asked, turning his attention to the three guards.

A lanky, twenty-something, with an enormous Adam’s Apple and an even bigger nose, spoke first. “We heard Curtis screaming and by the time we entered Winston’s cell, it was too late. That bastard had already shoved the syringe in Curtis’ throat, and still had his thumb on the plunger.”

“And you...?”

The guard’s Adam’s Apple shifted. “Detained the prisoner with necessary force.”

“Brantner,” Ambrose shouted at the guard. “What you three did went beyond necessary force, and—”

“Sir,” John interrupted, “Please, let him finish.”

“Well,” the guard continued, shifting his eyes between the Jail Captain and him. “We went at Winston with our batons. He’s a big dude, and it took all of us to contain him.”

“Your idea of containment has just landed all three of you a suspension,” Ambrose yelled. “Don’t leave the building without an official statement. Now get out of my sight.” Running a hand over his shiny head, he looked to the ceiling. “This has never happened before. And by God, I’ll make certain it never happens again. Even if Winston was a piece of shit.”

More than a cop, Ambrose was a wannabe politician. According to Roy, he’d been biding his time, hoping to be promoted to Undersheriff, then eventually elected Sheriff of Eau Claire County. With this blemish on his record, he might be screwed.

What Ambrose didn’t understand was that the piece of shit his guards had sent to the ER had been their only link to the second killer. Based on Celeste’s last trance, the evidence from Courtney, and what happened here today, he firmly believed Winston had been working with someone.

Before he could remind the Jail Captain that it wasn’t all about him and his career, Roy approached. “Let’s go.”

John thanked Ambrose, then caught up with the sheriff. “Will we get our warrant?”

He waved an envelope. “The ADA just dropped it off.”

“Quick work.”

“Six dead women, a dead guard and an attempt on an inmate’s life greased the wheels,” Roy said after they signed out of the jail and headed through the door.

“Have you heard back from Carl yet?”

“I called while I was waiting on the ADA. Carl was busy prepping Lauren Sundahl, but Dean said they have all the toxicology reports on the first five victims. All were clean except one Jane Doe. She had traces of cocaine in her system along with alcohol.”

Once they were in the parking lot, John stopped him. “I’m surprised Courtney didn’t have anything in her system. The prostitutes I could understand. They’d likely gone willingly with Winston. But Courtney? I’d think the killer would have used something to sedate her, unless...”

“She knew the guy.”

“Who somehow knows and worked with Winston.”

Roy nodded. “Right. And now his partner wants him dead. But what about the evidence? It points back to Winston. You heard Mitchell. Sundahl had been dead for four or five days. And Carl believes Courtney was likely killed last Friday, six days ago. Winston was on the move then.”

“We have an extra set of foot prints at the original dumpsite.”

“Which could have been there before Winston dumped the bodies,” Roy countered.

“Then why change his MO with Courtney? Why gut and sodomize her?”

Roy grimaced. “Maybe he just changed things up that time.”

“Guys like Winston don’t change things up, they stick with what works. And based on Celeste’s trance—”

“Stop. You know as well as I do, that I believe in Celeste, but her trance proves shit without concrete evidence. Today’s victim was strangled, just like all of Winston’s victims. You saw it. Mitchell confirmed it.”

“But if she was sodomized?”

“Who’s to say Winston didn’t rape her both ways?”

John winced, and turned away toward his car. Logically, he knew the sheriff was right.

Three days ago, he would have assumed Winston had killed all the women alone, except for Courtney. She had been different, and he stood by his theory that someone other than Winston had ended her life. But Celeste had changed his perception. He believed her, in her...and his gut. Right now his gut was overriding that side of his brain that insisted on a purely rational approach and depended on hard evidence.

He stopped in front of his car, then turned to the sheriff. “Then explain today. Actually, explain why you’re fighting me on this? You were the one who bought into Celeste’s psychic stuff when she’d said there was another killer and more bodies. Not me. Now I’m the one defending her?”

The sheriff looked to the ground and leaned against the rental car.

“Roy, I firmly believe Winston has a partner. A partner who wants him dead. Hoyt was up to his ass in debt. Maybe Winston’s partner knew this, or knew something else he could blackmail Hoyt with to coerce him into killing Winston.”

“C’mon, Kain,” the sheriff snapped. “A guy doesn’t just wake up one day, meet a guy on the street and decide the two of them should start raping and killing together.”

“Right, trust is the key here. What Winston and our second killer have done requires a heavy amount of trust.”

Roy shook his head. “Look, in the beginning, based on Celeste’s vision, I thought maybe we were looking for a second killer—separate from Winston. But you truly believe we’re looking for Winston’s partner?”

“I do, and I guarantee he wants Winston dead, because he doesn’t trust him to keep his mouth shut.”

“Then why would Winston confess without an attorney present?” Roy threw his arms in the air. “Hell, why confess at all?”

“Maybe he and his partner had a backup plan.”

“Backup plan?” the sheriff scoffed. “Like he’d been prepared for this to happen? Had an escape already planned out?” He shook his head. “Sounds too Hollywood to me.”

Boysen pulled into the parking lot.

“Here we go,” Roy said with disgust.

“It’s time to give him something, and I’d rather have him run his article the way we want.”

The sheriff narrowed his eyes. “How’s that?”

“Without Celeste’s name being mentioned.”

Roy’s eyes softened. “We’ve already been over this.”

The sheriff was right. He was repeating himself, making his feelings for Celeste clear. Too clear. “Roy, I...”

He raised his hand and took a step back. “I get it, and I’m going to make my conversation with Boysen quick. I want to get home to Bev on good time. I need...” He drew in a deep breath. “John, I knew Curtis Hoyt for over twenty years. I’m sorry if I’ve been a kind of a prick, but the thought of telling his wife her husband is dead, then waving a search warrant in her face isn’t settling well with me.”

Shoving a hand in his pant pocket, John touched the roll of antacids he’d remembered to carry today.

Roy’s mustache tilted as he gave him a sympathetic smile. “Don’t bother asking. Not to sound all sappy, but because of Bev, there’s no room for heartburn. She owns my heart, and wouldn’t allow it.” He started toward Boysen, then stopped. “A good woman could cure what ails you,” he said over his shoulder. “And when you find that woman, no matter the odds, the end result is well worth it.”

“What’s that?” he asked without thinking, a rarity for him, and he could have kicked himself in the ass. He’d opened himself up too much, left himself too vulnerable. To Roy...to Celeste.

A slow smile spread across the sheriff’s face. “A woman you’d die for, or die without. Take your pick.”

Before he had a chance to digest Roy’s words, his cell phone rang. “Kain,” he answered.

“It’s Celeste.” A woman you’d die for, or die without. “Are you okay?”

“It’s been a long day.” Just hearing her voice almost evaporated what he’d seen today. Almost.

“Bad?”

“Yeah, bad.”

“John,” she said with sympathy, as a gruff, male voice shouted in the background. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to go. We’re in the middle of the dinner rush, but you’ve been on my mind. I wanted to check in and see if...if you wanted to stop by later.”

Hell yes. “Will’s still taking you home?”

“Right after things slow down, probably around seven or so. Having an assistant manager is a beautiful thing.”

He swore he felt her smile through the phone. “It’s nice to give up a little control, isn’t it?”

“Exhilarating.”

He wanted to share that exhilaration. Hell, he was starting to go beyond want to pure need. He’d tasted her this afternoon, felt every delicious inch of her body and it still wasn’t enough. He needed more, except... “I have a few things to take care of yet, and paperwork to do.” Rachel had sent him a text while he’d been in Winston’s jail cell, stating that she had a bunch of stuff waiting in his email inbox.

“Bring it with you. Maybe I can help. I’ll even hook you up with tonight’s dinner special. I’m sure you haven’t eaten all day.”

“I haven’t. But if it’s liver and onions...”

“Nope,” she chuckled. “Try chicken marsala, and I’ll even snag a piece of cheesecake for you.”

His stomach grumbled. “I’m game.”

“So I’ll see you around...”

“Seven or so.”

Dishes clanked in the background. “Gotta go. See you soon.”

As he slipped his cell phone back into his pocket, Roy walked toward him. “Finished with Boysen already?”

“Guy’s not a dumbass,” he said as he opened his car door. “He pretty much had most of the story figured out. I just filled in a few, very selective details.” He looked over his shoulder. “Where to?”

“First Hoyt’s, then Sundahl’s, then a check on Winston.”

With his shoulders slumped, Roy climbed into his cruiser. “After that, I’m going home to Bev.”

As the sheriff shut his car door and started the ignition, John sighed and did the same. While anxious for any information that might help lead them to the second killer, he couldn’t help the punch of disappointment. It would be hours before he saw Celeste.

He needed to see Celeste.

A woman you’d die for, or die without.
Chapter 15
 
CELESTE SHOVED THE dusty box from the guest bedroom closet across the hardwood floor. Kneeling on the area rug, she traced the letters she’d printed on the side of the box three years ago.

Mom.

Overwhelming sorrow squeezed her heart. She missed seeing her mother’s face. She missed hearing her voice, her laughter.

“What are you doing?”

She jumped. “Will, you scared the crap out me.”

“Sorry.” He leaned against the door jamb. “I was just in the basement figuring you’d be baking.”

She should be in the basement kitchen or experimenting with her recipes, but she needed answers. “Not tonight. I’ll get up early tomorrow.”

He walked into the room, a frown lining his face. “What’s in the box?”

“Some of mom’s things she’d saved over the years. Old high school yearbooks, pictures, cards...journals.”

“Does dad know about this stuff?” he asked, and touched the lid, but didn’t remove it.

“I’d told him about the box when I’d found it the day I’d cleaned out mom’s closet for him. He’d said to do whatever I wanted with it. I swear I’d mentioned it to both you and Eden.”

He winced. “Now that I think about it, you did. Why are you going through it now?”

“The trances. I was hoping mom had something in her journals that might help me understand why I’m having them or maybe even learn how to control them.”

“Why didn’t you read her journals before?”

“Why didn’t you?”

Sighing, he sat on the bed. “It hurt too much, it still does.”

“For me, too,” she whispered, and grabbed his hand. “Wanna help me go through them now?”

“I thought John was coming over.”

“He called and said he’d be late.”

“Oh.”

She caught his disappointment as he stared at the box, along with the grief that still lingered in all of them. “Go work in your studio. John will be here in about an hour. You don’t need to babysit me.”

“Celeste,” he started to protest.

“You’re thirty yards from the house. All of the windows and doors are locked. Nothing is going to happen to me. Actually, I think John and Roy are being way too overprotective.”

“Lloyd doesn’t think so.”

She rolled her eyes. “He’s as bad as they are. Now either help me read through mom’s journals, or go to your studio. The gallery opening is coming up and I know you still have a few things to finish.”

“I do, but...”

She pulled her cell phone from her pocket. “I’ll call if I need you.”

“No, I’ll just wait downstairs.”

“And pace a hole in my rug? Uh-uh, go home.”

“Okay, but, um, considering this is the room I’m going to be sleeping in tonight, could you at least move the box back in the closet when you’re finished. I don’t want to look at it.”

Bleak sadness filled his eyes. Her throat clenched and she nodded. “I understand, but don’t worry. You might not need to sleep here anyway.”

“Why?” he asked, then he widened his eyes. “You and John are...” He shoved off the bed, a red blush creeping up his neck and staining his cheeks. “I don’t want to know.” He stopped and turned. “Actually I do. What are his intentions?”

“Intentions? Seriously, Will, you sound like dad. It’s not a big deal, just a sorta fling.”

“Seriously, Celeste, you sound like Eden,” he mocked. “And she’s had way too many sorta flings, where you...you...”

Her temper flared. First Roy, now her brother? “Where I live like a fricking spinster, collecting creepy gnomes and wasting my life in this small town.”

He frowned. “What the hell are you talking about? You’re not wasting your life here.”

“Bullshit. Eden’s in Chicago living the life she’d always wanted. She has a successful career, friends, flings. Dad’s down in Florida golfing, fishing, and according to Roy, has had more dates in the past six months than I’ve had in three years. And you.” She stood, and pointed a finger at him as a tear slipped down her cheek. “You’ll be gone soon, while I...”

He hugged her, awkwardly patting her back. Will was a great guy, but clumsy when it came to expressing emotions. Just like their dad and Eden. She knew this, knew how sensitive he could be, and regretted her outburst.

“I shouldn’t have blown up at you like that. I’m sorry. I’ve been stressed out lately,” she said, trying to soothe him. Will tended to brood. He’d likely go into his studio and dwell on everything she’d said, rather than work on his painting.

He stepped back and held her at arms length. “I can’t believe I didn’t see any of this before.”

“What do you mean?”

“I always thought you liked running the diner. Living here. Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t you just tell dad?”

She pulled away, and leaned against the wall. “I couldn’t. He needed me to stay, so I stayed.”

He slumped on the bed and ran a hand through his hair. “When mom’s cancer became bad, Eden refused to move back to help, and I was totally useless. I couldn’t stand watching mom die, and I couldn’t stand watching dad deal with it. But you gave up your career, your dreams to come home to help. God, Celeste, I feel like such an ass because I don’t even know what those dreams are.”

She sat next to him, and nudged him with her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. They weren’t all that great anyway.”

He nudged her back. “Tell me and I’ll decide.”

She thought about the stack of recipes she’d perfected over the years. “Not today.”

“Then will you at least promise me that you’ll talk to dad? He would never have asked you to take over the diner if he knew how much you hated it.”

“I don’t exactly hate it and I’ve made my choice with dad, just as I did with John, who’s going to be here in an hour. So go. I want to look through some of mom’s journals before he gets here.”

He moved for the door, then hesitated. “You’re a great person, and I, um...”

“Go,” she said, saving him from having to express himself any further. She knew he loved her, the words weren’t necessary. “And if I find out you’re worrying about me, rather than working, I’ll give you a noogie.”

“You haven’t been able to do that since I outgrew you.”

“Wanna test it?” she asked with a grin.

He acted as if he were considering it, then smiled. “Some other time. Call if you need me.”

After she heard the front door slam shut, she released a deep sigh. What happened between her and Will might come back and bite her on the ass. She knew he wouldn’t call Eden, but he might call their dad. She didn’t want her dad to know how she truly felt. It would break his heart.

She stared at the box.

He’d had his heart broken enough.

Pushing that thought aside, she lifted the lid off the box. The scent of her mom’s perfume, delicate, and slightly stale from age, whispered through the air. Tears stung her eyes. She fought them back, along with so many memories, and sifted through the box. She didn’t want to reminisce tonight. Reminiscing would lead to the grief she hadn’t dealt with, nor wanted to. After three years, her mother’s death was still like an open wound that hadn’t healed yet.

When she found the journals, she placed them on the bed. There were only five. Five black and white composition notebooks held her mother’s thoughts, her secrets. She grabbed the oldest, then sat on the rug and began to read.

Forty minutes later, she closed the journal, her mind spinning. She hadn’t known her mother as well as she’d thought.

Before moving to Wissota Falls, her mom had lived in Baltimore. That hadn’t surprised her. Both her mom and dad were born and raised there, and still had plenty of family in the area. The big surprise? Her mom had worked as a psychic consultant, to both the local police and the FBI. Even more surprising, her mom had been in love with another man before she’d met her father.

Why hadn’t she told her about him? She’d joked about past boyfriends, but never mentioned this man. And why hadn’t she told her she’d used to be a psychic consultant? Better yet, why had she stopped?

She returned the box to the closet, then made her way to the kitchen for a much needed glass of wine. There was one person, other than her father, who might have the answers to her questions.

Roy.

She picked up the phone and called him. He answered on the first ring.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Got a sec?”

“Who’s watching out for you?”

“Will,” she lied, “And John will be here soon.”

“Good,” he said, and released a deep sigh. “After today...”

“I didn’t mean to worry you, and John filled me in on what happened. I’m sorry about Curtis.”

“Me too. So what’s up?”

Now this didn’t seem like a good time to bring up her mom, or her journals. Roy and John had been through enough, she didn’t need to dredge up the past. Her curiosity could wait until later.

“Nothing. Just checking in to see how you are.”

“Celeste, don’t bullshit a bullshitter.”

She smiled as she took a sip of her wine. “You know me too well. Okay, I was looking through my mom’s journals, hoping I’d find something in them to help with the trances I’ve been having.”

“Go on.”

“You knew my mom before she met my dad.”

“I did.”

“Well, there’s a name that keeps popping up and I was wondering if you could tell me anything you know about him.”

“Sure, hopefully I can help you out. What’s the name?”

“Ian.”

* * *

When his private line rang, Ian Scott stilled his fingers above the keyboard of his laptop. He stared at the phone, his stomach clenching with dread, and answered on the second ring.

“It’s Roy.”

He would have relaxed, except he’d talked to Roy less than twenty minutes ago. “What’s wrong?”

“I just got a call from Celeste, and you’ve got a serious problem.”

“Me?” he asked not missing Roy’s emphasis, then it hit him. Roy had told him that he’d suspected John’s interest in Celeste had gone beyond the investigation. He’d had a hard time believing him considering John’s past, but in a small way, he’d been pleased. John deserved a good woman, a woman who could finally help put his demons to rest. And Celeste deserved a good man. She’d gone too long without a relationship. She was young, bright, beautiful, and had wasted too much of her life catering to everyone else. But if John hurt her...

“What did he do?”

“Who?”

“John.”

“Oh, this isn’t about him. It’s about you.”

“Me?”

“Yep, see, Celeste’s trances had her rattled enough she finally decided to look through her mom’s old journals hoping to find some answers.”

“Janice kept journals?”

“Appears so.”

“Did she tell you what was in them?”

“Your name.”

He shut his laptop closed, then pulled a bottle of Scotch from his desk cabinet, along with a glass. “Explain.”

Roy did, and when he finished, Ian asked, “Did Janice mention anything about the investigation she’d been working on with me...with the FBI?”

“No, not a word. More like how it had emotionally impacted her.”

“That’s good.”

“Not really. I’d rather have that than Celeste asking me who Ian is and why her mom never mentioned she’d been in love with him before she’d met Hugh.”

He swore under his breath, then downed the Scotch he’d poured. Wincing from the burn—Scotch should be sipped and savored, not pounded like a shot—he set the glass aside. “What did you say?”

“I told her Bev and I were about to sit down for dinner, that it had been a long day, and we’d meet in the morning to talk. Look, with everything we’ve been dealing with here, she caught me off guard.” He sighed. “I didn’t know what else to say. Hell, I don’t even know what to say to her tomorrow.”

“Where’s Hugh?” Ian knew Celeste’s father would flat out tell her what she wanted to know. He’d always wanted to but Janice had been adamant about keeping the truth from Celeste, a condition Ian had hated but endured out of respect.

“Fishing in the Florida Keys. I spoke with him before he left for the trip.”

“Good. Meet me at the Eau Claire airstrip tomorrow morning. I’ll be there at seven.”

“Hold on a sec, what are you doing?”

“What I should have done years ago,” he said, ignoring the protective edge in Roy’s voice before he changed his mind.

“You promised Janice.”

“She’s dead.” He grimaced at the thought. He’d loved her once, and hadn’t loved another woman since. And this might be his last chance of finally having something other than the legacy of his agency.

“I don’t like it,” Roy said. “You could end up tearing their family apart. I think you should talk to Hugh first.”

“I respect Hugh. I always have. He’s a better man than I am, and gave Janice more than I could,” he finished, the words so damned bitter on his tongue, he poured another Scotch, and took a hard swallow. “Besides, you know as well as I do that Hugh thought Janice was wrong, that Celeste deserved to know the truth.”

“Still,” Roy said. “Well, whatever. You’ll do what you want anyway. You always have.”

He smiled wryly at that, while years of regret ate at his soul. Because he had—and still did—what he wanted, he’d led a very lonely life. “I also think I might be able to give Celeste some insight on her gift.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

“Fine,” Roy snapped. “I’ll pick you up at seven. But I’ll be there when you meet with her. Understand?”

“I do, and Roy, for whatever it’s worth, thank you for taking care of her.”

“It wasn’t a job, it was a privilege.”

The line disconnected. Roy had hung up on him for the first time in thirty years.

A knock at the door had him straightening. “Yes?”

Rachel Davis poked her head inside his office. “Do you have a sec?”

“Of course.” He poured himself another drink. “Scotch?”

She wrinkled her lightly freckled nose and sat in the chair across from him. Even after sitting behind a desk for more than ten hours, she still looked crisp and professional. Except for the pencil, pitted with teeth marks and tucked behind her ear. “No thanks. The only cocktails I like are sweet, one of the colors of the rainbow and usually garnished with a tiny umbrella.”

“Do you gnaw on those, too?” he asked with a smile, even though his heart tripped at a rapid pace. He’d finally meet Celeste. Tomorrow.

“First John, now you? I’m starting to get a complex,” she said, and removed the pencil from behind her ear.

He raised his glass. “We all have our vices. Now what can I do for you?” he asked and glanced at the clock. He had a lot of things to take care of before he left for Wisconsin, but he’d make time for Rachel. She was one of his favorite finds. Brilliant but quirky, temperamental but reliable, she was concise and direct and helped keep his agency running smoothly.

“I’m leaving for the night,” she said as she leaned forward and placed a folder on his desk. Like every evening, she consolidated a quick recap of what each of his agents were working on, and where they were with their investigations.

“Any progress on Garrett Winston?” Ian hadn’t been surprised that John went straight to Rachel, bypassing him. After all, he hadn’t bothered to return one of John’s calls, not that he hadn’t wanted to talk with him. He’d just been worried his feelings for Celeste would become too obvious, and John was a very perceptive individual. His quick mind would suspect, and he’d begin asking too many questions, questions he was finally willing to answer...but only to Celeste. While he’d made it a goal to know everyone else’s business, his was non-negotiable. He was the boss, the rock of CORE’s foundation, and planned to remain in that position.

“Not much, I spent an hour creating a program to speed the tracking process, and so far it’s working. I checked it about fifteen minutes ago and the codes I’d written have already tracked Winston’s truck routes back five years, along with any unsolved murders bearing Winston’s MO. Unfortunately, the program has matched over two dozen unsolved murders.”

“Unfortunately?”

“Uh-huh, because Winston started driving fourteen years ago.” She twined the pencil between her fingers. “While I’m sure not all of these murders will be linked back to him, I have a gut feeling this guy killed a lot of women during his career.”

Based on Roy’s reports, the dozens of unknown female DNA Eau Claire’s CSU had found in Winston’s cab, he did, too. “Did you hear back from St. Cloud?”

“Yes, what their CSU faxed me is in the file.” She nodded to the folder on his desk. “And I’ve already emailed the report to John. To recap, St. Cloud’s CSU examined the refrigerated trailer Winston hauled for Booker Foods and discovered small traces of blood. They’re sending the samples to Eau Claire for comparison on the four women found at the original dump site.”

“Excellent. Anything else?”

“Nope.”

“Head home and keep me posted on your tracking progress. I won’t be in the office for a few days, so call me on my cell phone.”

She pursed her lips as she rose from the chair. “I know it’s none of my business, but you weren’t scheduled to go out of town. Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine. Go get some rest. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Okay. Have a safe trip,” she said, then closed the door behind her.

The room grew silent again. Contemplating another Scotch, he stared at the empty glass.

Not tonight, he decided. For thirty years he’d been waiting for the moment to come face to face with Celeste. Janice might not have approved, but she was gone. And while so many secrets had died with her, it was time to reveal a few. He only hoped Celeste would accept them...accept him. For who he’d been thirty years ago, and the man he was today.

With a shake of his head, he stowed the Scotch and glass away as the past surfaced with a sucker punch. He was screwed, especially if John discovered he’d been to Wissota Falls. He could lose a good agent, but having this chance with Celeste would be well worth it. He hoped.

And for the first time in years...he prayed.

Chapter 16
 
JOHN WALKED PAST the ugly gnomes lining the flowerbeds, and rang the door bell. As he waited, feeling as if someone was watching him, he glanced over his shoulder. A gnome being carried off by a pair of metallic aliens caught his attention. He hadn’t noticed this particular one before, and couldn’t help but smile.

Life with Celeste would be interesting, if he was given that chance. After the investigation ended, he’d try. He wasn’t stupid. Maybe skeptical about relationships considering what had happened with Renee, but not stupid.

Celeste had breathed life into parts of him he hadn’t realized had been dead. He envied how deeply she cared for her family and Roy. He wanted her to care about him just the same if not more. Hell, he wanted her all to himself. Especially after today.

Since dropping her off at the diner, his day had gone to shit and now he needed to talk...to her and her alone. For a reason he couldn’t explain, she soothed him, brought peace to his soul. Tonight, he needed her comfort.

The door opened. In an instant, the victims, Winston, the entire fucked up case, disappeared from his mind.

She stood in the doorway wearing low-cut jeans, and a long-sleeved t-shirt that hugged her breasts and brought the blue out in her eyes. Her curly, blond hair framed her pretty face. The memory of twining his fingers through her hair as he’d made love to her that afternoon had his fingers tingling. Her vanilla and cinnamon scent had his mouth watering for a taste of her smooth skin. He stared at her lush lips, and a hunger that had nothing to do with his empty stomach made him move fast.

Needing to touch her, to erase away everything bad, he dropped his briefcase, kicked the door closed and pinned her against the wall. Unable to stop himself, he cupped her cheeks and kissed her. Kissed her the way he’d been aching to do since he’d left her bedroom this afternoon.

She released a throaty moan and parted her lips. The arousing vibration hummed through his body and straight to his cock. Hard, ready, and aching to bury himself between her thighs, he tangled his tongue with hers, and made love to her mouth.

Gripping the back of his head, she held onto him, surged her body against his. Her response fueled his need. He raised one of her legs around his back, then gripped her rear and ground his dick between her thighs. Dragging his lips along her neck, he pressed a lingering kiss where her pulse beat hard at the hollow of her throat, then snared her gaze.

Her eyes were bright, glittering with both desire and shock. The desire he welcomed, but the shock? He looked to the wall. God, he was a presumptuous ass. While she’d responded the way he’d hoped, the way he’d needed, he might have moved a little too fast. He was sure there had to be some sort of rule out there about when it was appropriate to kiss someone hello, and he was also sure he’d just broken it. Besides, her brother could be in the next room. Distracted by her warm curves and inviting scent, he hadn’t bothered to check.

She placed two fingers on his cheek and forced him to meet her eyes. “What?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Kiss me hello?”

“Yeah, with Will in the house—”

“I sent him to his apartment a little while ago. I knew you’d be here soon.” She rubbed her fingers along his jaw, the light, feathery touch arousing. “Why did you really stop?”

“I didn’t just kiss you hello, I was ready to...”

“Fuck me against the wall.”

Her bluntness had him impossibly harder. “You betcha,” he mimicked the accent the locals used with a grin.

Smiling, she brushed her lips against his. “Did I look like I was complaining?”

“No, but—”

“Celeste? I saw headlights,” Will called from the kitchen.

She disentangled their bodies. “John’s here, we’re in the foyer.”

He quickly grabbed his briefcase and hid his arousal as Will approached. Her brother eyed him for a second, then nodded. “Glad you’re here. I didn’t like leaving Celeste alone.”

“Quit worrying.” She took her brother by the elbow and led him back to the kitchen. When she reached the sliding door that led to a pathway to Will’s studio apartment, she stopped. “Get back to work. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Will hesitated and stared him down for a moment. “Call if you need me,” her brother said, then walked toward the garage.

She closed the door, locked the deadbolt, then met his gaze in the reflection of the glass. “Were you planning on going back to the Chippewa Inn tonight?”

“I thought I’d leave that up to you.” His heart raced. He wanted to spend the night with her, needed to. In a matter of days, he swore she’d become the best thing about him. And even if whatever they had ended after the investigation, he wanted to soak up every chance he could with her. Making love, holding her throughout the night...

She swiveled, a big, saucy grin on her face. “Good, let’s get you fed. After this afternoon, and your hello kiss, I’ve got plans for you tonight.” She waggled her brows, walked toward him, then planted a quick kiss on his lips. “Have a seat. How was your day?”

He did, his mind busy, his body still hard and wanting. With Renee, he’d have sex to ease the tension. Afterward, pillow talk involved whatever case they’d been working. Celeste had become his pseudo partner. But the kind of pillow talk he’d have with her would not involve the investigation. While he liked the idea of spilling details and bouncing ideas off her, once in the bedroom, whatever happened would only have to do with them.

“Other than making love to you and kissing you in the foyer, terrible.”

She blushed. “It’s nice to be the highlight of someone’s day.” She placed a Styrofoam container on the counter, then dished the chicken marsala onto one of her gnome plates before popping it into the microwave. While his dinner cooked, she went back to the fridge and grabbed a bottle of wine. “Want some?”

“A beer would be better.”

She gave him one, and when the microwave dinged, pulled the plate out, then set it in front of him. His mouth immediately watered and his stomach grumbled. “If this tastes half as good as it smells...where’s yours?”

“I already ate.” She took a sip of her wine. “Dig in and enjoy.”

He did, and as he ate, he told her about Lauren Sundahl first. “Roy and I went to see her mom, but she wasn’t home. One of Roy’s deputies, Ed Young...”

“I know Ed, he’s a good guy. His wife’s an ER nurse at Eau Claire Hospital.”

“Ed mentioned that. He also said that he’d remembered seeing Lauren—when she was a few years younger—in the ER when he’d stopped by to pick up his wife. Apparently Lauren was a frequent visitor. Either she was exceptionally clumsy or...”

“Her mom beat her,” she finished, rubbing her finger around the rim of the wine glass. “What about...how she was killed. Were you able to tell if two men...” She shivered and looked away.

He pushed his plate aside, then her wine, and reached for her hand. “Carl has made her his first priority. We’ll know something in the morning.”

“And Curtis Hoyt?”

Releasing a deep sigh, he looked to the ceiling. “Carl and Dean are pulling an all-nighter for us. After they’re finished with Lauren Sundahl, they’ll take care of Hoyt. CSU did conclude that there were two sets of fingerprints found on the syringe Winston used against Hoyt, and that it was likely some type of ammonia-based cleaning supply. They also found traces of this same substance in Hoyt’s front pants pocket. They’ll know exactly what was intended to kill Winston once they get the tests back, hopefully tomorrow.”

“You honestly think Curtis tried to kill Winston?” she asked, her eyes wide with disbelief. “I knew him, and his wife. Everybody loved the guy. He was a former cop. I just can’t imagine...”

“It gets worse. Roy and I went to see Mrs. Hoyt after we’d left Lauren Sundahl’s home. CSU met us there, and we searched the house.” Rachel had already run through bank accounts in not only Hoyt’s name, but his wife and children, too. She’d found nothing that would prove someone had bribed him to kill Winston, but they had. “Underneath a floorboard in his bedroom, we discovered an old tackle box, containing ten thousand dollars in small, unmarked bills. Along with the money, we found pictures of Hoyt gambling at a casino, as well as cheating on his wife.”

Her eyes grew even wider. “What are you saying? That he was being blackmailed?” She shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense. Why would a blackmailer pay Curtis? Wouldn’t the pictures be enough of an incentive?”

“You’d think,” he said with a shrug. “There was also a typed note in the box stating that once ‘the job’ was done, Hoyt would receive another ten grand. Between the money and the note, Roy and I think Winston definitely had a partner.” He leaned back in the chair. “A partner who wants him dead.”

“Based on my last trance, that makes sense.”

“It does, but, no offense, your trances aren’t considered hard evidence.”

“True, but what about Winston’s confession?”

I know something you don’t know.
Winston’s parting words from the night he’d been arrested still taunted him. He’d been coked up that night, based on the urinalysis they’d forced on him. Arrogant and self-assured. Why?

“I’m still not sure, and we might never know. Thanks to the beating he took, Winston’s in a coma.”

“A coma? Oh my God. What did the doctor say? Is there any chance he’ll recover? Not that he deserves to live. I’d rather see him suffer in prison.” She picked up her wine glass. “Actually, I wish Wisconsin still had the death penalty.”

“Eye for an eye?”

“Oh yeah. Especially when it comes to a monster like him.”

“After what I’ve witnessed over the years, I wholeheartedly agree with you. As for his doctor, he said these next few days will be crucial as to whether or not Winston will survive. He sustained a subdural hematoma.”

“Which is?”

“Bleeding around the brain is the gist of it. Once they drilled a hole in Winston’s head to drain the blood, the doctor said the swelling around the brain should dissipate, but that the coma could linger for days or weeks. And, if Winston does wake up, he might not be...normal.”

“Like he was normal to begin with,” she said, and reached for her wine.

He lifted his beer in a mock toast. “No kidding. I just hope to God he does wake up. If Winston does have a partner, and they’ve been killing women for years, he’ll know everything about the other man. Roy and I never had a chance to interrogate him. Every time we tried, he’d refuse to speak to us.”

“Let’s get back to his partner. Do you think Winston confessed as quick as he did—and I know it sounds like something out of movie—because he and his partner had an escape plan?”

Damn if they weren’t sharing the same thought patterns. “I thought that, too. Only Roy thought it was too Hollywood.”

She rose and picked up his empty plate. “Roy would know. He and Bev watch more movies in a month than I do in an entire year.”

“You don’t like hanging out and watching movies?”

“I do, but there never seems to be any time. But now that I have an assistant manager, I might be able to catch up on the stuff that I’ve recorded on my DVR.”

“They have that kind of technology in this small town?” he teased.

She stuck her tongue out at him, which he knew was meant to be playful. Only he imagined the things she could do with that tongue, those full lips...

“Have you looked into Winston’s past?” she asked as she shut the dishwasher door. “I mean, if he’s been killing women for some time, maybe along his truck routes—”

His chuckle stopped her mid-sentence.

“What?”

“You’d seriously make a good investigator. I’m already on it, which was why I brought my laptop with me.” He explained that Rachel had created a program to match all of Winston’s truck routes to any unsolved murders matching his MO.

“Impressive.” She a raised brow. “How many years back are we talking?”

“Fourteen.”

“Scary.”

“Tell me about it. Rachel has already sent me data spanning the past five years. I need to look at each unsolved murder. Hopefully she’ll have more for me tomorrow. When Winston wakes up, if he wakes up,” he amended. “I want to hit him with everything and anything we’ve got against him to coerce him into giving up his partner.”

She wiped the counter clean. “I told you I’d help. What do you say we get at it?”

Work was the last thing on his mind as he drifted his eyes to her kissable lips. “You don’t have to help, just keep me company.”

“Nope, the sooner we can get this done, the sooner...” She cocked a brow and her mouth curved in a sexy grin.

“You’re sure?”

“I wouldn’t have offered. So where do you want to work? Living room or kitchen?”

He loved her cozy living room, all of the family pictures, the fireplace, the comfy couch. He grabbed his beer and briefcase. “Living room.”

Ninety minutes later, between the two of them, they’d reviewed the two dozen unsolved murders Rachel’s program had matched with Winston’s MO and his truck routes. Fifteen of those murders looked more promising than the rest, which meant he’d be on the phone in the morning calling the homicide detectives who had worked those cases. While time consuming to investigate, those crimes might give him more insight into Winston, and his partner. And if they were lucky, maybe even more evidence, too.

“This is depressing,” she said. “And hell on my back.” She stretched her arms behind her, the tight shirt tugged against her breasts.

He didn’t bother to pretend he didn’t notice. Despite what they’d been researching, his mind had been focused on the promises their kiss in the foyer held. “Need a break?”

“Definitely.” She leaned back into the couch. “I forgot what it was like to sit, hunched over a computer.”

“It doesn’t help that two of us are sharing my laptop, or that we’re not exactly in sturdy office chairs.” They’d been sitting on her couch, legs brushing, heads together, her scent bombarding his senses and putting him in a constant state of arousal.

“True.” She placed her bare feet on the coffee table, wiggled her toes, and rested her head against the couch cushion. “What do you do for fun, John? You know, when you’re not looking for bad guys.”

“Where’d that come from?”

“I dunno, maybe because this is more than depressing.” She pointed to the laptop. “You’ve got to have some way to blow off steam.”

Thinking of a few ways he could blow off steam, he glanced at her breasts.

“Besides sex,” she added with a raised brow.

He laughed and leaned back into the couch, his gaze on hers, their faces inches apart. “I watch some TV, news and sports mostly.”

“Movies?”

“Not really.”

“Do you go to baseball or football games, or meet friends at a bar?”

His face heated. “Not in a...long time.”

Not since Renee.

“So when was the last time you had any real fun?”

“This afternoon,” he said honestly.

His confession earned him a shy smile. “Seriously?” she asked, moving closer.

“Seriously. Your turn. What do you do for fun?”

“Um, bake.”

“Bake. Boy do you know how to live on the wild side.”

With a sexy smile, she lightly slapped his chest, then surprised him by straddling his thighs. “Crazy wild.” She rotated her hips along his arousal.

Gripping her rear, he pulled her closer. “Feeling a little crazy wild now?”

Her breath hitched as he nibbled her neck. “What I feel is an impressive erection between my thighs.” She scooted down his lap, dragging her fingers along his chest and stomach until she reached his belt buckle. “Work can wait.” She loosened his belt buckle. “Let’s have some fun for a while.”

The door bell rang. Her hand stilled over the erection beneath his jeans.

Frowning, she rose. “I can’t imagine who it could be.”

Tense, alert, he stopped her. “Wait, I’ll check.” When he looked through the front door’s peep hole, he swore under his breath, and unlocked the deadbolt. “It’s Lloyd,” he said as he opened the door.

The fucking Viking barreled into the foyer, sweeping his gaze between him and Celeste. “I need to talk to you,” he said ignoring him, his eyes on Celeste. “Alone.”

“About?”

“I said alone, Celeste. Now.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Now?” she repeated, her cheeks flushing.

“Yeah, now.”

“Does this have anything to do with my brother?”

Lloyd slid his gaze to him. “No.”

“John, then?”

“Most definitely.”

“Then say whatever you have to say in front of him.”

He slammed the door, and crowded the foyer. “Fine. Maybe it’s better this way. I’ll throw all the cards on the table and watch him squirm.”

She dropped her arms, and wrinkled her forehead. “What’s wrong with you?”

“It’s not me, it’s him.” The Viking stared at him with self-assured satisfaction. “Yeah, I’m onto you, Kain. Remember my contacts with the FBI field office in Minneapolis? Well, I did some checking. While you’ve been trying to put the moves on Celeste, did you tell her about your last partner?”

John looked to Celeste to gauge her reaction. Her blue eyes had become shards of ice as she stared at Lloyd. “No, I haven’t.”

But maybe I should have.
“It’s none of my business,” she said. “Leave. Now. Whatever happened with John’s partner is none of my business.”

“It should be. She’s dead.”

Her eyes widened a fraction. “Get out,” she demanded, her jaw clenched tight.

“No way, you need to know. He’d been sleeping with his partner, and was dirty. Filtering money into his own bank accounts, using the system, his badge, to get what he wanted. His partner ended up dead, with his gun. And I’m not about to allow you to—”

“Leave now or I’m calling Roy,” she shouted.

The fucking Viking gripped the door handle. “Will’s out back?”

“As always. Now leave.”

“Fine. But I don’t like this.”

“I’m sure you don’t.”

She shoved him. With Celeste being no more than five foot four, on any other occasion, he might have laughed at the way she made Lloyd cower. But he couldn’t. Lloyd had opened a can of worms. Celeste would have questions. He would have answers. But would she believe him?

“Celeste,” Lloyd pleaded.

“Stay out of my business. And I had better not hear anything from Will, either. If you go see him tonight, don’t you dare mention a word of this.”

Lloyd’s cheeks developed red splotches. “Yeah, I got it.” Then he looked to him. “Do anything to hurt her, and I’m coming for you. Understand?”

He didn’t like Lloyd’s possessiveness, and as he was about to counter the threat, Celeste rolled her eyes. “Quit with the BS and leave.”

“Fine, but—”

She slammed the door in his face. She stood for a moment and he had no idea what the hell to say.

Tell her or wait until she asks?
“Okay,” she began, resting her forehead against the door. “That ruined the mood.”

Tell her.
“Celeste, what Lloyd said—”

She held up a hand behind her. “Were you planning on telling me?”

“Eventually,” he answered honestly, and wished she’d face him. He wanted to read her eyes to know where he stood.

“Good.” With a curt nod, she pushed off the door. “Now or later?”

“Now.”

She faced him then. There was no accusation, no wariness in her eyes.

He knew then and there that while he’d been over what had happened with Renee a million times, tonight was different. What he’d tell her wasn’t about saving his career or his reputation, but about saving his relationship with Celeste.

* * *

Instead of flooring the gas pedal like he wanted, he slammed his hand against the steering wheel and stuck to the speed limit. How the hell was he going to find a way to catch Celeste alone when her fucking house had a revolving door?

After he’d learned Hoyt—that stupid prick—fucked up and got himself killed rather than taking care of Garrett, he’d needed a release. And he couldn’t think of a better release than gutting Celeste while he fulfilled his wildest fantasy. And she would fulfill his wildest fantasy.

Not tonight.
He considered the bitch at his home. Worthless. Pathetic. In no way, shape or form, could she satisfy him. Well, he thought with a small smile, not anymore. He’d seen to that, and he’d eventually put her out of her misery when he was good and ready to tie up that loose end.

As for Garrett. He scrubbed a hand along his jaw. Images of him, of what they’d shared crept through his mind. He loved Garrett, more than a brother should, but he needed him dead. A coma was nice, but when Garrett woke—if Garrett woke, he amended—he could be screwed.

Garrett might be arrogant, self-serving, and blasé at times, but he wasn’t stupid. He’d know who had signed his death warrant. And he’d tell. Everything. He knew first hand Garrett was the most vindictive son of a bitch he’d ever met. Knew it the moment...he didn’t want to think about the past. Those memories weren’t worth dick, and were better left where they belonged.

In the past.

As he drove through town, he smiled despite the situation. He’d find a way to take care of Garrett. This time, it wouldn’t cost him ten grand. An ICU nurse, with a penchant for drugs, would do the trick. And he knew just the one.

Grinning now, he headed for home. Yes, he’d take care of Garrett, and in the meantime, he’d find a way to take care of Celeste. She hadn’t been part of his plan until that jackass, hotshot, Kain showed his GQ face in town, and he’d learned she was working with him.

Damn, he couldn’t wait to see the look on Kain’s face when he discovered what he’d done to his pretty little girlfriend. He’d at least stick around for that, then he’d tie up his last loose end, and he’d be off to...maybe Brazil, or Canada. No, Canada was too cold. The Philippines? Bangkok? Hell, it didn’t matter. He had plenty of passports, IDs, money. The world was his. He could go anywhere. Be anyone.

And the women? After what he had planned for Celeste, he’d have to become more...creative. After all, how do you top the ultimate fantasy?

His smile widened. With the ultimate kill, of course.

Chapter 17
 
AS CELESTE PLOPPED on the couch next to him, John’s stomach balled into a knot and made him want to reach for his antacids. He was about to reveal one of the darkest moments of his life. A betrayal that, even two years later, made it difficult to trust.

But there wasn’t any heartburn, now that he thought about it. Maybe Roy was right. There wasn’t any room for heartburn, not with Celeste sitting by his side, willing to hear his story, and filling his heart with emotions he still had a hard time defining.

“So…” She twirled a curl around her finger. “Your last partner ended up dead and you were left to blame.”

He released a nervous chuckle. “Sarcastic and blunt. What else could I ask for in a woman?”

Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You don’t have to tell me anything you don’t want to. We could...stop whatever is going on between us and—”

He tensed. “That’s not what I want. At all.”

“What do you want?”

You. Every day, every night. “Right now I want to clear up what Lloyd accused me of, because the last thing I want is for you to even think that I could be that kind of man.”

“If I thought you were, I would have already kicked you out of my house,” she said with a deep sigh. “I mean, come on, John, I trust you. More than I’ve trusted anyone in a long time. To help make this crystal clear, I don’t have sex with just anyone. Until you, I haven’t been with a man in over three years. That relationship soured when I found out he was cheating on me. I don’t trust easy, but with you, I felt it immediately.”

“Me too,” he said and meant it. Maybe it was the instant connection they’d shared, or maybe it was as simple as her openness and honesty. Whatever the reason, he did trust her and wanted to set the record straight.

Leaning back into the sofa cushions, he ran a hand through his hair. “My partner’s name was Renee Toth. I was paired up with her when I was transferred to the FBI field office in New York City. We spent a lot of time together. Neither of us had a spouse or lover, but we had each other.”

“She became your lover?” she asked, without a flicker of jealousy.

“Yes, eventually. Some cases...sometimes there was a need to just release the stress and I found that release with Renee.”

“Did you love her?”

“No. Not to sound callous or cold, but Renee and I had an understanding. We came together when it was...necessary, if that makes sense. Afterward, we’d talk about whatever case we were working on.”

She nodded her head. “I get it. You were blowing off steam.”

“Pretty much. But it was more than that. I trusted her with my life. We were agents first. She had my back, and I had hers, only...”

“Only…” she prompted.

“She set me up.” He fisted his hands. Even two years later the bitterness, the regret still clawed at him. “She’d played me for over a year and I had no idea.”

“What did she do?”

“About a month before things went bad, she told me an FBI agent out of the Newark, New Jersey field office had asked for assistance on a case they’d been working. Renee knew the agent, Wes Foster, from her academy days. She briefed me on the case and asked if I was interested.”

“Newark, Wissota Falls, your job takes you to some pretty glamorous places,” she said, her tone light, teasing and not matching the concern in her eyes.

He gave her a reassuring smile, appreciative of the way she was trying to make what he had to say a little easier. “Yeah, all part of the perks. Anyway, Foster was trying to find the man suspected of murdering eight prominent figures in the Newark community. They’d been linked to one man, Vito Pappeli, a wannabe mobster who’d probably watched the Godfather way too many times. Pappeli was trying to run a bunch of neighborhoods, extort businesses into paying him and in return give them protection.”

“Really? Why wouldn’t those people just go to the police?”

“They did, then they ended up dead. And while Foster knew Pappeli was behind those deaths, they couldn’t pin anything on him. He was squeaky clean. But the word on the street was that he had a thug working for him who took care of his dirty work, only Foster and his people couldn’t figure out who. I thought the case sounded interesting, and a day later, after our superiors cleared our involvement, Renee and I were in Newark trying to get a fix on this guy.”

He released a deep sigh, hating this part of the story, hating his stupidity. Why did everything have to be so clear in hindsight? Maybe if he’d consulted a psychic before heading to Newark, he could have saved himself a world of shit. He stared at Celeste, her patient, concerned eyes. No, it was a good thing he hadn’t known Celeste then. He’d been full of himself. Renee had taken his ego down more than a couple of pegs, though. While he still regretted what had happened, what he hadn’t paid closer attention to, he knew he was a better man today than he was two years ago.

“A couple days in,” he began, “after reviewing all of the evidence I suggested the man we were looking for was well trained...former military or a former cop. Renee argued with me about my assessment, which never had happened in the past, and changed the profile. At the time, I’d shrugged it off. After all, she’d been in the field longer than I had, but as the days passed, I’d realized something wasn’t right. Renee started blowing off any suggestions I’d make, and would closet herself inside Foster’s office leaving me twiddling my thumbs.”

A wry smile shaped her lips. “I can’t imagine you twiddling your thumbs. Let me guess, you started doing your own investigating without her.”

He tried to smile back, but couldn’t, not with the guilt still weighing on him. He shoved off the couch and moved to the fireplace. “I did. And about ten days later, I ended up finding the one guy that could take Pappeli down. Tony D’Angelo had worked for him for years. They’d grown up together and at one time, had been as tight as brothers. Tony was a screw-up though, and Pappeli had grown tired of bailing him out of his problems, not only financially, but with the Newark police. I happened to catch him after Pappeli balled him out, and threatened not only him, but his wife and kids. Tony was scared. He wanted out of Pappeli’s organization, and he wanted protection. He’d told me he had evidence that would lead us to not only Pappeli’s assassin, but prove Pappeli wasn’t as squeaky clean as he appeared on paper.”

In the reflection of one of her framed pictures, he saw her rise. He wanted to turn and take her in his arms, wash away the memories, but he couldn’t. Not yet. Not until he finished the painful story he’d started.

“Tony died that night, and it was my fault. I’d gone to Renee and Foster, told them what he’d told me, and the next morning they found him dead. A bullet to the head, and his tongue cut off.”

He turned to her then, and didn’t bother to mask his emotions. Not after the way she’d defended him to Lloyd. And not with the way she stared at him now. Her eyes filling with tears, her beautiful face tight with pain...for him.

“I’d gotten him killed, because I’d trusted the wrong people. The next day, Blake Thatcher, a friend of mine from my academy days who also worked out of Newark, called me. He said my DNA was found on Tony’s body.”

“Yours?”

“Forensics found my hair. But it gets better. The bullet that had killed Tony had come from a gun similar to the one I’d carried. Blake warned me that I was about to be detained for questioning, especially because they’d just discovered that the day Tony was killed, a deposit of one hundred thousand dollars was placed in my bank account.”

She moved toward him. “Oh my God, John.”

The smothering, claustrophobia that had swamped him that day didn’t consume him like it had each time he’d told this story. Instead, he felt...liberated. The woman that had captured his attention, his heart, looked at him with raw, utter faith. With her, there was no room for regret, for the pain he’d endured. Just being near her, close to her, made him feel whole. She barely knew him, but was ready to defend him, to deny what his fellow agents had prepared to accuse him of...murder.

“I went to my hotel and discovered my weapon was missing, I also found out that Renee had checked out of her room. As the pieces began to fall into place, I drove back to New York. At that point, I didn’t know what to do. I knew I was being framed, and didn’t know who to trust. But I suspected who’d set me up.”

“Renee.”

He nodded. “I went to her apartment. Late. Two in the morning. When she opened the door she held my gun in my face and told me to walk inside. As I stepped into her apartment I asked why. And she smiled.” He grimaced at the memory. “I’d trusted her. She’d been my partner, my lover, and she laughed in my face. I’d been a pawn, she said. Then she went on to tell me that she and Foster were lovers, that they’d been working with Pappeli for a year, that she had a plane ticket to Argentina and a shitload of money in some off-shore account. She’d killed Tony, and Foster had been Pappeli’s assassin. But what she didn’t know was that I’d been recording everything on my cell phone. What I didn’t know? Before Tony died, he had sent his lawyer enough evidence to bury her, Foster and Pappeli.”

He ran a hand through his hair, then pulled at the ends. “She’d taken hair from my brush and planted it on Tony after she’d killed him and severed his tongue.” He dropped his hands to his sides. “At that point, I’d never felt more betrayed in my life.”

“H-how did she die?” A tear slipped down Celeste’s cheek and he wanted to capture it. Own it. No one had ever cried for him before.

“Tony’s attorney contacted Blake, thankfully. If he’d gone to Foster, I’d probably be in prison right now. Blake called it in to our superiors and as Renee waved my gun at me, sirens were screaming up and down her neighborhood. She knew she was finished. And I...I told her she had two options.” He gulped around the knot in his throat, petrified of what Celeste would think of him once he told her what he’d never told another soul.

She took another step closer. “And they were?”

He caught her vanilla and cinnamon scent, and wanted to wrap his arms around her and lose himself in her body. Forget everything that had happened. But not yet. He’d started this, and would finish it, and he hoped to God she still respected him when he was through.

“Either she faced prison—not a great place to be as a former FBI agent—or kill herself.” He choked back the memory of those words and gripped Celeste’s shoulders. “She...she looked out her window, then back at me.” He squeezed Celeste tighter. “She shoved my gun into her mouth, then pulled the trigger.”

She jerked beneath his hands, tears spilling down her face. “John, I...”

“I went through hell after that. The questioning from my superiors, the hours with their psychologists, even after the evidence pointed in my favor. And when all was said and done, and I was exonerated from having anything to do with Renee and Tony’s deaths, there was still that stigma.”

“Which was why you left the FBI.”

“Yeah, my boss might be a bit manipulative, but he saved me the day he asked me to join CORE. He gave me a second chance. And I owe him, which was why I came to Wissota Falls, and why I ended up working with a psychic even if it wasn’t what I’d wanted.”

Her breath caught. “And now?” she asked, her eyes glistening with tears.

“I wish we’d met under different circumstances, but I’m glad to have been given the opportunity to know you. And if you asked me to leave, it would hurt like hell.” He cupped her cheeks and grazed his thumb along her lower lip. “You’ve shown me what I’ve been missing in my life.”

“What’s that?” she asked, breathless, as another tear slipped down her cheek.

“You. But I don’t deserve someone as special as you, Celeste. Because of me, Tony died. And I can’t help, but feel guilt over Renee, even with her betrayal. Damn it, I told her to kill herself.”

She gripped his wrists tight. “You didn’t kill Tony or Renee. She did it. She pulled the trigger both times. Stop punishing yourself for something you didn’t do. Stop letting your guilt control your life, and don’t you dare let it interfere with what we have.”

“And what do we have? I have a life in Chicago, and you have one here. It will hurt when I walk away from you once this case ends, but I will walk away. I won’t drag you into my life and watch the sparkle in your eyes dim once you realize I’m not the man you thought.” God, he hated himself. Hated that he couldn’t man up and admit that he didn’t want to walk away, that he wanted to drag her back home with him and cherish her the way she deserved. With her, he’d become a better man, a different man. She’d become the best part of him. But he worried he couldn’t live up to her expectations, that if he gave his heart and soul to her she might eventually reject it once she realized how hardened and tainted those parts of him had become.

A half-smile tilted her lips. “You’re so full of it. I have a feeling you’ve been using Renee and Tony’s death as a crutch. As a way to shut people out and keep the real John Kain locked in his own personal prison. Don’t shut me out, too. I’m a big girl, and I’ve walked into this relationship with my eyes wide open. You want to walk away, then walk.” Breathing hard, she looked away and released his wrists, then moved toward the foyer. “There’s the door. You know how to use it. Keep in mind, though, I don’t want you to leave. You’re the one who’s already making up excuses and reasons why what we have shouldn’t work. Make it easier on yourself and go now.”

She’d given him an ultimatum. Man up or walk. He didn’t want to do either. He wanted to time travel back to the moment she was straddling his thighs before Lloyd dropped by and forced him to face his past. At that point, he hadn’t fully opened himself up to her. At that point...hell, even then he knew he’d have to face the reality, the fact that he’d either have to cut bait or own his feelings for Celeste. Then, though, he’d still had time to figure out what to do. Now, she wasn’t giving him any time at all.

She gripped the door knob. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

Before she could turn the brass handle, he was on her, pinning her to the wall, and her hands to her hips. His heart pounding hard, he stared into her wide eyes. “I can’t.”

“You can’t what? Leave? Or take a chance?”

The challenge in her eyes, in her husky voice had him hard, ready, and aching to confess more than he’d already done tonight. He couldn’t walk away from her. He couldn’t risk losing the one woman, the only woman, who’d captured his trust, his heart, and his soul.

“I can’t leave you.”

She leaned into him, brushed her breasts against his chest, and tipped her pelvis against his erection. “What can you do?”

He nipped her lower lip. He knew this was about more than sex. But sex was on the forefront of his mind. Touching her, caressing her, showing her his emotions was easier than explaining what the loss of her, what they had, would do to him. Not being able to see Celeste, touch her, talk to her, hear her laughter and share her life would kill him. He’d die a slow, lonely death. He also didn’t want to drag her down into his private hell. Into the depths of guilt that still weighed on his conscience and haunted him more than he’d admit to anyone.

“Is that the best you’ve got?” she taunted, when he soothed the nip with a flick of his tongue.

Framing her face with his hands, he stared into her eyes. “Are you sure you want this?”

“Meaning?”

“Me. The man I am. I told you about Renee, about Tony, but do you have any idea what I’ve become since that day?”

She ran a hand along his jaw. Her caress so soothing, so filled with deep tender affection, had him swallowing around the lump in his throat.

“John, the man I know is hard, but not cruel. Everything about you has to fit into a nice little slot of logic, and yet you’ve opened yourself up to me. Not just with your personal baggage. You believed in me, and you have no idea what that means to me. And I believe in you. Whether or not there is an us when all is said and done...I don’t know. I’d like there to be, because you’ve touched a part of me I didn’t know existed.”

He rested his head against hers, his mouth mere inches from hers. “Celeste, being with you has been the best days of my life. I don’t want it to end, I don’t want to walk away, but I also don’t want to hurt you.”

“Then don’t.”

He raised his head, their gazes collided. Simple as that, he realized he didn’t have to. He could have her. Now. And later, when the case was over, suggest she join him in Chicago. Hell, he had the money. He’d buy out her dad, and sell the diner. He’d take her away from a life she was living for someone else. He’d take care of her, cherish her, give her anything she wanted to have her with him.

Couples joked about their better half, but in all honestly, he believed she was the better half of him. She’d filled him with hope for the future, a future that before setting foot into Wissota Falls had seemed bleak.

“I won’t,” he promised, and captured her lips. Sealed that promise with a searing kiss that left them both breathless. She owned a part of him now. Now he wanted to own a part of her. He needed that part of her heart, her soul. Without it, he’d survive, but his existence would be lonelier than it had been before he’d met her. He’d tasted affection, the promise of more with Celeste. To lose that? He kissed her harder, with more determination. He refused to lose what he had with her when she was willing to give, to receive. When he was willing to give right back and open to whatever she had to offer him.

Breaking the kiss, he took her hand and kissed her knuckles.

She ran a hand through his hair as he gazed up at her, a teasing smile playing on her lips. “Come to bed with me.”

“To sleep?” he asked as he inched his lips up her wrists.

Fisting his hair, she halted his ascent. “I’m not sleepy.” She reached down, ran her palm along his erection, then snagged his belt buckle. “Actually, I want to get back to where we were.” She stripped the belt away. “Before we were so rudely interrupted.”

She pushed him back, then headed up the stairs, a sexy sway to her hips as she dangled his belt behind her. “Are you coming?” she asked over her shoulder.

They both would be soon. Very soon.

He pulled his shirt over his head as he followed her. By the time he reached the bedroom door, he had his jeans undone.

“No fair,” she said with a slight pout. “I wanted to do the honors.” She dropped to the floor, hooked her fingers into the waistband of his jeans and tugged.

He gripped her wrist. “Stop.”

“No. You said next time it would be my turn. And it’s next time. So...” She nipped at the cotton of his boxer briefs, her hot breath warming the material and searing his dick. “My turn.”

After everything that had just happened, he wanted to be the one giving the pleasure, not taking. Before he could utter another word, she slipped his boxers over his hips, and ran her hand along his cock. He clenched his teeth, and looked down at her.

Her face was flushed, her eyes glittered with need, desire and so much tenderness, it humbled him. Holding his gaze, she took him into her mouth.

Exquisite, he thought through the sexual haze now consuming him, as he ran his hand through her soft curls. He’d never met another woman like her, and doubted another would ever compare. He’d be a fool to walk away from her. She accepted him. His faults, his baggage. Without question, without hesitation. And at this point, he didn’t care if he’d only known her for a few days, or that the circumstances that they’d met under were not exactly ones that they could share with their children.

He gripped her hair as the thought of seeing Celeste, her belly round with his child, pierced his heart. She looked up at him, her mouth poised at the head of his cock. The words were there, at the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t say them out loud. The fear of voicing any more than he already had tonight stopped him. Now wasn’t the time. He wasn’t sure if he could fulfill the promises he wanted to make, or whether or not she wanted to hear them.

She kissed his arousal, his stomach, then inched up his torso until she stood toe to toe with him. The uncertainty on her face, in her eyes, had him cupping her cheeks. “Don’t.”

“I...I’m not all that experienced. If I didn’t—”

“Don’t,” he repeated, and unsnapped her jeans. “I love the way your mouth feels on me.” He tugged at the material, drawing her closer to him, then leveled his lips to hers. “I need to be here.” He cupped the apex of her thighs. “Now.”

A smile curved her lips. “Then what are you waiting for?” she asked, her voice breathless as she reached for the hem of her shirt.

While she tossed her shirt and bra off, he shucked her jeans over her hips, then knelt and placed his mouth between her thighs. Though her lacy panties, he nipped and suckled. She drove her hands through his hair, rocked her hips against his mouth and released a harsh moan.

The scent of her, the heat radiating from her, had him hard and ready. He shoved the panties around her ankles and kissed her sex, licked and teased until she flew apart screaming his name.

Something primal swelled inside him. Something he’d never experienced before. He wanted to hear his name on her lips again as he made her come. Hell, he wanted the whole fucking world to know who she belonged to.

He stroked himself as he stood. “On the bed.”

Celeste couldn’t tear her eyes off his hand, the way he moved it over his thick erection. Poised at the brink of orgasm, just from the sight of him, she somehow obeyed, somehow moved her body.

“Spread your legs.”

She snapped her gaze to his and had to bite back a moan. His brown eyes had grown darker. They glimmered with something more than lust, and had her head spinning. He didn’t just want her. He needed her. And she needed him. Every day. Always.

The realization slammed into her. She’d fallen for him. Hard. He’d opened up to her. Let his defenses down, and allowed her to see the man he truly was, the man she truly...loved. Was that possible? To love someone she’d only met a few days ago? Yes, her inner voice screamed and told her not to overanalyze. To show him how she felt, even if she was too afraid to voice the words.

Scooting to the center of the mattress, she did as he’d demanded. She spread her legs. Let him look his fill, and shuddered at the way he devoured her with his eyes.

“I want to hear my name coming from those beautiful lips.” The bed dipped and he centered himself above her. “I...need you, Celeste.” He pressed his arousal between her thighs.

She arched her back as he impaled her with one long thrust of his hips. “So good,” she whispered against his throat, then nipped at his skin.

“Very good,” he groaned as he began to move above her. Rotating his hips, thrusting slowly, deliberately.

Not enough. She grabbed his ass, loving the way his muscles bunched under her palms. “Harder.”

“Is this what you want?” he asked against her ear, then began pounding into her and taking her so close to the edge.

“Yes,” she hissed, meeting each thrust. “Oh, yes.”

Sweat beaded along his brow as he held her gaze and gave her what she wanted. Him. All of him. He filled her body with his hard arousal. He filled her mind, her heart with his unspoken emotions. She swore they coursed through her body with each sensual rock of his hips, searing her soul with unspoken, veiled promises.

She wrapped her legs around him, locking him to her body, to her heart, and flew. The orgasm ripped through her, took her to a plain she’d never been in her life. Crying out his name, she let the intense pleasure shatter her, and hoped to God that in the end, he didn’t shatter her heart.

As she rode out the ecstasy, the sheer erotic moment that sealed her love for him, he let himself go. With her name on his lips, he shuddered above her, staring into her eyes.

Dazed, dumbstruck with so many tremulous emotions, she held his gaze, then worried about giving too much of her feelings away, held him to her breasts. Tears stung her eyes. She loved him. She needed and wanted him in her life. Yet John thought he wasn’t good enough for her.

Stupid man, she thought as she held him tighter. He was everything she’d ever wanted, everything she’d ever needed. Now she had to convince him that she belonged with him, that they belonged to each other.

Chapter 18
 
WITH HEAVY-DUTY OVEN mitts covering her hands, Celeste pulled the baking sheet filled with chocolate chip cookies out of the oven, then placed it on the stovetop. The scent of melted chocolate suddenly overrode the smell of the buttery croissants and apple pie she’d baked earlier.

Normally, her mouth would water. Chocolate was her biggest vice. Well, it was until she’d met John. The taste of him could become more addictive than chocolate, and that was a huge problem.

Last night, okay more like today, considering it was six in the morning and they’d made love again sometime around the wee hours of two, was incredible. The sex...she’d never experienced anything more intimate in her life. Again, a huge problem.

Not that she was complaining about how John had literally rocked her freaking world, but she did have issues with the way he’d still held back. She understood that he’d been through a bad time. Her heart nearly broke when he’d told her what he’d gone through during his final months with the FBI. But sometimes you had to cut bait and move on, which was something John had done by joining CORE. Yet he’d never really moved on like he seemed to think.

She was a psychic, not a mind reader. But she sensed guilt still ate at him. She had no regrets in telling him he’d used what had happened as a crutch, and obviously he had no hard feelings, either. Considering he’d been hard and ready for her, not once, but twice.

Still. Where would they go from here? Where could they go from here? She had too much pride to up and move for him, and it wasn’t as if he’d asked her to in the first place. Plus, she had her dad’s diner to run. Without her, where would that leave The Sugar Shack? Without John in her life, where would that leave her?

Alone.

Again.

The timer dinged and she quickly pulled the pie crusts from the other oven. As they cooled she began mixing the ingredients to fill them. While whipping the chocolate concoction that she’d use for two of the four pie crusts, her thoughts drifted to Roy. What information would he reveal about her mother? She still couldn’t believe her mom had been in love with another man. Did her dad know?

“Now I know why you smell so delicious.”

She whipped her head toward the bottom of the staircase. John’s sleepy, sexy voice made her instantly regret not taking care of all her baking yesterday. She could still be in her bed waking up to his warm body and a few more orgasms.

He came around the corner, dressed in the jeans and shirt he’d worn last night, and released a low whistle. “Hell of a set up you’ve got here. Two double ovens?”

“I do all the baking for the diner at home. I’d rather do it out of the house than be stuck at the diner at all hours of the night trying to prep for the next day.”

As he approached, her heart thudded with anticipation.

He kissed the curve of her neck. “I was disappointed you weren’t next to me when I woke up.”

“I was hoping to finish before you woke,” she said, and her breath hitched as he trailed his lips lower. “I would have slipped back into bed, then woke you up...properly.”

“Properly?” he murmured against her collar bone.

“Decadently.”

He cupped her bottom, swiveled her around, and raised her on the big island she used for kneading dough and mixing ingredients. “I don’t know.” He dragged open-mouthed kisses along her jaw line. “Watching you bake turns me on,” he said, grinding his erection between her thighs.

“Does it now?” She practically purred.

“Mmm, I’m picturing you in nothing but that apron, and my cock between—”

“Celeste? You down there?” Will called from the top of the stairs.

Damn. “Yeah, Will,” she shouted back, then gave John a quick kiss. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ll be back later. I mean, if that’s okay.”

“Are you serious? Of course it is.”

“Good.” He kissed the tip of her nose, then pulled away before Will reached the bottom of the staircase.

“Morning.” He eyed the two of them with both curiosity and disgust. She got it. No one wants to walk in on one of their siblings fooling around, it was just...gross.

“Morning,” they both said at the same time, then laughed.

Will shook his head and smiled. “How long before you’re ready to leave?”

“I’m going to head into the diner later. Roy’s stopping by for coffee. But I’d appreciate if you hauled what I’ve baked. Just give me a half hour to finish up and box the stuff.”

“Will do.” He kept his eyes trained on John. “Holler at me when you’re ready.”

After Will headed upstairs, John moved back toward her. He rubbed his palms along her hips and kissed her cheek. “Can I help with anything?” he asked as he slid his hand under her apron, then moved lower, cupping the apex of her thighs.

She moaned at the friction, and let her head drop to his chest. “As much as I’d love to fulfill your ‘banging the baker’ fantasy, I’ve got to finish this up, so...”

“All work and no play.” He nipped her earlobe. “Okay, what do you need me to do?”

After John washed his hands, she had him boxing the croissants, cookies and apple pies, while she finished making the chocolate and banana cream pies. Normally she hated having anyone intruding in her basement kitchen, but she loved the way John’s big body was always in her way. The accidental touches, the way he brushed against her, the easy intimacy between them. She’d miss him when he left, and once again wondered how the hell they could make what they had between them work.

After the last batch of cookies was boxed, she gave him a quick kiss. “Thanks for helping. But next time, if it doesn’t fit in the box, you don’t just eat it, you find a new box.”

“Huh, so that’s how it works,” he said with a big grin.

“I’m heading out,” Will called down the steps.

“Me too.” John gave her another kiss, this one a lingering, sultry kiss that had her toes curling and once again wishing they were back in her bed. “I’ll take some of these boxes on my way out.” He kissed her again. “I’ll call you later.”

With a smile on her lips, she watched John’s tight butt as he ascended the stairs. She couldn’t wait for later, but right now, she had a heck of a mess to clean up before her coffee date with Roy.

An hour later, showered and jacked up on caffeine, she paced the living room and wondered if maybe she should grab her mom’s journal. A part of her didn’t want Roy reading her mother’s words. They’d been her private thoughts, and as it was, she’d felt like a bit of a voyeur after reading them last night.

Before she could decide, the doorbell rang. Her stomach somersaulted. She didn’t know why. After all Roy might not even know anything about Ian. But what if he did? How would it make her feel to learn about the man her mother had loved before marrying her father?

Drawing in a deep breath, she opened the door and smiled. “Morning, Roy.”

“Morning, honey,” he greeted her, and entered the foyer. As she was about to shut the door, he stopped her, then craned his head back outside. “Are you coming or not?”

She frowned. “Who’s with you?”

His green eyes held wariness and concern. “A friend I want you to meet.”

Just then, a man who she figured to be somewhere in his early fifties approached. She studied him from his salt and pepper hair, to his bright blue eyes, to the tailored suit he wore down to his shiny shoes. “Sorry about that, I got caught up checking out all those little men you have surrounding your house like an army of soldiers. Hope you don’t mind that I tagged along with Roy.”

“No,” she said, unable to tear her gaze from his as a weird sense of déjà vu tore through her. He seemed so familiar, yet she’d never met him before in her life. At least she didn’t think so. “I’ve got a full pot of coffee and plenty of fresh baked croissants in the kitchen. You’re more than welcome to join us. I’m Celeste Risinski.” She offered her hand.

He took her hand, and she swore his eyes misted before he blinked. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Celeste. I’m Ian Scott.”

Pulling her hand from his, she looked to Roy, her temper flaring with betrayal. “What the hell, Roy?”

“Now don’t get mad at me about this.”

“Really? I called you last night hoping you could shed some light on my mom’s past. I didn’t expect this.” She waved her hand at the man she assumed was her mom’s former lover.

“I see you’ve inherited not only you’re mom’s temper, but her beauty as well. Come on.” Ian took her arm. “Let’s talk this out. I think you’ll find what I have to tell you very interesting.”

She eyed Roy, and the amusement in his eyes calmed her. Surprisingly, so did Ian’s charming disposition. Deciding she actually wanted to hear what Ian had to say, she led him into the kitchen.

After he and Roy took a seat at the kitchen table, she drew in a deep breath, pulled her gnome coffee mugs and plates from the cabinet, then set them on the table along with the croissants. “So...” She filled the coffee mugs.

Ian thanked her, then gave her a broad smile. “Gnome plates and mugs, too.” He smiled as he took a croissant. “Did you bake these?”

“Just this morning,” she said, then grabbed a water bottle from the fridge. She’d already had enough caffeine, between that and Ian’s unexpected visit, her stomach was an absolute mess.

After she took a seat, Ian stared at her. “What?” she asked, unnerved by the way he perused her. Not sexually, but as if she were a science experiment.

“Sorry.” He shrugged. “I didn’t mean to stare, it’s just...your resemblance to your mom is truly uncanny.”

She didn’t know what to say, even though a million questions buzzed through her head. So she blurted the first one that came to her mind. “How did you meet my mom?”

“Roy told me about her journal. Didn’t she say?”

“No, just that she’d worked as a psychic advisor for both the Baltimore police and the FBI.”

His lips jerked into a quick, wry grin. “Well, I used to be FBI.”

“Used to be?”

“I’ll get to that. Back to your mom, I’m sorry for your loss. She was a wonderful woman.”

“Thank you. And while I appreciate—”

“You’d rather I skip the formalities and get to why I’m here, right?”

She shrugged as her cheeks heated. “I don’t mean to be rude.”

“You’re not. I’ve sprung a hell of a surprise on you this morning. So let’s get at it.” He gave her an easy smile. “I learned about Janice after she helped the Baltimore police solve a high profile case. At the time, I was working an investigation involving a serial killer. A detective with the Baltimore PD recommended that I contact your mom. So I did.”

“You weren’t skeptical?” she asked, considering how most people had treated her over the years, and how John had first reacted to her gift.

“A little. But at that point in my investigation, I was willing to do anything to solve it. Taking down that serial killer meant everything to me. It would seal my career with the FBI, and while it eventually did…I hold many regrets about it now.”

She shot her gaze to Roy, who had his eyes narrowed on Ian. “How so?”

“Did you know your mother was a medium?” he asked instead as he dropped a teaspoon of sugar into his mug.

She froze, the details of her trances rushing through her mind. “No. I didn’t.”

“Janice and her secrets.” He shook his head. “She should have told you, especially when she realized you shared her gift. But that was her way. Controlling. Secretive.”

“My mother wasn’t controlling. We had a very open relationship. She was my best friend,” she said defensively. This man obviously had had a brief affair with her mom. He didn’t know her. At all.

She looked to Roy for support, but he only offered her a sheepish shrug. “It’s true. With your mom, everything was on a need-to-know basis. Hell, she was worse than Ian, or anybody else I’d worked with during my stint with the FBI.”

“You worked for the FBI?” Her head was spinning with even more questions. She’d never known what Roy did before becoming sheriff, and until now, had never thought to ask.

“I did and so did your dad.”

Wow. Her dad was former FBI, too. Her stomach did a double somersault this time. She knew her dad had been in the Navy, then afterward, she’d assumed he’d worked at her grandparents’ diner in Baltimore until he and her mom decided to move to Wissota Falls and open up The Sugar Shack. Now that she thought about it, she’d never asked why her parents had moved all the way to Wisconsin. Had they been running from something? Had they been running from Ian?

“I can understand why my mom wouldn’t have told me about being a consultant to the FBI. She always downplayed her gift in public. But why wouldn’t my dad have told me about being in the FBI?” She thought about John. “Did he do something wrong?”

“God, no,” Ian said. “Your dad was a huge loss to us.”

“Then...” She shook her head. “Maybe you should start at the beginning. As it is, I’m having a hard time digesting all of this.”

“Rightfully so,” Ian said. Stirring the teaspoon in his mug, he looked out the window. “Does Will still live above your garage?”

“How do you know about Will?” she asked, and looked to Roy, who kept his eyes focused on the plate of croissants. Why were they both stalling?

“I know everything about you, Celeste. I’ve made it my business.”

“Why?”

“Did you like growing up in Wissota Falls?”

“Yes.”

“Do you still like living here? You had a wonderful job in Madison after you’d graduated from college.”

“Stop answering me with more questions,” she demanded, crinkling the water bottle in her hand. “How do you know so much about me?”

“I told you, I’ve made it my business.”

“Again. Why?”

He looked at her then, and the regret, the guilt in his eyes made her downright angry. “You’ve come into my house with more questions than answers. It’s time for you to either leave or say whatever it is you have to say.”

A wistful smile crossed his lips. “So much like your mother,” he said, then with a deep sigh he leaned back in the chair. “That case I’d asked your mother to help me with wouldn’t have been solved without her. She was good. Very good. As a medium, your mom was able to slip into these trances and connect with the victims. Something Roy told me you’ve been doing with his current investigation.”

“I’ve been doing that, but I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Neither did your mom at first, from what she explained to me. Somehow she’d learned to control the trances. Her ability to connect with the dead helped lead me to the killer I’d spent over two years tracking. During the time we spent together, your mom and I grew close. Actually, from the moment I met her, I knew I was a goner. She was a beautiful woman. Smart. Strong. I loved her dearly. I still do.” He cleared his throat. “Because of her, I was able to catch my killer, and secure my career.”

“Why do I feel like there’s a big ‘but’ coming?”

“Because there is.” He leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “What I didn’t know was that Seth Ryker, a psychiatrist who had also worked with me a time or two, had learned about Janice. See, we’re going back thirty years, before we had a profilers unit. So I would consult with Ryker, hoping to gain some insight on who I’d been looking for. Only...only when he learned about your mom...”

“He what?” she prompted.

“He’d been running experiments on people who claimed to have psychic powers. I didn’t know this, and while I had been chasing after my killer, he kidnapped Janice.” A visible shudder tore through him. “When I found out, I was deep undercover, getting ready to make the biggest bust of my career.”

Her heart rate shot up as she stared at him. Her mom had been kidnapped? Why would she have hidden any of this from her?

“I made the biggest mistake of my life that day.” Guilt lined his face as he ran the tip of his finger along the gnome etched on his coffee mug. “Instead of going after the woman I loved, I called Roy and your dad, and told them to handle it. To do whatever was necessary to get your mom back.”

She looked to Roy then, who gave her a sharp nod. “Hugh and I, along with a couple of other agents, stormed that bastard’s house. He not only had your mom, but five other people. Those victims he’d kidnapped didn’t fare as well as Janice. He’d given two of them lobotomies, and the rest electric shock treatment. Fortunately he hadn’t had a chance to run any of his experiments on your mom. Especially because…” He looked to Ian.

Silence filled the room.

“Especially what?” she asked, glancing between Roy and Ian.

Ian sighed and gripped her hand. “Especially because she was pregnant with you.”

She pulled her hand free of Ian’s. “That doesn’t make any sense.” The man was slime. He’d left her mom helpless while he’d gotten his shot at a serial killer her mom had helped him find. He’d had her dad and Roy rescue her while...a thought occurred to her.

A dreadful thought.

Her stomach did a triple somersault, and her head grew dizzy. She dropped the water bottle on the table, and glared at Ian. “If you were having an affair with my mom when all of this happened, when did my dad come into the picture?”

Ian held her gaze, his eyes didn’t shift, but the emotions raging through them were enough to make her gasp. “No.” She shook her head, and rose.

He stopped her. “Celeste, I am your father.”

A hysterical bubble of laughter welled in her throat. She suddenly pictured the scene in Star Wars between Luke Skywalker and Darth Vader. Composing herself she looked at the slimy trash who’d been sipping coffee, her coffee, and narrowed her gaze.

“Get out.”

His eyes flashed with disappointment. “What?”

“You heard me. Get out. Now.”

Roy laid a hand on her shoulder. “Celeste, honey, it’s all true.”

She stared at the man who’d been like an uncle to her. Tears welled in her eyes, distorting the room. “Roy...I...”

“I know it’s hard to accept. Sit down, and let’s sort this out.”

“Sort what out?” she shouted, and wanted to shout some more. Her fucking life had been a lie. She turned to Ian. “And you. So you know all about me. Know about my brother. Do you know about my sister, too?”

“Of course I keep tabs on Eden. After all, we live in the same city.”

“You live in Chicago?” She couldn’t hide the hurt in her voice. This man, her supposed biological father, had only been hours away and he’d never once contacted her?

“I would have come to you sooner, but your mom made it clear she wanted nothing to do with me. The only time I ever laid eyes on you was right after you were born. By that time, your mom was head over heels in love with your dad. She made me promise that I’d never contact you, that I’d never interfere with your life.”

“Why?” God, she was going to fall apart. This was all too much. She needed John. In a bad way. He had such a logical spin on things and just being near him gave her a calming effect.

“I chose my career over your mom, Celeste. I was selfish and self-centered. I was young and stupid. If only you knew the regret that has tormented me for thirty years. I hated not being part of your life, to have to watch you grow from a distance.” He grabbed her hand, his grip gentle, yet his eyes fierce. “Janice denied me the right to be her husband. That I could accept. But she denied me you. That was unacceptable. And that’s also why Roy has been here, in Wissota Falls all these years. I needed to know how you were, what you were up to, every scraped knee, lost tooth, all of it.”

She gasped and shifted her gaze toward Roy. Disappointment and betrayal rolling through her, as the tears spilled down her cheeks. “You pretended to care so he could keep tabs on me?”

“I never pretended anything when it came to you,” Roy said with vehemence. “And don’t you ever think otherwise. I love you, Celeste, like the daughter I’ve never been blessed to have.” He squeezed her other hand. “What Ian gave me, this job as sheriff, and a chance to be a part of you and your family’s life, has been the best thing that could have ever happened for me. I wasn’t cut out for the FBI. Janice, your dad, and Ian, they all knew that. I’ve never once regretted what I’ve been doing the last thirty years, until now.” He caught one of her tears. “Seeing you cry, and the way you’re looking at me like I just smashed one of your gnomes, is making my heart break.”

She hiccupped and released a shaky laugh. “You’d never smash one of my gnomes. I think you bought half of them.”

Seconds passed. “You mad at me?” he asked.

Squeezing his hand back, she looked away. “Yes, no. I don’t know what to feel right now.” She shifted her gaze to Ian. “Does my dad know the truth?”

“Yes. He’d always thought you should know, but your mom was a stubborn woman.”

She looked to Roy for assurance. “He’s not kidding. I tried to convince her, too. But Janice wouldn’t hear of it. The arguments Hugh and I had over you...well, they don’t matter now. The bottom line, your mom was afraid that if you knew the truth, she might lose you to Ian. She knew how much you’d been itching to leave Wissota Falls. When your sister went off to Chicago, she worried you might follow. She worried you’d run into Ian considering he knows Eden.”

“You said you’d kept tabs on her, but do you actually know her?” she asked Ian.

“We’re well acquainted, but she doesn’t know how well. I made a promise to your mom, after all.”

This was all way too much to handle. She wanted to hate Ian. She wanted to rant at Roy. Everything she’d believed about her family had been a lie. She couldn’t do either, though. Her mom was a stubborn woman, with a vindictive streak than ran bone-deep. Ian had wronged her mom. She’d been pregnant with his child and he’d left her to tackle a career-building case. As her thoughts raced through her mind, a big one came front and center.

“How did my dad end up marrying my mom over you?”

Ian released a slow breath. “Hugh and I had entered the academy together. We were great friends, and after I met your mom, we’d argued constantly. We’d both fallen for Janice. I’d see the way he looked at her, at the way she looked at him. I’m a competitive, shallow man, Celeste.”

“No shit,” Roy mumbled.

Ian glared at him for a second, then looked back to her. “I wanted her, but not the white picket fence, and two point five kids she had been looking for. Your dad wanted those same things. Even when I knew they’d be better together, I pulled out the charm. I didn’t know she was pregnant with you when she’d been kidnapped. If I did, I’ll be honest, I’m not sure if I’d have done anything differently. Like I said, I was dumb and full of myself. My career meant more to me than anything else, until I lost your mom to Hugh.”

A deep scowl lined his face as he slipped his hand from hers and leaned back in the chair. “After that, my career did rise, but with nobody to share the success with, it didn’t seem to matter. I kept at it, though. For years I did my job, lost the passion, then finally quit and created CORE.”

“CORE? Oh my...” She looked to Roy, who stared at Ian as if he wanted to smash him into pieces. “You sent John here?”

“When Roy told me about your visions, then the bodies, I needed to make sure you were well taken care of.”

John took care of her all right. In more ways than one. Her stomach twisted, as her head grew dizzy with the deceit. John had been Ian’s babysitter. Not her lover. He’d used her. God, he’d used her. “You have to leave,” she said, fighting back the fresh tears, the pain. She’d fallen in love with John, and he’d—

Ian stopped her. “No. And don’t you believe for one second what you have with John is because he works for me. He doesn’t know about any of this. But Roy has been keeping me posted on your relationship with him. Not that I have any say, but I approve. He’s a good man. He deserves a good woman.”

The relief that slammed into her had her sitting back down in the chair. John didn’t know. Which meant what was between them was just that. Between them.

“I still think you should leave. No offense, but you’ve turned my entire life upside down. I need time to...accept this. God, I need to talk to my dad.”

Ian didn’t appear to be offended. Instead, he offered her a smile. “I understand. But I also understand you’ve been having issues with your trances. Like your mom, you’re obviously a medium, too. I can help you with that, Celeste. I worked with your mom. Watched and witnessed her trances and visions. I can help you.”

She looked to Roy, who nodded. “It’s true. He knows more about your mom’s psychic stuff than your dad and I put together.”

As much as she wanted time alone to deal with what she’d learned this morning, she couldn’t help but take the bait. She did want to know how to deal with her trances. Her mom wasn’t here. And Ian—as much as she didn’t want to deal with him right now—might be her only source. “Then tell me.”

“I will. But on a few conditions.”

She shook her head. “Dropping all of this on me isn’t good enough?”

“This isn’t how I wanted to introduce myself to you. And trust me, I’ve dreamed of this moment since you were born. Still, you want something and so do I.”

“What’s that?”

“A chance to know my daughter.”

The pain in his eyes was unbearable. The whole situation made her want to crawl into bed, pull the covers over her head and forget she’d ever read her mom’s journal. In a matter of minutes, Ian had changed her life. She realized she didn’t know her mother—at all—and that her dad wasn’t her biological father. Not that it mattered, he’d been her father in every sense and she loved him dearly.

“I think I should to talk to my dad about all of this first.”

“And you should. But he’s not here right now. I am. And if you’re game, I can help shed some light on your trances.”

She wanted to know her mother’s secrets. Yet a part of her hesitated. Was she really a medium like her mom? Did she really want to have the capability to talk to the dead? The memory of her nightmares rolled through her mind. Yes. She did. Anything to have this investigation closed, the murders solved and Winston’s partner behind bars.

“Fine,” she said, not liking the way he was insinuating himself into her life. “I’m game.”

“Good. The other condition? I don’t want John to know you’re my daughter or that I’m here in Wissota Falls.”

She tensed. Defensive where John was concerned, where they were concerned. The impact of Ian’s admission placed a whole new spin on her relationship with John, and he needed to know. “Why?”

“I don’t want him distracted.”

She rolled her eyes. “Try again.”

Ian blew out a deep breath. “Okay, I don’t want this to bite me on the ass. John’s one of my best agents and I don’t want to lose him. He’d walk away from CORE if he knew I’d sent him here with ulterior motives.”

“Which are?” she prompted.

“To protect my daughter.” He gripped her hand again. “John’s a tough guy to understand. He’s been through...a lot.”

“I know, he told me.”

His brows rose. “He did?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Very good,” he said with a cryptic smile. “So, are you up to a few psychic lessons, or do you still want to kick me out of your home?”

She swung her gaze to Roy, who shrugged. “Up to you, honey. But I’ve got to leave. John and I have work to do.”

Staring out the window to the back deck, trying desperately to rein in the caustic emotions bombarding her, she sighed. “Why do I feel like I’m being manipulated?”

Roy’s bark of laughter made her jump. He stood, then kissed the crown of her head. “’Cause that what Ian’s known for best. I’ve got to run. But I’ll drag his sorry ass out of here if that’s what you want.”

Sliding her gaze to Ian, she tried to weigh her options, but came up empty. Damn, she wished she could talk to John about this. Right now she needed his rational brain to set things straight for her. Her emotions were distorting everything inside of her and making it difficult to think straight.

But she really wanted to solve this case and make the nightmares go away, and never happen again. If Ian could help her with this...

“Go do what you need to, Roy,” she finally said. “Apparently, Ian and I have some catching up to do.”

* * *

Hours later, still grinning stupidly, Ian drove his rental back to the Eau Claire Holiday Inn. He finally had what he’d dreamed. A cup of coffee with his daughter. His smile widened. And possibly a future with her in his life.

After her initial shock had worn off, and Roy had left, she’d proved her resilience. An eager pupil, she’d soaked in everything he’d learned from Janice and passed the information along to his daughter. He’d been tempted to talk her into going into a trance, but figured she’d be reluctant. Performing a trance required trust, something he’d have to earn, something that would take time to develop between them.

Instead, he’d offered her a job at CORE and a way out of Wissota Falls. She’d been right when she’d asked why she’d felt as if she were being manipulated. He wanted the chance to know his daughter, and having her in Chicago with him would give him that opportunity. Plus, after having worked with Janice all of those years ago, he’d love to put Celeste’s skills to use at CORE as a psychic consultant.

The moment he’d proposed his plan, he could tell she’d been interested. And he knew why.

John.

Considering John had actually told Celeste about his past, something he never discussed, not even with the other CORE agents, Ian suspected the criminalist had fallen for her. And with the way her eyes lit with relief when he’d made it clear John knew nothing about Ian’s connection to Celeste, he wouldn’t be surprised if she’d fallen for him as well.

Yes. Everything would fall into place nicely. He’d give his daughter financially stability, a career, and the perfect excuse to move to Chicago to be with John. In the process, this gave him the perfect excuse to finally have the chance to know and love his daughter.

Chapter 19
 
JOHN RUBBED THE tension from the back of his neck. After spending the past three hours staring at the data from the program Rachel had created, and making phone calls to various police departments, he needed a break.

As he leaned into his chair, his thoughts lingered on Celeste. He wished he could head back to her house and crawl into her bed—with her in it, of course.

After spilling his guts, his past, his emotions, he knew in his heart he couldn’t walk away from her. He’d decided last night that he’d somehow find a way to make what they had together work. He couldn’t imagine his life without her. In less than a week he’d fallen—hard—for a woman that was his polar opposite. Yet they were so in tune with each other it was scary, overwhelming, and just what he needed. She’d given him a swift kick in the ass. She’d called him out and had told him to stop using his past as a crutch. She’d set him straight, made him think. About the future, about the life they could share.

Roy released a deep sigh. He glanced at the sheriff, then at Bev. The two of them had been working alongside him since Roy had returned to the Sheriff’s Department after his coffee date with Celeste. They both looked as if they could use a break, too.

He closed his laptop, then stood and stretched. “How about we head to The Sugar Shack for lunch? My treat.”

Bev stacked the papers she’d been working on, then shoved them aside. “We have pizza on the way.”

Roy nodded his head. “Yeah, I thought the sooner we could get this done, the sooner we could have more evidence against Winston. I gotta hand it to that gal of yours over at CORE.” He pointed to his pile of data. “Without this we’d probably never have been able to uncover all the murders Winston committed.”

“Alleged murders,” John reminded him.

“Whatever,” Roy mumbled. “There’s no doubt in my mind that Winston did at least the majority of the prostitutes we’ve been looking at all morning. The MO fits.”

“It does, and once Rachel has a copy of the DNA from these unsolved murders, she’ll send it to our genetic specialist who will compare them to Winston’s.”

“How long will that take?” Bev asked as she stood and yawned.

“With CORE’s resources, maybe a day, hopefully sooner. As it stands, between what Celeste and I found last night, and what the three of us have researched this morning, we have over thirty murders matching Winston’s MO in five different states.”

Bev furrowed her red brows. “God, and we’ve only researched the past ten years. Hasn’t he been on the road longer than that?”

“Fourteen to be exact,” he answered. “Keep in mind, the DNA from these unsolved murder cases might not match Winston’s.”

“But,” she prompted.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if the majority will, and there might be more that we’ve missed. The way Winston made sure the bodies were clean of any evidence with the four women he’d dumped here shows he’s conscious of leaving DNA behind. But I’ve noticed there’s been gaps between murders, which makes me wonder if Winston’s partner might be the brains of their operation.”

“Alleged partner,” Roy said with a smirk.

“Alleged,” he repeated, smiling back at the sheriff.

“Because this alleged partner made sure Winston didn’t get sloppy with the women they killed together?” Bev asked.

“That’s what I’m thinking. Again, we’ll know more once a DNA comparison has been done. Hopefully we’ll find additional DNA that doesn’t match Winston’s.”

“Then all we’ll need to do is find his partner.”

The front doors to the Sheriff’s Department chimed.

“Must be the pizza,” Bev said, rising from her chair, just as Roy’s phone rang.

As Roy took the call, John wished for something other than pizza. He’d wanted a sandwich from The Sugar Shack. Actually, he wanted to see Celeste. The sandwich, the offer to buy Bev and Roy lunch, were excuses. He’d missed waking up to her this morning, although helping her in her basement kitchen wasn’t half bad. He’d made sure she knew he was there, and had touched her whenever the chance arose. While doing so, he’d conjured all sorts of ways they could utilize that big island in the middle of the kitchen. He’d pictured spreading her body on the counter and feasting on her, or bending her over it and—

The slam of the phone jarred him from his fantasy. He whipped his gaze to Roy who rose from his chair.

“What’s going on?” he asked.

“Yeah,” Bev said as she walked into the room carrying a couple of pizza boxes.

“That was Winston’s doctor. Our boy is finally awake.”

* * *

By the time John and Roy reached Eau Claire Memorial’s ICU, John’s thoughts were focused solely on Garrett Winston and the case. On the unknown partner.

“Sheriff, Mr. Kain,” Winston’s doctor greeted them, his expression somber, distressed. “I know you’re anxious to talk with my patient, but there’s something you should understand.”

“That is?” John asked, ready to interrogate the hell out of Winston.

The doctor pulled them aside. “Look,” he began. “I told you that the subdural hematoma could cause a coma, which it did. I also told you that once he woke, the effects of his injury could change him.”

John looked to Roy, who shrugged.

“What are you getting at, Doc?” Roy asked.

The doctor sighed. “I don’t know what he was like before, but he’s pretty much a basket case right now.”

John scratched the back of his head and glanced toward Winston’s hospital room. “A basket case, meaning?”

“Meaning, he’s a bit, um, emotional right now. And rightfully so,” he quickly added. “He’s been through a lot and I recommend you keep your tone gentle.”

Gentle? The image of the six dead bodies, along with Celeste’s horrifying trances raced through his mind. “He doesn’t deserve gentle,” John snapped, his temper flaring. “He deserves the death penalty. The only reason I’m glad you saved him is because he has answers to questions we haven’t been able to ascertain. He might be your patient, but he’s also killed a lot of women. In ways you don’t even want to know.”

Winston’s doctor leaned against the wall. “I read the article from the local paper this morning. As a doctor, trust me when I say it was hard to deal with the fact that I’d saved a killer’s life.” Shoving off the wall, he added, “Have at him, but I’m warning you to be prepared.”

“Prepared for what? Come clean, dammit,” Roy snarled. “I’d just spent the past three hours looking at the women he’d killed.”

The doctor gave them a solemn nod. “From the moment Garrett woke up he’s been crying.”

“As in yelling kinda cry?” Roy asked.

“No. As in sniffling like a baby crying.” The doctor glanced at his watch, then opened the door to Winston’s room. “See for yourselves. And if you distress him, you’ll be dismissed. He might be a murderer, but he’s still my patient.”

John gave him a curt nod. “Understood,” he said. He and Roy entered the room, just as Winston released a gut-wrenching sob.

“What did I tell you?” the doctor asked as he glanced at the curtain drawn around Winston’s hospital bed. “I have to check on another patient. I’ll see you later.”

“Ho-lee shit,” Roy muttered under his breath after the doctor left the room. “What do you think? Is he playing us, or is what the doc said for real?”

John shook his head. “I’ve seen plenty of shit over the years,” he whispered. “Criminals having their coming to Jesus moment and all that BS. But I’m not sure what to make of this right now with the way he’s blubbering like a baby.”

“Okay. So, how do you want to handle this?” Roy asked. “Like we’re talking to a four-year-old, or do we go balls out?”

John grinned. “Considering he’s murdered four women, and allegedly even more, I say we skip the good cop/bad cop routine and hit him straight on.”

“I knew there was a reason I liked you.” Roy grinned. “You gonna go first?”

“With pleasure.” Metal scraped against metal as John tugged open the curtain. “Ma’am,” he said, greeting the nurse.

She widened her eyes in exasperation when Winston eyed them and began bawling with renewed vigor. “Shh,” she soothed him, as she checked the IV. “Can I get you anything before I leave?”

“You’re leaving?” he asked, childlike.

“Mmm-hmm, but I’ll be back in a bit to check on you,” she said as she peered at the bandage wrapped around his head.

“Okay, but can you grab me another box of tissues?” Winston’s eyes leaked fresh tears. “I can’t stop crying. I can’t stop...” He broke into another hysterical sob, hiccups and all.

After the nurse dropped a box of tissues next to Winston and left the room, John moved to the edge of the hospital bed. The bastard sported a couple of black eyes, stitches on his cheek, and a swollen lip. Tears streamed down his pale face as he darted his eyes between him and Roy.

“It’s true, isn’t it?” Winston sniveled and reached for a tissue, then blew his raw nose.

“What’s true?” John asked.

Winston tugged on the handcuff secured to the bedrail. “I woke up and...and...oh God, I—” More crying, moaning, and nose blowing.

John glanced at Roy, who gave him an encouraging nod. Not that he’d need any encouragement. He’d take advantage of Winston’s vulnerable state to obtain what he wanted. Answers.

“Do you know where you are?” he asked, then placed a mini tape recorder on the night stand next to the bed and hit record.

“The hospital,” Winston groaned as he wadded the tissue in his hand.

“What’s your full name?” he asked.

“Garrett Alan Winston.”

He then asked Winston if he knew who was president, the current year and all that bullshit. He wanted to be certain Winston was cognitive enough for interrogation.

He answered everything perfectly.

“Good,” John said with an encouraging smile. “You refused an attorney when you were arrested. Would you like one now?”

Please say no. He didn’t want to have to wait any longer than they already had to question Winston.

“No attorney can save me now. Only...God,” he mumbled, while tears streamed down his face, catching in his beard.

John doubted that. For what Winston had done, he’d likely burn in hell for an eternity—at least he hoped so. On the bright side, Winston’s coming to Jesus moment could help speed up the process. He’d questioned prisoners who’ve gone through this before, and they’d always been eager to confess all of their dirty secrets in their search for redemption.

“Do you remember how you ended up in the hospital?”

Winston’s chin trembled, his lips quivered as new tears sprung from his eyes. “Hoyt, one of the guards at the county jail, was bringing me food. The next thing I knew he was trying to stick a needle in me.”

“What happened next?”

“I don’t know,” Winston howled, as he swiped his face with the back of his hand. “I...reacted. Him or me, that’s all I thought, and then...is he okay?”

“No, he’s dead.”

Winston became a slobbering mess.

“Get it together,” Roy shouted, surprising both him and Winston. “Tell us what happened. Otherwise we’re adding cop killer to your résumé.”

“No, you don’t understand,” he yelled as he grabbed at the box of tissues. “I didn’t mean...”

“Garrett, you reacted in self-defense.” John kept his tone calm, hoping to keep Winston from becoming hysterical again. “But we need to know what happened.”

Drawing in a big breath, Winston leaned against the pillows, and nodded. “Like I said, Hoyt brought me food. He told me to wait on my bunk, so I did. After he dropped the tray on the table, he gave me a funny look and told me to remain seated. Then he moved, quick. Pulled something out of his pocket and came at me.” His chin trembled, but he kept his composure. “I grabbed his wrist and fought him. When I realized what he was holding, I just got plain pissed.”

“It came down to you or him.”

“That’s right. So I did what I had to do and shoved the needle in his neck. Next thing I know, I’ve got three guards on me, hitting me with their clubs.” He closed his eyes. “Now here I am, wishing I’d let Hoyt put me out of my misery.”

At this point, John thought about bringing up the four women they were certain Winston had killed. But they already had enough evidence on those murders to put him away for four lifetimes. He couldn’t bring up the unsolved murders they’d been working on until all of the law enforcement agencies submitted their DNA reports to Rachel, who would then send them out for comparison. That left him with Courtney and Lauren’s murders and Winston’s partner.

“Why do you think Hoyt tried to kill you?” John asked.

“I have no idea.”

“Really? You don’t have any enemies? Anyone that would like to see you dead? Anyone that might be worried you know something you’re not supposed to?”

Winston hesitated, then shook his head.

“Don’t pussyfoot around, tell him,” Roy said.

Winston whipped his gaze to Roy. “Tell me what?”

John looked to the sheriff, knowing he was right. Enough time had been wasted. “Garrett, Hoyt was blackmailed into killing you.”

Winston’s red-rimmed eyes flickered with pain and betrayal before fresh tears spilled from them. “That don’t make no sense.”

“That’s what we thought at first, until we found two more victims.”

“One of them had been sodomized before being gutted and tossed in a lake,” Roy said, his tone dripping with disgust. “The other had been found near the mill in Tilden. You know the place don’t you? ‘Cause according to Booker Foods, Tilden was part of your truck route.”

“The thing about that victim,” John added. “She wasn’t stabbed, but strangled, just like the women you’d dumped in Wissota Falls.”

Winston closed his eyes and actually whimpered like a dog. “Please, I don’t want to hear any more.”

“But we’re just getting to the good part,” Roy said with sarcasm.

“That’s right, Garrett. See, that second girl, she’d been raped by two different men.”

Winston opened his eyes wide, and stared at him in shock.

“Evidence, Garrett,” John began. “DNA, fibers, hair samples, one set was yours.” He shrugged as he lied. Other than a hunch and Celeste’s trances, they had zero evidence against Winston, or even a second killer. “And I’m betting the other belongs to your partner.”

“I...I work alone,” Winston sputtered.

“Then explain the evidence. Explain why you’re here.” John slammed his hand on the bedrail. “We know you were working with someone, why would you protect him? Why would you confess and spend life in prison while he roams free? And why would you continue to keep your mouth shut when he’s the one that blackmailed Hoyt into trying to kill you?”

Winston’s face crumpled as a sob tore through him.

“Damn it, Garrett. Do you want God’s forgiveness? Do you want deliverance and salvation for what you’ve done?”

“Yes,” he hissed.

“Then start here. Start now.”

“I...I can’t,” he cried, bawling like a baby.

“He wants you dead. What do you know about him?”

Covering his face with his hands, Winston sniveled and blubbered, rocking his body as far as the IV and handcuff would allow. “How could he?” he muttered over and over beneath his hands.

“Who?” John demanded. “Garrett, who did this to you?”

Winston tore his hands away and fisted the sheets. Veins bulged in his neck as his pale, bruised face became crimson with anger. “My fucking brother,” he screamed, then in a frenzied fit of rage, he ripped the IV from his arm. Blood trickled from his wrist and splattered onto the white sheet as he tore at the sensors stuck to his chest.

John and Roy both jumped back as Winston lunged. “I’ve got to get out of here,” he shouted.

Three nurses raced into the room, followed by Winston’s doctor who ordered, “Strap him down, we need to sedate him.”

“No,” Winston growled as he tried to untangle his legs from the sheets. “I’ll kill him for this! I’ll kill that bastard so he can’t kill again.”

The doctor helped two of the nurses pin him down as the other nurse took a syringe to Winston’s arm. Within seconds, Winton slumped against the bed, his eyes rolling back, his breathing harsh and ragged. Then he was out cold.

Wiping sweat from his brow and drawing in deep breaths, the doctor turned to them. “Leave. He’ll be out for hours. Besides, I need to make sure he didn’t damage any of his sutures, and probably give him a few stitches.”

As he pocketed the tape recorder, John looked to the small gash on Winston’s arm where the IV had once been. “We’ll be back tomorrow.”

“I expected as much.” He ushered them into the hallway. “Call me before you come in,” he said, and handed Roy his card. “I don’t know if whatever happened today will affect him tomorrow. No sense on you wasting a trip if he’s not lucid.”

“Thanks, Doc,” Roy said.

As they walked through the hospital corridors, the sheriff kept shifting his gaze toward him, a smirk beneath his mustache. Once they’d reached the parking garage, John stopped him.

“What?”

“I can picture the headlines if the media catches wind of this,” Roy began chuckling. “The Crybaby Killer.”

“God, you have a sick sense of humor,” John said with a grin. “Is that what you were coming up with while I was interrogating Winston?”

“You call that an interrogation? ‘Do you want God’s forgiveness? Do you want deliverance and salvation?’” Roy’s bark of laughter echoed throughout the parking garage. “Hell, you’d have made a mighty fine preacher. I was waiting for you to get all fire and brimstone on his ass.”

Laughing with him, grateful for a release from the tension he’d endured during their time with Winston, John climbed into the cruiser. As he slammed the car door shut, he sobered and looked at the sheriff, who gave him a solemn nod.

“You did good, kid. We might not have gotten the name of his partner, but we’ve got ourselves a lead.”

“His brother,” he said, as he retrieved his cell phone. He needed Rachel and her research skills.

“How can two men decide to rape and kill together?” Roy asked as he drove out of the parking garage. “I’ve got a couple of brothers, and couldn’t even imagine it.”

“That’s because you’re not a sociopath, and I’m assuming, neither are your brothers.” He punched in Rachel’s number, but didn’t place the call as a thought occurred to him. “I think our answers to why they committed the murders are buried in their past. I already had Rachel perform a background check on Winston, and there wasn’t any mention of siblings.”

“What about a fraternity brother or brother at arms?”

John shook his head. “Winston never went to college or joined the military.” He hit send and waited for Rachel to answer.

“Hi, John. How’s things hanging in Wisconsin? Did you receive the rest of the data I sent?”

“Hey, Rachel, no I didn’t. The sheriff and I just left the hospital after interrogating Winston.”

“Holy crap, he’s awake? He better not have rolled over and confessed everything after all the work I’ve done for you.”

“You’re a real riot. I love how it always comes back to you. And no, unfortunately your efforts weren’t undermined by a quick confession.”

“Damn, that’s too bad,” she said, with genuine disappointment. “Did he give you anything?”

“That’s why I’m calling. Winston claims his partner is his brother.”

“I found no siblings when I did his background check. Could he have meant ‘brother’ figuratively?”

“The sheriff suggested that, and it’s possible, but I’d still like you to dig deeper. Maybe you can look into—”

“His parents’ past, see if there are any half-brothers lurking around, maybe with a different last name, gotcha.”

“When did you become a mind reader?”

She half-laughed. “It’s a side-effect from pencil lead. I’ll see what I can dig up for you. Be safe.”

Smiling, he shoved his phone back into his pocket.

“Look at you, friendly with a psychic and now a mind reader,” Roy said as he glanced at him.

“Rachel’s a real piece of work. But if anybody can find out what we need, she can.”

“So...how friendly are you with this Rachel?”

“Not like how I think you’re implying.”

“And Celeste?”

Damn. He knew this was coming, but he’d hoped to avoid the overprotective, surrogate dad routine with Roy. “Since you’re sheriff in these here parts,” he drawled. “I already know you own a gun. If you want to know something, why don’t you ask me straight?”

With a chuckle, Roy turned toward Wissota Falls. “Okay.”

A minute passed, then another. “Okay what?”

Roy shrugged. “You know I own a gun, you’re involved with Celeste, so the way I figure, at this point asking anything else seems redundant. Don’t you think?” He parked in front of the Sheriff’s Department, and cut the ignition. “C’mon, let’s eat some cold pizza and finish researching all that stuff your gal Rachel keeps sending us. I want to cut out early. Bev and I have a hot date tonight. How ‘bout you?” he asked as they walked into the building.

John frowned. What about him? Maybe he should be asking Celeste to go out with him on an actual date. She deserved to be wined and dined. Romanced. Maybe a quiet, candlelit dinner for two at a cozy restaurant. A place where they could talk about their future, and definitely not about the investigation. Sure, he’d tell her about today. He loved hearing her take on things and including her in his job. But he also wanted to learn more about her, about her thoughts, of them...of their future.

And he did want a future with Celeste. Some way, somehow. He’d never been in love, but whatever he was feeling for her was the real deal. Of that he was certain because there was no way in hell he’d walk away, then spend the rest of his life lonely and wondering. He stopped Roy before they entered his office. “Where’s a good place to eat besides The Sugar Shack?”

Roy gave him a big grin and clapped him on the shoulder. “Thought you’d never ask.”

Chapter 20
 
AFTER A HOT shower, Celeste threw on a t-shirt and a pair of panties, glanced at the clock, then her bed. She had an hour and a half before John would arrive for their first, official date, and after a little indecision, she crawled under the covers for a quick catnap.

Unfortunately, even though exhausted, she couldn’t keep her eyes closed. Staring at the ceiling fan as it spun in lazy circles, her mind raced. She never would have imagined today turning out the way it had when she’d woken at the crack of dawn to do her baking.

Ian Scott had more than shocked her. He’d pulverized everything she’d known about her life and family. Her mom had been kidnapped. She’d been pregnant with her but not by the man she’d called dad her whole life. Her dad had been former FBI, as had Roy, who’d been placed in Wissota Falls to keep watch over her. So many secrets, so many deceptions.

She’d wanted to toss Ian out on his ass when he’d first dropped the bomb that he was her biological father. She’d wanted to hate him for ruining everything she’d ever believed about her family. But after Roy left and she talked with Ian, she began to realize none of this had been Ian’s fault. He hadn’t been just a sperm donor, he’d actually tried to insinuate himself in her life.

The blame had lain with her mom.

She couldn’t be mad at her, either. While she hadn’t known about her mom’s secret past, she knew in her heart that whatever decisions her mom had made—right or wrong—had been with her daughter’s, and the rest of her family’s, best interests in mind.

A few good things had come from meeting Ian, though, that both excited and worried her. He’d not only given her a better insight into how her mother had dealt with her trances and her role as a medium, but he’d offered her an opportunity at CORE as a psychic advisor. He’d pay her a generous salary, plus benefits, and had even offered to find her a place to live. He’d also said that if working for CORE didn’t interest her, he’d still love to have her come to Chicago.

While she hadn’t commented one way or the other about the potential job, she couldn’t help considering his offer. How many times had she’d dreamed of leaving Wissota Falls again, going to a bigger city, living her dreams? But what about her dad and The Sugar Shack? And did she really want to be involved in criminal investigations, witnessing and viewing the horrors investigators like John saw on a regular basis? What about John, for that matter? How would he feel if she moved to Chicago? He’d said he couldn’t walk away from her, but he’d never said how they could make what they’d started work, either.

The whole situation had exhausted and confused her. She’d spent the lunch rush on autopilot. Around two, she’d headed home to bake. There was no way she’d wake up at five in the morning again to take care of the diner’s needs if John planned on spending the night. There was no way she’d miss the opportunity to wake up in his arms...properly, decadently.

She smiled as she remembered saying those same words to him in her basement kitchen as he’d pressed his erection against her and nibbled her neck. Her smile grew bigger at the thought of him taking her out on a date. She hadn’t been on a date in over a year. And to think, he planned to take her to Eau Claire’s finest restaurant. She hadn’t tasted anything but her own cooking or that of The Sugar Shack’s for months. And half the recipes used at the diner were her dad’s, which she’d doctored up a bit, while the rest were hers, so it had been like eating her own cooking anyway.

Dad.
Her smile fell as she imagined his strong face, and twinkling, playful green eyes—eyes so much like Eden’s and Will’s. What would they say when they learned about Ian? How much would change between them? Nothing, she decided. She was still the same person. She just had a different father.

A car door slammed. Unable to fall asleep, she rose and looked out the opened window.

Lloyd stood next to his truck, parked in the apron of the driveway. He glanced toward her house and sent her a tentative wave. Although she’d been angry with him last night, with the way the big lug now slumped his shoulders in defeat and offered her an apologetic smile, she knew she couldn’t stay mad long. They had too much history together, and he’d always been a stable and important part of her life.

She waved back, then yelled, “Will’s in his studio.”

“Why isn’t he with you?”

“Because I’m a big girl. Besides, the house is locked up and John’s coming by in an hour or so.”

He set his mouth in a grim line, then nodded and headed for the steps leading to Will’s apartment above the garage. “You’ll call if you need anything,” he shouted over his shoulder.

“Duh,” she said with a roll of her eyes that earned her a small grin from Lloyd.

After he disappeared into the apartment, she drew the blinds, then crawled back into bed.

Twenty minutes, that’s all she needed. Just enough of a little catnap to help her rejuvenate before she finished preparing for her date with John. Her clothes were already laid out, all she had to do was apply her make-up and touch up her hair. She had plenty of time.

She glanced at the clock, and realized she now only had nineteen minutes, then stared back at the rotating ceiling fan. The wooden blades began to blur as she pushed the day’s events from her mind and finally began to doze.

* * *

Dr. Alex Trumane arrived home after a late appointment at the office, and for the first time in months, he had no desire to go to his AA meeting. Tired from the past two sleepless nights and exhausted after playing catch-up with his patients, he wanted to lie in bed and zone out watching Sports Center. But if he didn’t go, Kira would know. He’d always gone to the diner for coffee and pie after a meeting. And as a long-time AA member, she knew when his meetings were, or if for whatever reason, they’d been cancelled.

He parked his Lexus, then walked toward his mailbox. He absently sifted through the mail as he moved to his front door, then came to an abrupt halt.

His heart hammered with hope as he studied the return address on one of the envelopes. Mississippi State Department of Health. Anna Lynn Gates’s will and the only lead he had to Number Twenty-two on his list of atonement.

After quickly unlocking the door to his condo, then slamming it behind him, he tore open the envelope. As he scanned through the contents of the will a punch of hope jabbed him in the stomach. Anna had left everything she owned to her granddaughter, Miranda. Yet what good did that knowledge do for him when he’d tried every route to find the granddaughter and had come up empty?

His hope deflated. He tossed the document on the coffee table, then slumped onto the sofa. Running a hand through his hair, he leaned back with a deep sigh.

Number Twenty-two’s delicate features, her pale face, equally pale blond hair, and soft, hazel eyes formed in his memory. She’d been so slight, so pretty, and so damned scared. And he’d allowed the bastard she’d been with to manipulate her.

No, you manipulated her to save your ass.
Shoving off the couch, he grabbed the will again, this time reading every detail. A spark of optimism flickered in his pessimistic heart.

Wissota Falls, Wisconsin.
Anna Lynn Gates had left a house, along with several acres of property in this community to her granddaughter. Could Miranda be there? And if so, was he still with her?

At this point, it didn’t matter if that bastard was with her or not. There had to be some statute of limitations that would keep him from losing his practice, his livelihood, and what little self-respect he owned. If not, at this point, he didn’t care. What he’d done to her had been abysmal, and had gone against every oath he’d sworn to uphold. Because he’d been scared, drunk, drugged up, and a fucking coward.

He’d rectify what he’d done. He’d atone for his sins, even if it meant losing Kira, his family, and his practice. Even if it meant...going to prison. He could live sober. He could live behind bars. He couldn’t live if he knew his cowardly actions had cost the life of a young, vibrant woman.

Checking his watch, he frowned in disappointment. He wouldn’t be able to research this new information and make his meeting or see Kira.

Tomorrow.

Tomorrow he’d do some serious digging, and now he knew exactly where he’d start.

Wissota Falls, Wisconsin.

* * *

John climbed into his rental, freshly showered, and wearing what he’d hoped would suit the restaurant Roy had recommended, then headed for Celeste’s house. The nervousness fluttering through his stomach was something strange, new, and a little exhilarating. He hadn’t been on a date in years, and while he’d already been intimate with Celeste, this was their first official date. He wanted it to be special. He wanted something that the two of them could look back on fifty years from now and reminisce with smiles lining their wrinkled faces.

God, he was in deep. He half-laughed as he drove the car down Main Street. Already he was looking ahead, looking to the future, which was something he’d never done before unless it had dealt with his career. And with his line of work, he’d spent most days looking into hell—gruesome murders, sadistic and sociopathic killers, rapists, arsonists.

He’d chosen his career, though, and couldn’t imagine doing anything else with his life. Someone needed to help the victims. Besides, he liked the rush, the investigative aspect, and the high when a murderer was brought to justice.

Unfortunately, he’d been too career-oriented to look outside the box, to realize that there was more to life than dead bodies and killers. Being with Celeste helped soften the rough edges of a bad day. She’d brought him hope with her pretty smile and intelligent, knowing blue eyes that sparkled every time she looked at him. With her, he didn’t have to suffer the day-to-day routine alone. But did she want to be with him? Better yet, would she want to share a life with him?

His stomach fluttered again. He reached for his antacids, but tossed them into the center console. This wasn’t acid reflux or the onslaught of heartburn. Nope, this was plain old nerves kicking in and giving him a wakeup call.

He couldn’t let her go, at least not without laying all the cards on the table. Tonight, after dinner, he wouldn’t just suggest she come to Chicago for a visit. Nope, he’d man up and tell her how he felt about her, then ask her to move in with him.

Releasing a deep sigh, the nervousness dissipated now that he’d made his decision. Yet as he turned down her street, it kicked back up a few notches. What if she said no? What if she didn’t feel the same? What if this was just an affair to her?

The questions rolled through his head, but as he pulled into her driveway, they came to a screeching halt. The headlights from his sedan beamed against the tail end of the Viking’s truck. Fucking Lloyd. He hoped like hell the jackass was here to see Will and not Celeste. After what he’d attempted last night, John still wanted to kick his ass.

Before he climbed out of the car, he grabbed the bouquet of flowers he’d bought for Celeste, then slammed the door shut. As he moved along the walkway, he ignored the gnomes and considered every worst case scenario, should he have to confront Lloyd, until he reached the front stoop.

Panic, fear and adrenaline moved through him. Celeste’s front door stood wide open, the foyer rug, bunched and skewed. In an instant, he had his gun drawn from his shoulder holster and held low to his thigh. With cautious steps he moved into the foyer, then paused and frowned as he stared at the mirror above her fireplace.

A wave of anger and jealousy suddenly replaced his fear. He glared at the mirror, at the reflection of Lloyd’s naked back as he leaned over Celeste who lay half against the wall. The fucking Viking’s overlong hair hid their faces. But with the way her body jerked, her blond head sliding slightly up and down the wall, along with her low groans and his heavy breathing, it didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out what they were doing. Had she wanted him to walk in on them during the act? She knew what time he’d planned to pick her up for their date.

He crushed the stems of the bouquet in his hand. How could he have been so stupid? How could he have allowed himself to be duped again? He’d believed in her, in the idea of them, and he’d obviously been a simple fuck to her, nothing more. And now she was rubbing it in his face.

Damn, what a fool he’d been. He’d confessed things to her he’d never told anyone else. He’d planned to tell her how he felt about her tonight and ask her to move in with him. Thank God that never happened. Witnessing this, the betrayal, especially after he’d told her about Renee, was bad enough. To have opened himself to further humiliation would have left his ego, hell, his heart, in shambles.

Damn it, he loved her.

Defeated, depressed and downright pissed as hell, he holstered his weapon, then tossed the bouquet on the floor. As he was about to walk out the door, and out of her life, he caught a quick glimpse of Will in the mirror’s reflection.

Racing from the kitchen, wearing nothing but a pair of jeans and holding a cordless phone, Will shouted, “I’m calling him now.”

Celeste released a harsh scream the same moment John’s cell phone rang. In that split second, his entire body tensed, and his scalp tingled as dread slipped down his spine.

Lloyd and Celeste weren’t having sex on the living room floor. She was deep in another trance.

Before he could berate himself for his lack of trust in Celeste, he ran into the living room. His thoughts focused on her. On making sure she made it through another trance unscathed.

When he reached her, he held back a gasp. He’d witnessed two of her trances, but what he saw now scared the hell out of him. With her bare legs splayed open, her hands pinned to her sides, and her head and body jerking hard against the wall, it appeared as if an invisible force was...raping her.

He loved Celeste so much he wanted to shake her awake from whatever horrors this victim was putting her through. But the investigator overruled the lover. If there was another victim, they needed whatever help they could to find her. And he knew this was what Celeste would want him to do.

“Move,” he ordered Lloyd as he turned on his cell phone’s recording device.

“Thank God you’re here,” Will said, his voice filled with anxiety, his eyes bloodshot and brimming with tears. “We tried to wake her up, but—”

“How long has she been like this?”

“I...I’m not sure,” Lloyd said, his tone matching Will’s. “We heard her scream about five minutes ago, but she’d dropped a wooden pole into the back sliding glass door, so we couldn’t get in the house that way. We had to run around the front and when we finally got the door open, we found her like this.”

John focused on Celeste, her pale cheeks, the sheen of sweat coating her face and mingling with her tears. “Honey,” he said. “Can you hear me?”

Her body seized up, then arched. She opened her eyes, and stared at him. He hated when they changed from blue to murky gray, hated the helplessness he felt every time he endured these trances.

“You’re here,” she whispered on a sob.

“Celeste?”

Frowning, she shook her head.

“Can you tell me your name?”

“Lisa.”

“Okay, Lisa, where you are? What’s happening to you?”

“I’m so tired,” she said, thickly, as if she’d been drugged. “I just want to sleep forever. I just want them to get it over with and kill me.”

“Don’t talk like that,” he said, wanting to touch her, but worried any physical contact would draw her from the trance. “Can you find a way to escape?”

She let her head loll back and forth against the wall. “They tied me to a tree after the man with the ski mask beat me and...I can’t talk about it.” She released a quiet sob. “What he did was so vile and degrading.”

A good start, she’d given him her name, and confirmed there were two men. “You said they. Who’s with the man in the ski mask? Do you know him?”

Her face screwed into a grimace. “Yes,” she hissed. “I know him. Gary’s been a regular at the coffee shop for months. When he’d asked me out, I couldn’t believe my luck. I’d had a crush on him, thought he was good looking with those silver eyes, dark hair, beard, and sexy southern drawl. I guess my luck ran out, huh?” She shrugged and closed her eyes.

This victim was so unlike the others who had used Celeste to tell their story. Rather than ranting and raving, flying off into hysterics, she remained eerily calm. Unsure if that was a good or bad thing, he said, “Let me help you. Tell me where you are so I can find you.”

“I have no idea. Gary and I went for a drink, but I think he slipped something in it.” Her chin trembled. “I passed out and when I woke up, the guy with the mask was...raping me.”

He wanted to kill both Winston and his partner with his bare hands for what they’d put their victims through. Shoving his anger aside in order to keep his tone calm, he said, “Look around you. Can you describe where you are?”

“I can’t,” she said in defeat. “They beat me so bad, my eyes are swollen shut. I actually choked on my front tooth when Gary punched me for screaming too much. He didn’t care, though. He just kept grunting over me while he...How could I have ever thought he’d like a girl like me? How could I have been so stupid? How could I have—”

“Shh, please,” he begged as the image she’d described nauseated him. “Help me so I can help you. What do you hear?”

“Them,” she snarled, and for the first time showed spirit. “Arguing.”

“What about?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” she said, her voice rising. “I just want them to end this. I can’t bear to have them touch me again. I can’t take another blow, I can’t—”

“I know, but you have to be strong. Please, Lisa, tell me what else you can hear. I just want to be able to find you.”

She rolled her head to the side and squeezed her eyes. “Water. It’s rushing all around us.” Her frown intensified. “Like...like it’s coming in three different directions.”

“You’re in the woods?”

She nodded, then froze, her eyes widening in horror.

“What is it?”

“They’re coming toward me. I can’t see them, but I can hear them. The leaves crunching, twigs snapping. Oh God, one of them has something on my stomach.” She twisted the lower half of her body and kicked her legs. “It’s metal, cold, flat, long and…sharp.”

He moved to stay clear of her legs, and noticed Lloyd and Will had done the same. “Stay calm,” he ordered, and somehow managed to keep his voice from rising.

“I can’t,” she screamed. “It’s a knife, he has a knife and he’s swiping it along my stomach like he’s buttering a piece of bread. Stop. Please stop. Please don’t...no, no, no.”

The terrifying image caused goose bumps to race along his skin. He wanted to drag her in his arms, and put an end to this fucking nightmare. “What is it?” he asked instead, driven by the need to know the details behind this woman’s death, even as he watched the woman he loved suffer through it.

“The other one is behind me. Has to be Gary, his beard is tickling my neck.” She cocked her head to her shoulder and cringed. “His hot breath is surrounding me. He’s—wait, they’re talking.”

John looked between Lloyd and Will, the pain and horror in their eyes reflecting his own. Then he stared back at Celeste. “What are they saying?”

“The one with the knife just said, ‘Here’s to a new beginning.’ I don’t know what that means,” she wailed as tears streamed down her face. “I don’t understand, I don’t—”

Her neck arched the same time her spine bowed. She released a hoarse scream as her face grew red.

“Make it stop,” Will shouted, then moved for Celeste.

John shoved him out of the way. He knelt on the floor, pulled her into his arms, stroking her hair, her back, and murmuring into her ear. “Wake up, baby. Wake up. I’ve got you now. Wake up.”

Cradled in his embrace, her body relaxed, then grew tense again as she drew in a deep gasping breath. Before he could explain, or hold her tighter like he wanted, she shoved her hands against his chest and pushed her body against the wall. She stared at him, surprise in her bright blue eyes.

“John?” she asked, then as if realizing where she was and who was in the room, she glanced between Will and Lloyd. “Oh my God.” She snared his gaze. “Did I just have...?”

He nodded and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Yeah, honey, you had another trance.”

“I’m so sorry. I never wanted you to see this,” she said, as she scrambled up the wall and reached for Will.

John moved and allowed her brother access to Celeste. He didn’t want to. He needed time to decompress, to hold her and assure himself she hadn’t been affected by the trance. But Will was her brother. Her very emotionally overwrought brother, who also needed time to accept what had just happened. As for Lloyd, while he could give a shit about him, he had been there for Celeste, and he supposed that counted for something.

“Celeste,” Will said with relief as he hugged her. “Are you okay?”

She nodded against her brother’s shoulder. “Yeah, just a little tired.” She rubbed the back of her head and grimaced. “And sore. Did I bang my head?”

“Yeah, a bunch of times.” Will sifted his fingers through her hair, and winced. “You’ve already got a lump. Let’s get you some ice.”

As Will headed toward the kitchen, his bare back tense, his hands trembling, she said, “Better grab a few ibuprofen, too. There’s a bottle next to the gnome glasses above the sink.”

“On it,” he called over his shoulder without looking back.

“Come on, let’s warm you up, and get you somewhere more comfortable,” John murmured as scooped her in his arms, then carried her to the sofa.

“I can walk, you know.”

“I know. Just let me pamper you.” He gently set her on the couch. “That was the worst of the three,” he said as he covered her with an afghan.

She grimaced and looked to Lloyd. “Thanks for being here for me. I’m so sorry you and Will had to see that.”

He moved toward her, then took her hand. “You know I’d do anything for you.”

“I know.”

“And I’m sorry for last night. I shouldn’t have interfered. It’s just—”

Will approached with an ice pack, ibuprofen and bottled water. “Here you go.”

While she chased the ibuprofen down with water, John turned off the recording device on his cell phone, then shoved it in his pocket. He wished they were alone, as he sat next to her on the sofa and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. After watching her relive the brutal last moments of another victim, all he wanted to do was hold her.

“So,” she began, then pursed her lips. “Anybody interested in telling me what happened?”

He squeezed her to his chest and kissed her temple. “I recorded everything. Keep the ice on your head, and let the ibuprofen kick in, okay? You can listen later. Right now isn’t the time.”

“Much later.” She sent her brother and Lloyd a worried look. “Are you guys okay? I mean, this is the third time John’s seen me this way, and I know it still bothers him.”

“No, I’m not okay,” Will said. “I just watched my sister...” He shook his head, drew in a deep breath and looked to the ceiling. Will was fighting back the tears, and John understood. Watching someone you love go through something that traumatic didn’t settle well on the soul. At all.

“Hey.” She dropped the ice pack, stood and kept the afghan wrapped around her as she moved to him. “I’m okay. Seriously,” she added when he refused to look at her. “I still have all my pinkies and toes, and—”

“It doesn’t matter, Celeste,” Lloyd interrupted. “When we finally unlocked the front door and saw you…” He shook his head. “Well, it’s an image I won’t ever forget.”

“I’m sorry,” she repeated again. “I honestly don’t even know how it happened. After I talked with you through my bedroom window right when you got here, I laid down for a quick nap. The last thing I remember was staring at my ceiling fan...” She frowned, then shook her head. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter how it happened, as you can see I’m okay. So why don’t you two steal some bakery from the basement, and head back to the apartment.”

“I take it you don’t need me to stay in the guest room?” Will asked.

She looked over her shoulder at him. “I plan on staying the night,” John said. When he’d left his motel room earlier, he’d planned on the evening going in a completely different direction, too. Either way, it would end the same...with Celeste in his arms.

“See.” She moved back to the sofa. “John will be here if I need anything. So grab what you want from the basement. You can even take a few bottles of wine if you want to.”

“None for me, thanks.” Lloyd pushed off the fireplace and unfolded his arms. “Kain, I just need to grab my things from Will’s place, then I’ll need you to move your car.”

Will stared at the Viking as if he’d lost his mind. “You’re leaving? Why?”

Lloyd darted his gaze between him and Will. “I think it’s best, don’t you?”

“No.” Will ran a hand through his hair. “I think it sucks,” he muttered. “And typical.”

“Sorry, Will, I’m not taking the bait,” Lloyd said, as he moved toward the foyer.

“Fine. If what I’m dangling doesn’t interest you, don’t bother coming back.”

“Will,” Celeste gasped. “You don’t mean that.”

“The hell I don’t. I’m so sick of his bullshit attitude.”

“Mine?” Lloyd shouted as he swiveled on Will.

“Yeah, yours. For years I’ve kept quiet. For years I’ve suffered to protect you. I’m so fucking tired of living a lie because you’re worried about your reputation. I’m so tired of you being ashamed of me.” Will turned to him. “John, go ahead and move your car. Lloyd’s leaving.”

“I never said I was ashamed of you,” Lloyd said through clenched teeth.

“Actions speak louder than words. Now just go.”

Lloyd turned his back on them, but when he reached the door, instead of walking out, he slammed it shut. “Fuck it,” he said, then stomped back into the living room. Every muscle in his arms and chest flexed as he moved toward Will.

Cheeks flushed, eyes wild and heated with anger, John thought for sure Lloyd was going to knock Will flat on his ass. Ready to defend Celeste’s brother, he stood.

“Actions speak louder than words, huh?” Lloyd snarled. “How’s this for action?”

Instead of clocking Will in the jaw as John had expected, Lloyd cupped the other man’s head and...

Oh. My. God.
…kissed him.

Chapter 21
 
CELESTE LOCKED THE deadbolt on the front door, then rested her forehead against the wood. Even though Will and Lloyd had left, the tension within the house remained.

“That was interesting,” she said, trying to lighten the mood as she turned to face John.

He leaned against the banister, arms folded across his chest. With his face impassive, he nodded. “That’s putting it mildly.”

Was he mad? At her? She hadn’t exactly planned on going under tonight. As for Lloyd and Will, she thought John had handled that shock quite well.

Other than turning beet red when Lloyd lip locked her brother, he’d showed no reaction. Even when Lloyd threatened to kick John’s ass if he breathed a word about them being gay, he hadn’t flinched. Instead, he’d told Lloyd he didn’t care about his and Will’s relationship, and that the only one John did care about was the one he had with her.

At that point, she’d been anxious for Will and Lloyd to leave. She’d wanted to be alone with John. The trance had left her more exhausted than she’d been when she’d lain down earlier for a nap. And after the day she’d had, all she wanted was to curl up against him and absorb his warmth and strength.

She glanced at the clock. “I guess dinner’s out,” she said, still trying to keep her tone light, and hoping she was misreading him. That he wasn’t angry with her, but maybe the situation.

Another nod.

“Look, I’m sorry about tonight,” she blurted and tossed the afghan she’d had wrapped around her, on the floor. “I need to get dressed.” She needed to distance herself from his probing gaze. “If you still plan on sticking around, I’ll make us some sandwiches.”

In two strides, he had her pinned to the door. “You better believe I plan on sticking around. And quit apologizing. Nothing that happened here tonight was your fault.”

“Really? Lloyd would never have outed himself and Will if it wasn’t for me.”

He ran a finger along her cheek. “It seems to me like it was a long time coming. Maybe tonight was just what they needed. A little push in the right direction.”

His soothing voice, the trail of heat his finger left on her cheek, and the assurance in his eyes made her smile.

“Besides,” he said. “Now I know Lloyd doesn’t have a thing for you.”

“What?” she half-laughed. “You thought Lloyd had the hots for me? That’s just gross. He’s like a brother to me.”

“I see that now. But you’re so gorgeous, fun, and smart, I couldn’t help being jealous every time he was around you.”

“So you’re not mad about tonight? Because you were kinda giving off that vibe.”

“Is reading my aura part of your talents, too?” he asked with a wry grin, then tilted her chin with his finger. “I’m not mad, at least not at you, more like at myself.”

“What are you talking about? You didn’t do anything wrong. Actually, I’d say you were in the right place at the right time.”

“It’s more than that. Honey, I...need to be honest about something.”

Her breath hitched at the regret in his dark eyes, and the guilt lining his face. Confused, she asked, “Was it something I did during the trance?”

“No, it was something I did, or rather assumed.” He released a deep breath, the warmth of it brushing against her lips like a caress. “When I got here tonight, with the way the door had been left open, at first I thought you were in trouble. Then, when I caught your and Lloyd’s reflection in the mirror, with the way you were on the floor, and the way Lloyd was over you, I instantly thought...” He looked over her shoulder.

“You thought Lloyd and I were having sex.”

He moved his gaze to hers. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you, and that I assumed the worst.”

She settled her hands around his neck. “You’re human, John. I don’t blame you for how you reacted. You’ve been betrayed in the past, and trust is new to you. If the situation were turned around, I might have assumed the same thing.”

He ran his palms along her arms. “How is it you know me better than I know myself.”

She shrugged. “Didn’t I tell you I was a mind reader, too?” She gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “Now let me go change, and then I’ll make us something to eat.”

“Nope. You’ve had a rough night, even if you don’t remember half of it.” He gently sifted his fingers through her hair until he found the small lump at the back of her scalp. “How does your head feel?”

“Better.”

“Good, but I still want you to take it easy, not wait on me. Why don’t you go upstairs?” He turned her toward the steps. “And relax in the tub. I’ll bring you up a glass of wine and then I’ll make us something to eat.”

Not willing to fight such a tempting offer, she headed upstairs, then paused and looked over her shoulder as a thought occurred to her. “You know I don’t remember my trances or anything that’s happening around me during them. Why did you tell me about how you’d assumed Lloyd and I were...ya know?”

“Because I don’t want any lies, half-truths or misunderstandings between us. Ever.”

Her heart melted. “Thank you,” she managed as she wondered if he could be any more perfect. She’d never met a man like him, and doubted any others would compare.

When he slid his gaze to her bare legs, the heat in his eyes sent a wave of desire straight between her thighs. He cleared his throat, and quickly looked away. “Head upstairs,” he said, his tone now rough and husky. “I’ll be up in bit with your wine.”

She took a few steps, the sexual tension thick between them, even as she began distancing herself. Swearing she could feel his hot gaze still on her, she looked over her shoulder again and caught him staring at her ass. “I thought you were heading to the kitchen.”

“It’s pretty tough to move with a view like this.”

“How about now?” she asked, and shimmied out of her panties.

With a groan, he said, “You’re killing me.” Then he disappeared around the corner.

Smiling at the promise of what was to come, and pleased the night would be salvaged after all, she turned on the faucet and finished undressing. After several minutes, she added a couple drops of scented oil to the bath water, then stepped into the tub. She sloshed the few inches that had accumulated over the cold porcelain, then relaxed into the tub, lying back and letting her toes receive a massage from the forceful spray gushing from the faucet.

As the water rose, the fragrance of vanilla and hazelnut mingled with the steam filling the small bathroom. The heat from the lapping water, the scent from the bath oil, and the memory of John’s hot gaze had her primed and ready to explode with sexual need. Yet she couldn’t stop her mind from wandering. She couldn’t stop the guilt from interfering with what her body and heart wanted.

John had admitted to assuming the worst when he’d arrived tonight. He’d apologized for believing she’d cheat on him, and for not trusting her.

Because I don’t want any lies, half-truths or misunderstandings between us. Ever.
His words echoed in her mind. She wanted to dunk her head in the water and drown them out. While she hadn’t lied or told any half-truths, Ian’s secret, make that her secret, might fall somewhere in between.

From the moment Ian had revealed the truth, she’d wanted to talk to John. He had a logical spin on everything, and she valued his opinion. But she’d promised Ian she wouldn’t confide in John, and while she owed the man nothing, he could hold a valuable key to her future. Not necessarily the job offer at CORE, but more importantly, information about her mother that only he knew.

Although he’d given her better insight into her gift today, he’d told her there was so much more for her to learn. So much more he could teach her about the trances, the visions, and how to handle being a medium. She needed to know these things, especially after what had happened tonight.

As the bath water lapped against her breasts, she thought back to when she’d lain down for a nap. She suspected she’d slipped into the trance when she’d cleared her mind and had stared at the ceiling fan as it made hypnotic, lazy circles.

She frowned. She’d stared at that ceiling fan before, and had never had a trance because of it. Maybe it had been her state of exhaustion. Or maybe something else had been the trigger. Either way, she needed to know how to control her gift. She needed to know the true capacity of its power.

In order to obtain this knowledge from Ian, she had to keep the secret of her parentage from John. A condition she didn’t like, but would endure, even if she suspected Ian’s reasons for keeping John in the dark were more than he’d described. Sure, she understood, Ian didn’t want John distracted from the investigation, or worried about the boss’s daughter’s involvement. Still, after how upfront and honest John had been, not only tonight, but last night when he’d told her about Renee, she wished she could be just as honest.

Ian said he’d stick around Wissota Falls for a couple of days. She’d keep his secret from John until he left. Then she’d tell him the truth. John would understand. He had an easy way of rationalizing things without allowing his emotions to be involved. And he worked for Ian, so he likely understood his boss better than she did.

With a deep sigh, she let the heat in the room and the aromatic fragrances relax her. Thoughts of Ian fled and were replaced with John. The way his hungry gaze had traveled along her bare legs, the way his eyes nearly devoured her when she’d slipped off her panties.

A small rap at the door made her jump. Water overflowed onto the floor and she quickly shut off the faucet.

“You’re supposed to bathe, not swim in the tub,” John said with a chuckle as he closed the door behind him.

“It’s not that high.”

He set the wine glass on the counter, then placed a towel in front of the tub. It instantly soaked up the water.

“Okay, so I guess I wasn’t paying attention.”

As he handed her the wine glass, he arched a brow. “Why’s that? What were you thinking about?”

Heat that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room raced across her cheeks. “You,” she answered honestly.

His gaze traveled over her breasts as she scooted up a bit to take a sip of the wine. “Care to share the details?”

“Care to join me and find out?”

Smiling he let his eyes move over her body. “I’d love to, but if I hop into your tiny tub, you might end up with water stains on your downstairs ceiling.”

“We don’t want that,” she said, and took a sip of the wine.

“No, we don’t.” He kissed her forehead. “I checked the fridge. What’ll it be? A turkey or ham sandwich?”

“Don’t worry about fixing us something to eat now. Stay. Keep me company.”

He acted as if he weighed the decision, then a crooked grin slid across his lips. “I suppose I can suffer the torture of watching you bathe.”

She laughed and set her wine glass on the ledge in the corner of the tub. “Such a martyr.”

After replacing the wet towel with a dry one, he knelt on the floor in front of the tub. “Aren’t I, though? I guess if you’re going to make me sit here with you, I might as well put myself to use.” He dipped a washcloth into the water.

“An excellent idea,” she said as he began at her toes, then dragged the soaked cotton to her calf.

He moved the washcloth up her legs. “I thought so.”

Unfortunately, he bypassed the apex of her thighs, and drew circles on her stomach. Lying naked in the tub, with him fully clothed, had her more turned on than she’d imagined. The idea of having him wash her body, concentrating on every erogenous zone made her nipples harden, and caused a dull ache between her thighs. As much as she loved taking a long soak in the tub, a rare treat with her schedule, she wanted to forget the bath. She needed him on top of her, in her.

“So tell me about your day?” he asked, as he massaged her torso, her rib cage.

Was he kidding?
She didn’t want to talk about her day. She wanted him. Obviously he meant to torture her, though. Some martyr. “Seeing as how you know how it started, how it ended, and I’d already told you the in-between stuff when you’d called. Why don’t you tell me about your day?”

Shifting the washcloth, he edged closer to her breasts. Close, but still not touching.

“There’s not much to tell. Nothing earth shattering happened after we talked this afternoon.”

“Until you walked in on another one of my trances. And then there was that whole Lloyd kissing Will thing.”

He chuckled. “True.”

“Does it bother you that my brother and Lloyd are gay?”

“I could care less,” he said, still stroking her.

Considering John’s proclivity for honesty, she believed him. His opinion of Will mattered to her. She loved her brother, and couldn’t imagine being with a man who would be prejudiced against him.

She rested her wet hand over his, stilling his movements along her torso. “Thank you.”

“For what?” He met her gaze. “It’s like I told your brother and Lloyd, I don’t care about their relationship, I only care about ours.”

Her heart pounded hard enough she wouldn’t be surprised if he felt it beneath the washcloth. She wanted them to be in a relationship. She wanted to know what his idea of a relationship actually meant. While she’d fallen in love with him, he might not feel the same. Yes, he obviously enjoyed being with her, but what if she told him about Ian? That she had an offer to move to Chicago?

She was about to ask him to define their relationship, but chickened out and forced him to drag the washcloth to her breast, instead. Did she really want to know? She’d walked into this knowing he’d eventually leave. Was there any need to define what they had together?

He cupped her breast, and dragged the terrycloth along her nipple eliciting a strong tug, a deep throb between her thighs. “Uh-uh.” He leaned over the tub until they were nose to nose. “This,” he said, and thumbed her nipple, “isn’t the only thing I want from you.”

Feathering his other hand through her hair until he gently cupped her head, he brushed his lips against hers. “Sex is sex,” he said against her lips. “But when I’m with you, all I can think about is your pleasure, your release, and showing you how special you are to me.”

He moved the washcloth between her thighs. She gasped and arched. “I love the way you respond to me.” He held her gaze as he rubbed the wet material against her clit. “God, the scent of you drives me crazy.” He nipped at her lower lip, then nuzzled his nose against her ear.

“I love the way you laugh, the way your quick mind works.” He tickled her earlobe with his teeth, his hot breath sending goose bumps along her skin despite the warmth of the bath water. “I love that you accept my faults, the way you’ve brought peace and fulfillment to my life. I love everything about you, and I can’t imagine living in Chicago without you.”

She froze. A split second ago, she’d been lost in his words, his praises, his touch. Now her heart swelled with relief, and burst with love.

He hadn’t exactly said he loved her, or even asked her to move to Chicago with him, though.

As much as what he had said meant the world to her, she needed crystal clear clarity before she’d allow her hopes and dreams to rise, only to have them plummet because she’d misunderstood. “Maybe my mind isn’t as quick as you think, because I’m not sure what you’re saying,” she said.

He dropped the washcloth and cupped her cheeks. His dark eyes swirled with a multitude of emotions, as he brushed the pad of his thumb along her lips. “I want you to move to Chicago with me. After being with you, and the way you’ve filled the other half of my soul, I can’t imagine living in my condo alone, waking up without you, falling asleep without holding you. I love you, Celeste. I realize this must seem sudden, and if you need time to think about it we could—”

She grabbed his head with her wet hands and kissed him with all of the love she’d been bottling inside. He met her kiss, his lips melting against hers, his tongue demanding, intoxicating as he ran his hands along her back and cradled her to his chest.

Water sloshed around her, splashing him and soaking his shirt as she tried to lessen the inches between them. The air in the small bathroom became humid, steamier. The bathwater lukewarm compared to the heat radiating from his body and the hot need that scorched her with each press of his lips, each dip and stroke of his tongue.

Yet, in the dark recesses of her mind, she sensed he held back. She needed him to let go. She needed his love, his heart, his soul—because he already had hers.

Breaking the kiss, she held his strong jaw and stared into his eyes. They were hooded with desire, love and uncertainty. At that moment, she realized he needed more than her simply showing him how she felt. He needed to hear the words, too.

During the last two days, she’d been so uncertain of his feelings for her, she hadn’t wanted to risk the humiliation of rejection or appear as if she were angling for him to sweep her away from Wissota Falls to live with him in Chicago. But now that she knew he loved her, she could tell him the same, without risk, without shame, without the worry of him breaking her heart.

She couldn’t stop her eyes from misting, or the tear that slipped down her cheek. “I love you, too.” She dug her fingers into his hair. “I can’t imagine my life without you.”

He tightened his arms around her. “You’ll come to Chicago? I know it might not be the city you would have chosen on your own, but my job...”

Ian’s own job offer hung on the tip of her tongue. Now didn’t seem like the appropriate time to bring that information to light. There would be too many questions from his end, and quite frankly, she didn’t want to dredge up the roller coaster of emotions Ian had sent her on today. The only emotions she wanted deal with now were the ones between John and her.

“I’d go anywhere with you, as long as it means we’ll be together.” She reached the waistband of his khakis and tugged his shirt free. “And that I can bring my gnomes with me,” she added with a small smile as she slid her hands beneath his shirt.

Cupping her bottom, he lifted her from the tub, then draped a towel around her. “All of them?”

“Of course. Each one has sentimental value.”

With a sexy grin, he scooped her in his arms, then carried her to the bed. He rubbed the towel over her damp body, giving her breasts more attention than necessary. “The plates and glasses, too?” he asked, moving the towel lower and spreading her thighs.

She released a moan as the soft, fluffy material rasped against her clit. “They’re collector’s items,” she managed to say despite the burning need racing through her.

With a light chuckle, he tossed the towel on the floor. Cool air from the ceiling fan rushed over her, puckering her nipples and sending another series of goose bumps along her skin.

“You drive a hard bargain,” he said, with mock admonishment as he pulled his shirt over his head.

She shifted up, and attacked his belt. “Is it one you think you can live with?” she asked as she shoved his pants and boxers over his hips.

His erection bobbed as he toed off his shoes and removed his socks. Then using his elbows to keep from crushing her, he settled his hard, naked body over hers. “On one condition,” he murmured as his arousal kissed her sex.

“What’s that?” she asked, breathless, her insides coiling with sensual anticipation.

“No gnomes in the bedroom.”

She ran her palms over the valleys and groves along his biceps, loving the feel of him. “Performance anxiety?” she teased, then groaned as he impaled her with a quick thrust of his lean hips.

“I just want you all to myself,” he said, punctuating each word with long, deep thrusts.

What had started out as playful suddenly turned carnal. Without teasing foreplay, he drove himself hard between her thighs. This was what she wanted. This was what he hadn’t allowed her to see before. While tenderness and love still shown in the dark depths of his eyes, he’d finally let himself go.

He held nothing back. With each touch, stroke and rock of his hips, she sensed more from him than words could ever convey.

His love poured though her, in her, and settled so deeply in her heart and soul, she knew she’d never be the same. They shared a bond that could never be broken. A trust, an understanding, and a love strong enough to combat any obstacle that might come their way.

He’d said he loved her. She’d declared her love, as well. But to feel that love coursing through her body, took her to a higher, more intensely sensual and emotional level. She never wanted it to end. She wanted to keep that steady connection sizzling through her, but he was driving her closer to the edge of release.

His hard length penetrated, his coarse hair rasped against her clit. The friction became too much. Her over-sensitized body sought release. Moaning, groaning, wanting the orgasm each swift thrust of his hips promised, she still held back. She wanted the moment to last longer, to last forever.

“Come for me, baby.” He dropped to his elbows again as he drove impossibly deeper. Skin to skin, her nipples rasping against the dusting of hair along his chest, he pressed open-mouthed kisses along the arch of her neck. “Let me hear you,” he demanded, his hot breath fanning across her lips.

Digging her heels into his tight rear, gripping his back with her fingers, she sought his mouth. His kiss.

He delivered. Catching her moans with his lips and tongue, he mimicked each sensual drive of his hips, each potent penetration of his hard arousal, until her world began to slant and spiral.

Sensations she’d never known existed tore through her, radiated through her soul and set her body on fire. Whimpering, groaning, panting hard, she let go.

Crying out his name, she came in a rush. As the orgasm ripped through her, her muscles contracted around his thick arousal. He locked his eyes on hers and groaned her name over and over again, his love pouring into her until his entire body grew rigid with his own climax.

Breathless, she held him to her, and for the first time in her life, she realized she’d found her place in the world.

And that place was with John.

Chapter 22
 
THE ICU NURSE with a penchant for little girls was unfortunately on vacation at the moment. With the shit he had on him, the man would have made an ideal Grim Reaper. He would have flashed the few pictures he’d had on the nurse, drooling as he’d hiked up his neighbor’s eight-year-old daughter’s skirt, and bingo. Garrett would no longer be a loose string.

Too bad, he thought as he sat in the far corner of the dimly lit parking lot of Eau Claire Memorial Hospital, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. He could have reaped double justice of his own with that sick bastard. The nurse would have killed Garrett to save his reputation, and in turn he’d kill the nurse because he preyed on innocent little girls.

Who the hell does that?

The second on his list as Garrett’s personal Grim Reaper had broken both her collar bone and wrist with a supposed fall. Bullshit. He knew all about her, too. She was one of those dominatrix types. Into the kinky side of things with her gal pals, and apparently things had gone further than planned.

Which left him his third and last choice. Evie Lumbford.

Twenty-something with a fetish for drugs—he still didn’t understand how she’d ended up employed in a hospital—she’d do anything for a fix. Even if she did refuse to do what he’d demand, he’d make sure a day in his workshop would change her mind.

His dick throbbed as anticipation built. The nurse who liked little girls would have been gutted, and buried deep in the woods. The other one, well, he would have enjoyed showing the dominatrix who was boss before killing her.

Evie?

She was hard on the eyes, her IQ bordered on retardation, and the drugs she took had likely fried what little smarts she had left. But she would serve his purpose. In more ways than one. Once she took care of Garrett, he’d use her as his...rehearsal.

He pictured Celeste and all of the things he wanted to do to her. She was so much prettier than his Deb. When he would finally have the opportunity to slice Celeste while fucking her at the same time...he wanted to make sure he did it right. He wanted the extreme pleasure. After all, once he shoved his hunting knife into her stomach, there would be no turning back, no second chances for a do over.

Dead is dead.

He came alert and sat straighter as Evie exited the door the hospital employees used when taking a smoke break. She lit a cigarette, the flame from the lighter casting a glow over her features. With eyes too far apart, a nose upturned like a pig’s snout, and teeth that hung over her bottom lip, the woman gave a new meaning to the definition of ugly. No matter her face, she’d do.

He had no other choice at this point. He was out of options and time.

Thinking about time had him glancing at the clock on the center console of his truck. Half past ten. He had to leave, but he’d be back in the morning after Evie finished her twelve hour shift. She usually worked six to six as one of the hospital’s custodial skeleton crew, and moved under the radar of suspicion. No one would consider dumb, ugly, little Evie Lumbford a threat. With Garrett heavily sedated after his freak show, crybaby shit, he doubted the Eau Claire prison guard that had been placed in front of his hospital door was on full alert. Hopefully Garrett would remain incapacitated.

He’d heard that Garrett had accused his “brother” of being his partner. No name, though. Still, he’d almost panicked. Almost. But when he’d learned that his doctor doped him up, to the point Garrett didn’t even know his own name, he’d relaxed and devised plan C. Evie Lumbford.

He knew he was taking a risk, but again, he didn’t have a choice. He most certainly couldn’t waltz into Garrett’s room and kill him. While he would have preferred to have him dead sooner rather than later, the timing hadn’t been right. By the time Garrett had woken from his coma, little, ugly Evie had already started her shift. So now he had to hope that Garrett remained a virtual vegetable until Evie made her rounds tomorrow. He’d have her go to ICU to perform her regular rounds cleaning rooms, and when she entered Garrett’s, she’d finish off the bastard.

A simple plan.

And if she were caught or went to the cops? His only disappointment would be that he’d lost a lab rat. He would never allow her to see his face, or his home and workshop. She’d have no knowledge of who he was, but by the time he was finished with her tomorrow afternoon before her shift began, she would know what he was capable of doing.

And if Garrett woke and told them about him? He had a plan for that, as well. One that he’d already set in motion. His hidey-hole in the woods was well stocked. He could disappear there, and with the food and water he’d stored over the weeks, live there for months undetected. When the search for him grew cold, he’d use the money, fake IDs and passports he’d accumulated and put Wisconsin behind him.

As he drove out of the parking lot, an inner peace settled within him. Garrett would hopefully be dead by this time tomorrow, leaving him two last loose strings.

Guilt no longer entered the equation when he thought about Garrett lying dead and rotting in a pine box. They’d had their fun, but he’d become too much of a liability. Besides, when it came to them killing together, the old adage, three’s a crowd, rang true.

Garrett had crowded him, had suffocated the raw need to dominate the means and facilitation of how the women they’d taken suffered and died. A cord around the neck had become boring and anticlimactic. He needed more to regain the rush he’d felt when they’d started killing twelve years ago. He needed a replacement for the incredible orgasm that shot through him when he’d stared into Garrett’s eyes as he gave the whores they’d killed what they deserved. After the time he’d spent with his Deb, his fifteen-inch hunting knife had given him what he needed. A release as powerful and potent as any drug. A powerful and potent replacement for Garrett.

As he drove home, to her, dark talons of lust sank their claws inside him, hardened his dick to the point of pain, and caused him to break into a sweat. The stress brought on by Garrett’s original arrest, Hoyt’s failure to kill him, and now the uncertainty of whether Garrett would reveal his identity had him on the verge of running before even placing plan C into motion.

He sought the peace that had settled over him as he’d left the hospital parking lot before a full-blown panic attack overtook him. Gripping the steering wheel with sweaty palms, and clenching his jaw tight, he fought back the anxiety, the haze of fear. He thought about Evie Lumbford.

Ugly Evie.

She would be his eyes and ears. He would make her tell him what gossip traveled around the hospital regarding Garrett. He’d even have her place a few phone calls while he held her in his workshop. Monitored of course. Gossip traveled fast in the hospital, and if Garrett did wake and tell the Sheriff and Kain about him, he’d know, and he’d run.

The peace returned. His heart rate slowed, and now the sweat cooled his feverish skin. Everything would go according to plan. Garrett would die, thanks to Ugly Evie, and while Roy and Kain tripped over themselves trying to figure out who Garrett’s partner was, he’d have fun experimenting on Evie.

After that, he’d take care of the noose around his neck. He’d finally be able to free himself of the necessary mirage and burden. She’d served her purpose, but at this moment, with the lust and need for release—any release—still burning his brain cells, a part of him wished he hadn’t broken her. Not out of love, there was only one being on the planet that he loved, and he would be dead this time tomorrow. Right now, he needed a body, willing or not, to ease him until he took what he needed from Evie.

Impossible. He shook his head in the dark cab of his truck as he eased into his driveway. He couldn’t use the bitch in his bed tonight. He’d have to wait. For Evie. The appetizer to his main course. Celeste.

* * *

Dr. Alex Trumane sat at the counter of the diner, stunned and staring at Kira’s sugary sweet smile.

“Well?” she asked, her hazel eyes sensual, wanting, yet holding a hint of nervousness.

She had asked him out on a date. To be precise, she’d asked him over to her apartment for dinner. While elated at the prospect of actually spending quality time with her outside of the diner, he also panicked at the thought.

He hadn’t had a date since he’d been sober, and before that, he wouldn’t call meeting a woman in a hotel, doing drugs, drinking and a night of sexual debauchery a date. He hadn’t taken a woman to a restaurant or to a movie since he’d been married, and even then, those evenings had been a rarity. Because he hadn’t been able to stay sober, he hadn’t been able to remain faithful.

While he’d changed for the better, he knew in the depths of his soul that given the chance, he’d never betray Kira’s trust by falling off the wagon and womanizing again. He wanted to hold her, kiss her, make love to her. He wanted to wake in the morning to her bright smile, and fall asleep at night with her lying next to him.

He’d love nothing more than to take her from this crappy diner, give her financial security, pretty clothes, a new car, and exotic vacations. How could he, though? Once he found Number Twenty-Two, his life could change for the worse. He could face the loss of his medical license. Hell, he could face a prison sentence.

“I’m sorry I put you on the spot.” Kira absently wiped the counter, the disappointment evident on her pretty face. “Forget I asked.”

He grabbed her hand before she could walk away. “You didn’t put me on the spot. You just surprised me. Honestly, I’ve wanted to ask you out since the first moment I laid eyes on you.”

She cocked her head. “Really,” she said with a hint of sarcasm.

Grinning, he rubbed his thumb across her rough knuckles. She had nice hands, but working at the diner had left them raw and chapped. He’d add weekly manicures and pedicures to all the things he wanted to give to her. “It’s true.”

“Uh-huh, so then what have you been waiting for?”

The million dollar question and one he’d answer honestly. He’d learned from his mistakes and refused to begin a relationship with Kira based on lies. “I, uh, needed to make sure I came to you a whole man.”

She dropped the rag on the counter and gripped his hand with both of hers. “What are you talking about, Alex?”

“AA’s twelve steps, I haven’t completed them yet. I think the only way I can feel...worthy enough to be with you, is to complete the program.”

“Admirable,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes. “And I respect you for wanting to succeed. But don’t let those twelve steps be your only guidance. Let your heart guide you, too. I’ve been where you are. I know what you’ve gone through, what you’ll continue to go through.”

“And you still want to get involved with me?”

“Why wouldn’t I? You’re funny, when you’re not being so serious. You’re smart, thoughtful, and ah...” She wet her bottom lip before glancing around the diner. “Quite a hunk of man,” she added, lowering her voice to a sexy, husky drawl.

He laughed even as his cheeks heated. He didn’t think he’d ever been called a hunk in his life. “You’re something else,” he said. “Something very special.”

“So, does this mean you’ll come over for dinner?”

“As much as I’d love a home-cooked meal, for our first date, I want to take you somewhere nice.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“I want to. I’m tired of watching you wait on everybody else. You deserve to be waited on and treated like a princess.”

A blush stole across her cheeks. “My best dress is from a thrift shop. I’m more pauper than princess.”

“Do you think I care?”

“You’re a doctor. I don’t want to embarrass you.”

“Embarrass me? Kira, before I became clean and sober, I was a despicable, selfish man. I would drive around in my flashy car, drunk, high, with even flashier women while my wife and kids sat at home. I’m embarrassed by my past. Embarrassed and ashamed for everything I’ve done.” Number Twenty-Two flashed in his mind. “If anything, you should be embarrassed to be seen with me.”

“You’re a good man, Alex. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise, least of all yourself. I’d be honored to go to dinner with you.”

“Kira,” the short order cook shouted. “The food’s not gonna walk itself to the table.”

“I’ve got to run.”

“I do, too.” The diner would start to fill with the bar crowd, and he wanted a chance to research Wissota Falls for any link to Number Twenty-Two. Miranda Gates. “When is your next night off?”

“Sunday.”

“Sunday it is, then. Can I call you tomorrow?”

She quickly scribbled her number on her note pad, then handed it to him. “I’m looking forward to Sunday.” She gave him a shy smile, then quickly turned and retrieved the plates of food waiting under the heat lamps.

“Me, too,” he murmured to himself, then after leaving her a hefty tip, he sauntered into the balmy night. As he walked toward his car, he passed numerous bars along the way without an ounce of temptation.

He didn’t need to complete the whole twelve steps to come to Kira as a whole man. But he did need to find Miranda before he could offer Kira the love and life she deserved. His past embarrassments, the shame and disgrace he’d placed upon his family, would pale in comparison if he lost his medical license, or even worse, ended up in prison.

AA’s twelve steps had forced this journey to atonement. He could quit his search and simply cross Number Twenty-Two from his list and leave Miranda in the past. He’d made headway with his family and friends. Why dredge up something that could ruin the life he’d struggled to put back together?

Because the only thing he’d ever quit in his life had been alcohol. He wasn’t a quitter, and quitting his search was not an option. Not because of the twelve steps, they were there for guidance as Kira had said. No, his heart and conscience had been guiding him on this search. Now he prayed Anna Gates’s will would help guide him the rest of the way.

Chapter 23
 
UGLY EVIE LUMBFORD sat strapped to a wooden chair. Duct tape kept her hands and feet immobile. An old rag shoved into her mouth would keep her screams muffled once she woke. If she woke, he thought and scratched an itch through the ski mask that had begun to grow suffocating.

Shortly after six this morning, with dark, gray clouds hiding the early morning light, he’d attacked her as she’d walked home from her night shift at the hospital. Wearing the ski mask, along with a mechanic’s jumpsuit he’d soak in bleach later—as he’d always done after a kill—he’d slapped a rag doused with chloroform over her mouth until she’d grown limp and passed out cold. Petite and weighing next to nothing, he’d easily stashed her in his waiting truck, then he’d brought her to his workshop.

He glanced at the digital clock on the workbench. He’d knocked her out over an hour ago, and now he worried he’d underestimated the amount of chloroform she’d inhaled. Usually his victims, or even Garrett’s, were awake within twenty minutes. He knew she was alive, though. Her pulse thudded at the base of her throat. Bits of the rag sticking out of her mouth moved from the air exhaling from her nose.

He glanced at the clock again. Time wasn’t on his side. He needed her awake, he needed her to understand what he expected from her. He needed to do it now. Normalcy and his rigid routine would keep him from any suspicion. Showing up late for work was not an option, even if he could fabricate a legitimate excuse.

With a gloved hand and no room for patience, he slapped her face. Not hard, he didn’t want to leave her bruised yet. She did have to show up to work later.

When she didn’t respond, he gave her shoulders a hard shake. Over and over, her head whipped back and forth like a bobble-head doll. Finally, she moaned and her lashes began to flutter.

“Wake up, Evie. I have a job for you.”

She snapped her eyes open, darted her gaze around her surroundings, until landing it on the hunting knife next to him. Screaming beneath the rag, she twisted against the duct tape and thrashed her head.

Worried she’d cause a noticeable injury to herself, he waved the knife in her face. “Don’t move. Don’t scream. Don’t do anything unless I say. Do you understand?”

Wide-eyed, staring at the knife, tears streaming down her face, she nodded and whimpered.

“Good.” He stroked the flat of the blade along her cheek careful to not leave a mark. “Have you heard of Garrett Winston?”

She nodded again, her eyes nearly crossing as she followed the movement of the blade.

“Have you cleaned his hospital room?”

Another nod.

“Excellent,” he said as set the knife on the workbench. He pulled a stool from the corner and sat in front of her. The fear in her eyes made his dick hard. He loved the fear, the power, but knew he had to caution himself.

He didn’t want to kill her yet. Well, he really did want to. He eyed the hunting knife, the way the blade shined beneath the lone bulb hanging from the ceiling. But she was Plan C. She was all he had left.

“I will let you live,” he began with his first of what would likely become many lies before he was finished with Ugly Evie. “I will not harm anyone you love. But you have to do one thing for me. And after you’ve done it, I’ll never ask you for another thing again.” Because she’d be dead, he smiled beneath the ski mask.

“If you don’t do this for me, or if you go to the cops, I will kill you. Slowly, painfully. Do you understand?”

More tears streamed down her face as she bobbed her head.

“Good girl,” he crooned as if talking to a dog. “Now, I need you to sleep some more.” He withdrew a syringe from the pocket of his mechanic’s suit. “You’ve used these on yourself, haven’t you?”

She shook her head vehemently.

“Don’t lie to me, Evie. I know you like your drugs. Maybe you don’t shoot up, or maybe you like to snort it or smoke it. Either way, I don’t care. Get used to the syringe.” He pressed the needle into her arm. “Because you’re going to use one like this tonight when you kill Garrett Winston.”

* * *

After Celeste had woken him...properly, John lay in bed while she showered. He would have joined her, but he was so relaxed and satisfied curling against her pillow, smelling her scent on the sheets, he couldn’t bring himself to move.

His cell phone rang. With a frustrated sigh, he rolled to his side and grabbed it off the nightstand. Rachel’s name lit up the caller ID and he tensed.

“Hey, John. Hope I’m not disturbing your beauty sleep.”

“I’ve been up for hours.”

“Liar. If that were true you would have already called me after the emails I sent you.”

Busted. “Okay, okay,” he grumbled and climbed out of the warm bed. “So I had a late night. What do you have for me?”

“How about a stack of pictures of Winston’s known victims sitting at the Sheriff’s Department? Or even better, how about the scoop on Winston?”

A rush of adrenaline pushed through his veins as he headed for Celeste’s home office at the end of the hallway. “DNA comparisons?” he asked as he searched for paper and a pen.

“Oh yeah, he’s cooked.”

“Excellent. Let’s hear.”

“Okay, so, Winston was born in Pensacola, Florida. His mother, Susan Haney, was only seventeen at the time. Apparently, her folks were fanatical Christians, and when they found out their daughter was pregnant, they kicked her out of their trailer park.”

“There’s some good Christians,” he said, and let the sarcasm roll. “What about the father?”

“Patrick Winston was eighteen. His parents wanted to take Haney in, but she refused, then disappeared. Right after, Winston’s dad took off, too. He’d gotten into some trouble with the law and has been in and out of prison since. He’s currently doing a short stint in Georgia right now for B & E and won’t be released for another two years.”

“Where’s the mom, now?”

“Dead, but don’t rush me. I’m going for the big dun, dun, dun moment.”

He smiled. “Right. Sorry.”

“Anyway, mom was a piece of work. Involved in drugs and prostitution, she was arrested a few times, but never served any time. After Pensacola, she bounced around Alabama for a while, had another son, then ended up in Mississippi...Biloxi, then Gulfport. Eventually she landed in Jackson where she died from an overdose years later.”

He stopped taking notes. “Please tell me your dun, dun, dun moment has to do with the name of Winston’s brother.”

“It does. Thanks for ruining my big moment.” She let out a dramatic sigh. “Winston’s half-brother is Tobias Haney. Only I have no record of him once he turned eighteen.”

“Did you check—?”

“Everything. Trust me. I was able to get a sample of Haney’s fingerprints, though.”

“Really? How’d…never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“Probably not.”

“What about a photo ID, or driver’s license?”

“No driver’s license. The only picture that I’ve found was taken when Haney was first placed in the foster care system. It’s black and white, grainy and basically useless for performing an age progression. I tried, though.”

“What else?”

“Okay, so when I found out that Susan Haney died in Jackson, on a hunch, I made some calls. After I’d gotten the whole, ‘you need to go through the proper channels’ crap from some bozo with his PD, I did some...um, hacking and found the home phone number for the homicide detective who’d worked Susan Haney’s case. He’s retired now, but—”

“Homicide? I thought you said she’d died of an overdose.”

She blew out a deep breath. “She did. Only who overdoses on heroin and window cleaner? By the way, she’d apparently broken her neck, too.”

He hovered the pen over the paper as a chill ran through him. “And this retired detective...”

“Jack Conahan.”

“What does Conahan think?”

“That her kids murdered her. But because he had other ongoing investigations, he’d been told to let this one lie. Haney was a known junky and there was no evidence of foul play. It looked as if she’d OD’d on some bad crank.”

“But?” John prompted.

“Conahan said he’d done as he was told, and let the case drop, but only to a degree. He was so convinced the kids had killed their mom, that on his own time, he’d looked into her background. He talked to neighbors, Haney’s friends, and discovered good ol’ mom was trading sexual favors for drugs.”

“So, she was a prostitute.”

“She didn’t only trade herself, she traded her sons. She’d let her dealer use the boys, or bring in a john to use them. Sometimes she made them use each other, and other times she joined in.”

John sat sickened. What their mother had done went beyond repulsive. She’d destroyed Winston and his half-brother, and in the process, likely distorted their view on women. “How old were they when Haney died?”

“Winston was thirteen and the brother eleven.”

“Where’d they end up, foster care?”

“Haney did. Winston’s paternal grandparents brought him back to Pensacola. He lived with them until they died when he was eighteen.”

“What, did they die at the same time?”

“Yep, a house fire took them both while they were sleeping.”

“Where was Winston?”

“Supposedly at a friend’s. The fire was ruled an accident, faulty wiring. However, it seems rather convenient, especially because Winston walked away with seventy thousand dollars thanks to his grandparents’ life and homeowners insurance.”

“That explains how Winston could afford his rig,” he said. “Where’d he go next?”

“Back to Mississippi.”

“Let me guess...to find his brother.”

“That’s what I’m thinking.”

“We need to find Haney.”

What Susan Haney had done to her sons offered an answer to the question of why two men would rape and kill together. The fact that most of the women that had been murdered were prostitutes, like Susan Haney, coupled with Winston’s accusation toward his brother, only backed that theory. And Tobias Haney, whoever he was now, was still roaming free.

“Could be a challenge. He didn’t go through legal channels to change his name. He simply disappeared. But I’ll keep working on it.”

“Thanks, Rachel, anything else?”

“Check your inbox. The DNA comparisons came in late last night. Ian’s going to have to cut a hefty check for the fast turnaround, but it was well worth it. The geneticist was able to match Winston’s DNA to twenty-nine cold cases spanning five states and seventeen years, beginning in Pensacola, before his grandparents died.”

“Were there any DNA comparisons linked to Winston that didn’t match?”

“Yeah. Eight victims had two different types of trace DNA evidence found on them. The rest were all Winston.”

“When did this start?”

“The additional DNA? Twelve years ago. A prostitute was found decomposing in a field about seventy miles outside of Jackson. She was severely beaten, raped, both vaginally and anally, and based on the ligature marks around her neck, the evidence suggested she’d been strangled with an electrical cord.”

Celeste stepped into the office wearing another one of her Sugar Shack t-shirts. This one was red, with “Sweet Tooth” emblazoned across the front in a funky, bubbly seventies font. With her blond curls framing her face, cherry lip gloss accentuating her mouth, that tight t-shirt and faded, low-riding jeans, she looked good enough to eat.

After losing focus, he cleared his throat. “Come again?”

“I said,” Rachel lisped, signifying she’d plopped a pencil in her mouth. “The dual sets of DNA stopped about ten years ago. So, if Winston’s partner was Haney, he either didn’t kill those other women, or he discovered a little something about forensic evidence.”

“This is great stuff, Rachel.”

“What’s even better is that the cold case detectives in Florida, Alabama and Mississippi are already foaming at the mouth for extradition. So you know what that means.”

“Oh yeah. An eye for an eye.”

“Yep. Winston might think he’s safe in Wisconsin, but our guys down south want the death penalty.”

His mind raced in all sorts of directions. He wasn’t interested in making a deal with Winston, but he wanted Haney. He wanted to ensure the bastard could never kill again. The Eau Claire DA would have to battle it out with the DAs down south, maybe even Indiana, where several murder victims had also been linked to Winston. But to promise Winston a life in prison for the twenty-nine murders he’d committed? In his opinion, the man deserved the death penalty. Still, he wanted his brother. Maybe if they found him, he could be the one extradited.

He needed advice. With the evidence they had, and the possibility that there was another victim, and maybe more to follow, he needed to make sure he had all his ducks in a row before he contacted the DA or confronted Winston. “Is Ian around? I’d like to pick his brain on this.”

“Ah, no. He had to go out of town for a few days. Don’t know where, but I’ll let him know you’re looking for him when he calls.”

Don’t bother, sat on the tip of his tongue. Ian had been out of reach all week. He’d talk things over with Roy and go from there. “Sure, I’d appreciate it.”

“I’ll keep looking for Haney. Call if you have any questions about the stuff I sent you, or if you need anything else.”

After he hung up, he glanced at Celeste. Her earlier smile had faded, and her eyes held concern. “Did Rachel find Winston’s partner?” she asked, her voice hopeful.

“Yeah,” he said, then gave her a quick recap of his conversation with Rachel.

“Wow. I mean...wow.” She shook her head in disbelief. “What kind of mother does that to her own children?”

“I know, but it still doesn’t excuse rape and murder.”

She crossed the room, and sank onto his lap. “Will you see Winston today?” she asked as she wrapped her hands around his neck.

“That’ll depend on what kind of shape he’s in today. I hope so, though. I want his brother. I want to end this investigation and move on...with you.” He brushed his lips across hers.

“Me too.” She nipped his lower lip, then groaned. “I better go before one thing leads to another,” she said, and hopped off his lap. “Are you planning on coming over later?”

He grinned as he followed her to the door, then caged her against the wall. “Let’s see, you...?” He kissed her cheek. “Or the Chippewa Inn?” He kissed her lips. “Hmm, what do you think?”

“That I’ll see you tonight.” Taking a key from her back pocket, she slipped it into his hand. “Lock up when you’re finished.”

The warm metal dug into his palm as he made a fist. He’d never owned the key to a woman’s home, nor had he ever given his out to anyone, not even Renee. The significance of the small gesture spoke volumes. Trust, love, commitment. “I love you,” he said before kissing her again.

“Stop,” she protested with a giggle, and gave him a little shove. “Will’s waiting for me.”

Outside, he greeted Will and the blushing Viking. After he gave Celeste another quick kiss, he moved his rental car out of the driveway. Once everyone had driven off, he gathered his laptop from the sedan, then headed back to the house and went to work.

After printing the files Rachel had sent, he reviewed all of the evidence they had against Winston. He then spent time returning phone calls to the cold case detectives involved.

Hours later, showered, and armed with a binder filled with two hundred plus pages containing everything they had on Winston, he walked through Roy’s office door. “Sorry I’m so late.” He took a seat opposite the sheriff.

“I was wondering when you were going to finally make it in,” Roy greeted him, and shoved the sandwich he’d been eating aside. “I was going to wait and take you up on that offer of lunch at The Sugar Shack, but when the clock struck one, I gave in to my stomach.”

“Sorry. Time got away from me. Celeste had another trance last night.”

Roy wiped his mouth with a napkin, then straightened. “Is she okay?”

“She’s fine, and I recorded what I could.”

“Good, let’s have a listen.”

He dropped the binder on the desk. “Later. What I have here is more important right now.”

As Roy leafed through the pages that would condemn Winston and possibly Haney, John rose, then paced the office. The excitement running through his veins gave him a natural high, and had his mind buzzing.

He and Celeste were an official couple. They loved each other and after this investigation ended, she’d move to Chicago to live with him. He couldn’t wait to share his condo, his life, his love with her. He wanted to celebrate his good fortune. Tell everyone he knew, even total strangers, how happy she’d made him. With the information sitting on Roy’s desk, they were one step closer to solving the investigation, which only drew him one step closer to his new life with Celeste.

Roy smoothed his mustache as he turned page after page, then sat back in his chair with a gusty sigh. “My tired eyes can’t process all this. Why don’t you just explain it to me.”

“I’d rather explain it to Winston and watch him squirm. Have you checked on him yet today?”

“Other than the prospect of a free lunch, that’s why I was anxious for you to get here. The Doc says he’s awake and lucid.”

“Still crying?”

Roy laughed. “Yep, our crybaby killer is still living up to his name.”

He tapped the binder as he leaned over the desk. “Well, what I’ve got here will have him crying a fucking river.”

After John filled him in on what he’d learned about Winston and Haney, then explained his concern about cutting Winston a deal, the sheriff nodded. “I’m personally for the death penalty, but at this point, I think our main focus should be stopping Winston’s brother. Let the DA deal with the extradition when the time comes. Although…”

“What?”

“You opposed to telling a few white lies to the crybaby?”

John grinned, suspecting Roy’s train of thought. Winston hadn’t bothered with an attorney up to this point. Chances were he didn’t know the steps involved with extraditing a criminal to another state. “I don’t think my conscience will suffer. Let’s pay Winston a visit and bluff our way through our interrogation and hope for some answers.”

“Maybe we should stop by the R & P and buy a couple boxes of tissues for the crybaby. You know, as a little get well gift,” Roy chuckled as they left the Sheriff’s Department.

“You really do have a sick sense of humor,” John said with a smile. “What’s sick, is that I like it.”

* * *

With the lunch rush over, Celeste finally took a breather. After removing her stiff, greasy apron, she sat in the small, cramped office in the back of The Sugar Shack and rested her feet on a milk crate that served as a file box. As she closed her eyes, her cell phone rang.

Releasing a tired sigh, she looked at the caller ID, then jerked to attention, knocking over the milk crate. She hadn’t expected a call from Ian, but why wouldn’t he call her? He was her father, and would only be in town for a couple of days. Besides, she had wanted to talk to him about last night’s trance, but hadn’t had the nerve to call him first. So much had transpired last night, and as she’d worked through both the breakfast and lunch rush, she’d contemplated whether she should tell Ian about moving to Chicago with John.

Still not sure how to broach the subject, she decided to play it safe and let him lead the conversation. Drawing in a deep, fortifying breath, she answered the phone on the fourth ring.

“Hi, Celeste. It’s Ian. Is this a bad time?”

“No, not at all. How are you?”

“Bored. What time does your shift end? I’d like to see you later.”

“I’ll be here until after dinner. Probably around seven or so.”

“Can I pick you up then? Maybe we could go for a drive or get an ice cream cone.”

Her dad used to take her for ice cream after work when she was a kid. The thought of doing something remotely similar with Ian seemed like a betrayal to her dad. Which was stupid, really. Ian simply wanted to spend time with her. And a part of her wanted to spend time with him. Considering they’d be living in the same city, and she might actually decide to work for him, maybe she should put aside her petty concerns and allow the man into her life.

“That sounds great. Will drove me here, so I could use a ride home.”

“What about John? I know he’ll be busy throughout the day.”

She almost asked him how he knew, then figured he’d probably spoken with Roy. “He’s meeting me at my house later. If you’re worried about running into him there, we could just have Roy drop me off at home,” she said, and couldn’t hide the bitterness in her voice. She loved John, and hated lying to him, or in this case, completely avoiding a situation that would concern him both professionally and personally.

“You’re making me feel childish,” he said with a chuckle. “As much as I’d love to let John in on our secret, I still want to wait. He’s close to solving this investigation. I don’t want to derail him now. Not with how close you two have become.”

How did he know that?

Roy. She was going to have to have a long talk with that man. His loyalties had become quite questionable.

Still not sure how much she wanted to reveal about her relationship, she ignored his last comment. “Then I guess I’ll see you around seven.”

“Seven it is,” he said, then the call disconnected.

She set her phone on the desk and stared at a crack in the wall. How many times had she asked Will to fix that crack and repaint the drab walls? Dozens. Now that she thought about it, there were a number of things around the diner that were in need of repair. Of course nothing that interfered with the business or required a quick remedy should a health inspector pay a visit. The Sugar Shack needed a makeover.

She’d never bothered her dad with the suggestions she had to give the place a polish that would make it shine. She hadn’t wanted to commit more time to the diner. Or maybe it was because she knew deep down that if she made the diner her own, it would become hers. A crutch, a way to keep herself buried in the past and her grief. A reason to not move forward and on with her life.

She supposed it didn’t matter now. She’d made a decision, and would move to Chicago with John. The fate of the diner would rest on her dad. Her stomach knotted just thinking about the talk she’d have with him. She didn’t want to disappoint or hurt him. She wanted to put The Sugar Shack and Wissota Falls behind her and enjoy a new beginning in Chicago.

The diner phone rang, saving her from dissecting how she’d handle the conversation with her dad. “Sugar Shack, Celeste.”

“Hi, Celeste, this is Sal Riviera from Booker Foods. I wanted to take care of the order mishap with your account.”

Pleased, she quickly fired off everything that they’d missed on their last shipment. After Sal had assured her next week’s delivery would be as it should, he rattled off a few new items on their seafood line. She doodled on a piece of paper as he droned on about shrimp and lobster, her thoughts still on the diner, her dad, Ian and of course John...always John.

Until Sal mentioned trout.

The tip of the pencil snapped against the paper as an image flashed in her mind. “Thanks, Sal, but I’m going to pass.”

“But the—”

“I’ve got to go.” She hung up the phone. Her heart beat fast as she stared at the doodle she’d created. Not just squiggly lines but a rudimentary sketch that would make Will grimace in distaste.

She quickly dialed John’s cell. As she waited for him to pick up, she stared at the crude drawing, wondering how she’d missed the clues when she’d listened to last night’s trance. She couldn’t believe—

“Hey, hon,” John answered. A car door slammed in the background. “Roy and I are heading into the hospital. Can I call you back?”

“Yes, no,” she blurted.

“Celeste, are you okay? What is it?”

She looked down to the sketch she’d made. “I know where you’ll find the third victim.”

Chapter 24
 
AFTER JOHN TOLD Roy he’d catch up with him inside the hospital, he leaned against the sheriff’s cruiser. “Where do you think we’ll find the third victim?” he asked Celeste, gripping his cell phone tight, and wondering how he would have handled this investigation without her. Because of Celeste, they had Winston, which had led to the insurmountable evidence that he’d killed over thirty people. Because of her, they’d found two other victims, which had led them to a second killer that needed to be stopped. Now she was giving him the third.

She simply amazed him.

“Do you remember when I told you about my first vision, the one that involved Lloyd?” she asked.

“Yeah, you said you knew where to find him because your dad liked to fly fish in that same spot. Is that where you think she is?”

“No, not there. A place about a half mile south...God, I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before. But I was talking to this salesman and he said something about trout, which my dad used to fish for and I was drawing without even realizing when—”

“A half mile south and...?” he prompted, trying to keep her focused.

“Sorry. A half mile south there’s a waterfall. Two, actually, because of a jutting rock thingy at the center. Between the dual waterfalls and the river, it can sound like the water is rushing in three different directions.”

“Could you point this place out on a map?”

“Sure, but so could Roy. Just tell him about the waterfalls. He’ll know the spot.”

“Will do, maybe we could gather a search party together and comb the area in the morning.” He stared at the hospital door, anxious to interrogate Winston, but not wanting to blow off Celeste, either. She meant so much to the investigation. She meant so much to him.

“Wait, a search party?” she asked, with a frustrated groan. “I thought maybe you and Roy could just take a look. I mean, what if I’m wrong? I don’t want you guys to stick your necks out and look like a couple of fools because I had a hunch.”

He smiled and pictured her twirling a curl around her finger. She had nothing to be nervous about. If they didn’t find the third victim, then they didn’t find her. He’d rather take the chance and look, than miss an opportunity to nail Winston for another murder. “I believe in your hunches. You haven’t been wrong yet.”

“Yet being the operative word,” she complained.

“Stop.” He sighed and ran a hand though his hair as he glanced at the hospital door again. “I love you. I believe in you. But I’m sorry, I really have to go. With the way things are going today, and your hunch, I have a feeling I’ll be late. I’ll meet you at home after I pick up a few things from the inn. Okay?”

“I love you, too. Good luck with Winston.”

Ten minutes later, John met Roy outside of Winston’s hospital room. While they waited for Winston’s doctor, John explained his conversation with Celeste.

Finally, Winston’s doctor approached. He gave them the same line he’d given yesterday—if they upset the patient, they had to leave. John had a feeling they’d leave soon, because he had every intention of upsetting Winston.

Once the doctor walked away, he and Roy pushed open the door. Without preamble, John shoved the curtain surrounding the hospital bed aside. The scraping metal immediately drew Winston’s attention, and opened the floodgates.

“Oh brother,” Roy mumbled as he stared at Winston with both disgust and amusement. “Boy, you’re gonna dehydrate with all that crying.”

“I...I can’t help it,” Winston bawled, and reached for the box of tissues he had resting on his stomach. Wads of used tissues surrounded him, and littered the floor, along with an empty box.

Roy bent down and picked up the tissue box. “What brand are they using in this hospital? With the way you’re blowing through these things, I should consider taking out stock in the company,” he said, then tossed it in the trash.

“Please, Sheriff,” John admonished him. The man really did have a sick sense of humor. “Garrett’s been through enough.” He moved toward the hospital bed. “How are you feeling today?”

“Better.” Winston hiccupped. “I...I’m sorry for the way I acted yesterday. It really wasn’t very Christian-like.”

“It’s okay, Garrett,” John assured him as he set the mini tape recorder on the nightstand. “But there were a few things we didn’t have a chance to discuss.”

“Like what?”

John withdrew the pictures Rachel had sent and set them on the nightstand next to the recorder. The photographs had been arranged in chronological order. Winston’s first known victim’s bruised and bloodied body now sat on the top of the stack.

Winston darted his gaze to the picture, then quickly looked away and blew his nose. “What do you have there?”

“Consider it a slide show.” John held up the first picture. “Do you know this woman?”

Winston’s chin trembled.

“Her name is...was, Jessica Bonaham,” John said. “I know it might be hard to recognize her with her eyes swollen shut and all the bruises.”

Fresh tears streamed down Winston’s cheeks and into his beard.

He brought out another picture. “How about this woman? Her name was Lidia Shoat. Know her?” He flashed him the next photo in line. “Or how about this one?”

When Winston looked away with a groan, John released a deep breath. “I’ve got twenty-nine eight-by-tens in this stack.” He tapped his fingers on the rest of the photographs. “And every one of the dead women in these pictures had your DNA on them when they were found. Would you like to see a few more?”

“What do you want from me?” he wailed, and reached for another tissue. “I’ve already confessed.”

Roy knocked the box of tissues to the floor. “We want Tobias Haney.”

Winston paled as he gaped at them. “How…?”

“You told us yesterday that you wanted to kill him so he couldn’t kill anymore,” John said. “Let us bring Tobias in, let us stop him from hurting any more women. We know what happened to you and your brother when you were kids. We know what your mom did to you. And I can understand why you want to protect your brother, but—”

Winston fisted the tissue, then tossed it on the bed with the others. “You know nothing about my mother,” he said with an ugly snarl that reminded him of the old Winston.

“Did she get what she deserved?” John asked, deciding to change tactics. To reveal the ugly secret no one was supposed to know. “Susan Haney was a prostitute and drug addict. She made you live in filth, and spent more money on her clothes than food. Am I close to brushing the surface?”

Winston’s earlier snarl had been replaced with an expression of innocence, maybe that of the young boy he’d been before Susan Haney had poisoned his soul. “Not even,” he whispered.

“Right. It got worse, didn’t it? When she couldn’t afford to pay for her pretty things or her drugs, she found a new commodity.”

“Stop. Please, stop,” Winston pleaded as tears streamed from his eyes.

He might appear childlike, almost harmless now, but John knew what this man was capable of doing. Glancing at the pictures resting on the nightstand, he pushed further.

“She used you and your brother for money, didn’t she? She made you have sex with her dealer, with other men, with her, with each other so she could maintain her lifestyle. Is that why you killed her? Is that why you and Tobias killed prostitutes? To make them pay for your mother’s sins?”

Winston shot up, the line from both his IV and handcuff pulling taut. “Shut up,” he screamed over and over while covering his ears. Then he suddenly leaned back against the pillow, his lips moving as he whispered a prayer John didn’t recognize.

“Garrett,” he said, then repeated his name in a harsher voice until Winston finally looked at him. “You and your brother killed all of these women.” He nodded to the photos. “Because your mom abused you. I get it.” A total lie. He’d known people who had suffered worse, and they hadn’t gone off on a killing spree. They saw a shrink and went on medication. But he had to find a way to break through to Winston. He had to coerce him into giving him the location of his brother.

“The thing is though,” he continued, and glanced back at Roy with a shrug, “if you don’t give us your brother, you’ll be looking at the death penalty.”

Mid prayer, Winston glared at him. “Wisconsin doesn’t have the death penalty.”

Roy nodded. “True. But Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, and Indiana still do. If you don’t cooperate, you’ll be extradited to those other states for murder. And I can guarantee you, based on the evidence, you will receive the death penalty.”

Winston looked to him, tears clinging to his eyes, and John nodded. “It’s true. We’re willing to make you a deal, to keep you in Wisconsin if you give up your brother.”

Chin trembling, eyes watering, the crybaby killer lived up to his name. He shook his head from side to side against the pillow, mumbling nonsensical words and absently reaching for the tissue box that now lay on the floor.

“Tell us, Garrett. Give us Tobias. Stop the killing. You’d said you found redemption, prove it.”

“W...what will happen to Toby?” Winston sobbed.

“He’ll be extradited,” Roy said.

“No,” Winston uttered through clenched teeth. “I’ll go in his place. It’s my fault. I created the monster he’s become.”

John frowned. “I thought you two blamed your mother. That’s why you focused on prostitutes, as a way of, I dunno, personal justice?”

The eerie grin Winston flashed made him take a step back. Once again the old Winston was with them. “Personal justice,” he echoed, and released a bitter laugh. “I never looked at it that way, but Toby did. I just enjoyed the control. There’s nothing more powerful than deciding who will live and who will die. I showed Toby that power. I warped him.” He made the sign of the cross, and then as if a switch had flipped in his brain, he became the crybaby killer again.

As the tears flowed, he wiped them away with the sleeve of his hospital gown. “I forgive Toby for what he tried to do to me back in the jail cell. Forgiveness is a step in the direction to God’s salvation.”

“And murder takes you a step back. Twenty-nine to be exact, not including your mother or your grandparents,” John said.

Winston’s eyes filled with shame. “They were good people. A little over-protective and set in their ways. I regret what I did to them. But I needed the money. I needed to go back to Mississippi to save Toby.”

“Save him from who? His foster parents? You were thirteen at the time of your mother’s death. Why didn’t your grandparents take your brother, too?”

“They didn’t want him. They didn’t even allow me to talk with him on the phone or send letters.”

“So how did you know he needed saving?” Roy asked.

“The old lady that lived across the street from my grandparents paid me five dollars a week to mow her lawn, take out her garbage, and bring her mail and newspapers to her. I gave him her address, and he wrote to me every few weeks. He was eleven when he moved into his first foster home. By the time he turned eighteen, he’d been through fourteen different homes. Some were okay, others...they weren’t any better than livin’ with her.”

“Your mother you mean.”

He nodded. “Toby had survived it all. When I finally moved back to Jackson, I guess I realized he didn’t need me after all. He had a good job, a girlfriend.”

John moved to the nightstand and flipped through a few photos until he came to the one he’d been looking for. The prostitute that had been found outside of Jackson and the first victim with two sets of DNA found on her beaten corpse. “Explain Tracy Lyles.”

Winston closed his eyes, and screwed his face as if in pain. “She wasn’t supposed to die. I’d brought her to my apartment for a little fun. That’s all. Just for me and Toby. She wasn’t supposed to end up like...” He waved his arm, the line from the IV dangled. “That. She was supposed to prove we were real men.”

“You said your brother had a girlfriend. Sounds to me like he didn’t need to prove anything. Maybe you needed to prove something to him?”

Winston looked at him then, his silver eyes holding a dawning realization. “I guess I did. But I...you have to understand what we went through. Being forced to have sex with a man ain’t right, it ain’t natural.”

“Neither is having sex with your brother.”

The old Winston resurfaced again as his eyes narrowed and his mouth curved into a sneer. “I hated him. Hated that every time I looked at him I was reminded of what we’d been forced to do. There were times I wanted to kill him. But he was my only family. He was all I had left, and the only person on the planet who got me. I brought that whore to my apartment to give us some new memories.”

“What did Toby think about this?”

“The priss acted all pissed off about it. So I taunted him as I fucked her. Told him maybe he liked guys instead. That maybe mommy had been right in letting men fuck him stupid.” He snapped his fingers. “Like that, he went bat shit.”

Winston’s leer sent a chill through him.

“He raped and beat that woman,” Winston continued. “And encouraged me to do the same. Like I said, I hadn’t planned on her dying, but the rush, the high...it became too much. Toby couldn’t stop hurting her, and I couldn’t stop watching or wanting to do the same. What did you say her name was again?”

“Tracy Lyles,” he answered with disgust.

“Yeah, Tracy. She saved us, you know. She wiped the slate clean. Wiped away the memories. I’m sorry she died now, but maybe God put her in our path for a purpose.”

How Winston could validate murder, using God as a crutch while claiming he sought redemption, both baffled and sickened him. “You honestly believe God wanted you and your brother to murder Tracy Lyles? Do you also believe God wanted you two to murder your mom, too?”

“I guess it doesn’t matter now, but I do want to set the record straight.”

John fought from rolling his eyes at the absurdity. “Please, by all means.”

“I killed her, not Toby. She’d forced us to have sex for over a year so she could keep up her habit and buy her slutty clothes. The day she died, she’d shot herself up with some sorta shit that messed her up bad.”

A slow grin spread across his face. “She stumbled into the hallway, screaming for me. I ran up the stairs and found her lying on the floor, flopping around like a fucking fish, blood oozing out of her nose, her eyes rolling back. And I thought to myself, she’s gonna die from whatever she stuck in her veins. But then I worried she might not. What if she recovered? So I decided to help her along, and kicked her. To this day, the sound of cracking bone makes me smile. It’s the best memory I have of mommy.”

Although disturbed by Winston’s confession, John kept himself composed. From beneath the stack of photographs, he pulled out the binder and flipped through it, stopping when he reached the autopsy report on Susan Haney. “You killed your mother to protect yourself and your brother. You claim you were the one who created the monster he’s become, correct?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

“Which is why you would sacrifice yourself, and take the death penalty so that your brother could live.”

“Exactly. Just like Jesus did to save our souls.”

“Amen,” Roy said.

“Do you know what your mother overdosed on?” John asked.

“Nope and I really don’t care. She’s dead and burning in hell, that’s all that matters to me.”

“This will matter. The night your mother died, she did shoot up, but it wasn’t just heroin she plunged into her veins, but ammonia.”

“So,” Winston grunted and frowned. “I’ve seen people take just about anything for a rush.”

“True, but what I think is ironic is that Hoyt attempted to kill you with a similar substance.”

Winston stared at him. “Are...are you saying Toby...No.” He shook his head. “He would have told me. Maybe not back then, ‘cause he was probably scared. But when he was older...”

“He didn’t need you to take care of him then, and he doesn’t need you now. You’ve become a liability to him. He wants you dead to keep you from spilling his secrets.”

The new Winston was back, crying and praying.

“Enough of this crap,” Roy shouted, and gripped the rail at the edge of the hospital bed. “Quit hiding behind God and Jesus and your salvation bullshit and give him to us.”

Other than the fast beeps ringing from the monitor next to Winston’s bed, the room remained eerily silent. John looked to Roy, who shrugged. When he focused on Winston, he knew they were screwed.

What began with tears streaming from his wide eyes, suddenly turned into a cacophony of wailing sobs. “He never needed me,” he cried as he wiped snot from his nose with the back of his hand. “All this time, he never needed me. I brought him the women, I confessed just like he told me to and now he wants me—”

“Dead,” Roy said. “You were an expendable tool to him. And the moment you were tossed in jail, you became a liability.”

John gripped the bedrail. “Fight him back, Garrett. Give him to us. We know he hasn’t used his real name since he turned eighteen. What name is he using now? Where is he hiding?”

The monitor connected to Winston beeped louder, faster. He clenched and unclenched his hands into fists as his eyes grew cold, dead. He slowly curled his lips into a mocking sneer. As the old Winston returned, the monitor went off with quick successions of beeps. “You want a name? An address? Check your local white pages for Go Fuck Yourself.”

“I’ve heard enough.” Roy threw his hands in the air. “How ‘bout you?”

With a nod, John turned off the tape recorder and slipped it into his pocket. The entire interrogation had been a waste of valuable time. He’d been so sure that Winston would offer up his brother. Apparently, too much of the old Winston lurked beneath the crybaby killer.

He gathered together the photos and binder. “I’m done.”

“Run, run, run,” Winston said mockingly, and leveled them with an unreadable look. “But consider yourselves warned. I know how Toby works. I know how he operates. I know he thinks I’m just as stupid as y’all do. But I also know that he’s got a thing for tying up loose ends. He knows about you, Kain, and that psychic...what’s her name? Something kinda weird and hippy-like. Celeste, maybe?” He smiled. “Yeah, Celeste. She could definitely be a loose end. Heard she’s a real looker, too. Better watch out for her. My brother’s got a thing for knives.”

Raw fury caused John’s vision to blur. He didn’t think, he didn’t rationalize. The need to shove his fist into Winston’s face and rip his throat for even breathing Celeste’s name had him lunging across the room.

Roy grabbed him around the waist and threw him against the wall before he even reached the bed. “Don’t.” He gave him a hard shove. “He’s not worth it. We’ll keep her safe.”

Breathing hard, as both fear and adrenaline pumped through his veins, John nodded. At the same time a nurse and Winston’s doctor entered the room.

“We’re leaving,” John said to the doctor.

“You’ll be back.” Winston grinned. With the bandage on his head, his face and eyes bruised, his beard unkempt, he looked demented, devious, and just like the old Winston. “Remember, I know something you don’t know,” he sang, then laughed. “Oh yeah. You’ll be back.”

A chill ran through him as he turned from the door to stare at the doctor and nurse who were once again trying to hold Winston against the bed. Several nurses brushed passed him as they rushed into the room to help.

“I know,” Winston continued to shout. “I know everything. Who he is. Where he lives. He’ll kill that pretty psychic and disappear. Just wait and see. Just wait and...”

The rest of Winston’s words were muffled as they stepped from the room and Roy closed the door. As they moved down the hallway, John’s head spun, with the rage still coursing through him, along with fragments of what Winston had said.

He stopped dead as Winston’s words pushed passed his outrage and anger.

“What?” Roy asked.

“Winston knew Celeste’s name, which tells me Toby knew she was involved with the investigation from the start.”

“How? The night Winston was arrested, the only people who knew about Celeste or you, for that matter, were...” Roy stopped dead and stared at him with sheer dread. “My deputies.”

Chapter 25
 
JOHN HELD ONTO the door handle as trees whipped passed the speeding cruiser. “Roy, I know you’re a sheriff and all, but even you shouldn’t be doing thirty miles over the speed limit.”

“I want to get back to my office.” Roy tightened his hands around the steering wheel and clenched his jaw. “I...need to think.”

“You need to slow down, in every sense.” Since they’d left the hospital, they’d wracked their brains trying to come up with who would have known about not only his, but Celeste’s involvement before Winston’s arrest.

Mitchell and his CSU team had met him at the dumpsite, but Celeste had never been mentioned to any of them. The ME, Carl, and his assistant, Dean, had witnessed her performing the reading that had resulted in a sketch of Winston. They’d ruled out Carl and Dean immediately. Winston was thirty-four, which made his brother, Tobias Haney, thirty-two. Carl was in his sixties, and while Dean fit the right age bracket, he’d grown up in Wissota Falls. Roy had known Dean since he’d been in diapers.

The reporter, Matt Boysen, had known about John’s involvement, and even Celeste’s because he’d seen her car parked outside the Sheriff’s Department the day they’d gone to the dumpsite together. Again, Boysen was a native to Wissota Falls and also in his early forties. Which left Roy’s deputies.

“Think about it.” Roy tapped a finger on the steering wheel. “It all comes back to my men. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

John agreed. Yet after witnessing the array of emotions drifting across the sheriff’s face, the betrayal, the disbelief, the anger, the hurt, he tried to think beyond Roy’s deputies. Unfortunately, he came up empty.

“See,” Roy said when he didn’t comment either way. “Even that logical brain of yours knows I’m right.”

“Logically, it does make sense,” he said, “But what’s your gut telling you? You’ve worked side by side with your men. Do you honestly believe one of them could be a killer?”

The sheriff released a deep breath. “No. I’ve known Lloyd since he was a kid.”

John had already dismissed the Viking, knowing he’d grown up in Wissota Falls. “Okay, what about the others? Are they from the area, too?”

“No. They’ve all been hired within the last three to ten years.”

“Any of them from Mississippi or any of the other states we know Winston had been?”

“No, none of them. The closest one to the Mason Dixon line is Dan. He and his wife moved here from Tennessee. But you’re right. I can’t see him or any of my deputies being involved with something like this. They’re good men.”

Even good men and women do things for the wrong reason. John had learned this firsthand, but didn’t say as much. He needed the sheriff calm. He needed him rational and thinking straight. During the past week, he’d witnessed the camaraderie between Roy and his deputies. These men weren’t just employees, they were his friends.

Rather than feed into Roy’s suspicions, even if he believed the sheriff might be right, he’d have him look elsewhere. In the meantime, he’d have Rachel take a look into the background of Roy’s deputies.

“Look,” he began as Roy parked the car in front of the Sheriff’s Department. “We both suspect Haney looked at Winston as a liability, otherwise he wouldn’t have tried to have him killed. But what if Haney had been keeping an eye on Winston? He follows him, sees that he’s dumped four women—”

“Then worried they’d be found, he goes to clean up Winston’s mess only to find us there?” Roy cut the ignition, then clutched the keys in his hand.

The scenario made as much sense as the killer being one of Roy’s deputies. It also meant they could be looking at any local male, in his early thirties, as a suspect. And how large of an area would they look? Eau Claire was only a half hour drive, depending on traffic, to the original dump site, and there were over sixty thousand people populating that city. Or what if their killer resided in Madison or Green Bay, and Haney and Winston only used Wissota Falls as a place to dump their victims? The killer could drive to Wissota Falls from Madison in two hours, Green Bay in three.

A needle in a haystack. A killer walking among John Q. Public, as maybe an accountant, or a salesman, with a wife and two-point-five kids.

“Anything’s possible.” John stepped out of the car, and met Roy at the front end of the cruiser. “I’ve got some calls to make. In the meantime, do you think you could get a search party together to look for the third victim?”

“Right.” The sheriff nodded. “With everything that happened, I’d almost forgotten. I’ll let my...men know.” He cleared his throat and looked away. When Roy faced him again, he appeared to have aged ten years. The lines around his eyes and mouth were deeper, his face pale, gaunt, his eyes bleak and watery. “I’ll see if I can get any extra bodies from Highway Patrol, too.”

John lifted the keys to his rental from his pocket. “Good. Let me know what time.”

“Before you leave, I’d like to hear Celeste’s trance. I know this area. Any clues she might have missed will help when we set up a search perimeter.”

He masked his disappointment and shoved the keys back in his pocket. He’d already heard the trance. Twice. And didn’t want to relive the painful memories he’d witnessed last night.

What he wanted was to call Rachel and have her run background checks on Roy’s deputies. Ruling them out as suspects would help keep the sheriff focused, and help them take their search in a different direction.

But what he really wanted was to see Celeste. Even if it was the start of the dinner rush and she’d be too busy to talk to him. Being near her was all he needed. She was all he needed.

* * *

He disconnected the call, then slipped his cell phone in his pocket. Removing the mechanic’s suit he’d worn earlier from a hook on the wall, he dressed, then paced his garage.

In a good way, that call had changed everything, except he’d kidnapped Ugly Evie for nothing. Even though they knew his real name, Garrett still hadn’t given him away, and was once again heavily sedated. While he still wanted him dead, sending Evie to do the job had now become an unnecessary risk. Especially because by this time tomorrow, he’d be gone, and all his loose ends neatly tied.

Still, what to do about Evie?

He shrugged and pulled the ski mask over his head.

Kill her, of course.

What to do with her body though, he wondered as he unlocked the door to his workshop. He wouldn’t have time to dispose of her today. Then again no one would be by until tomorrow. Even if someone were to check inside his workshop, he’d already be long gone.

He couldn’t have planned the entire situation any better himself, he thought, smiling beneath the ski mask. He’d been given time to rehearse his fantasy, and the opportunity for the real deal with Celeste. By the time they found Celeste, if they found her, he’d be drinking Coronas on a beach somewhere in Brazil.

Flipping the light switch, he closed the door behind him, then locked the deadbolt. Ugly Evie lay on the cement floor, still duct taped to the chair, eyes blinking rapidly as he stood beneath the lone bulb.

“Did you really think you were going to escape?” he asked as he righted the chair.

She shook her head, her eyes wide with fear. She should be afraid. Very afraid. He now had hours to play with her before he had to make last minute preparations for tomorrow. He had hours to practice, and he planned to use every single minute to draw out the pleasure.

Kicking her legs apart, he rubbed his dick and set his booted foot between her thighs. A scrawny little thing, he’d have to caution himself not lose control too fast on her in the beginning. He didn’t want to break her yet, he wanted her kicking and screaming. Fighting him until she understood the absolute power he held over her.

“Today’s your lucky day,” he said, still stroking himself over the mechanic’s suit. “I’ve changed my mind. You don’t have to kill Garrett Winston for me.”

The relief in her eyes would be short lived. Grinning, he removed his foot from the chair. Unsheathing the hunting knife, he slipped the serrated edge beneath the elastic waistband of her polyester uniform. “But there’s something I still want from you.”

He tore the knife into the polyester, splitting the pants in half, then ripped them from her legs. She screamed against the rag in her mouth.

“What’s that?” he asked, mocking her cries, her tears. “Can’t hear you, Evie. Something wrong?”

He swung the blade, slicing the air in front of her face, then laughed when her eyes bulged with shock and horror. “Oh yeah.” He swiped the flat end of the knife along her skinny thigh, then up between her legs. “You and me are gonna have us a little fun.”

Her breathing grew rapid, as she tried to inch away from the knife. The duct tape around her arms and legs gave her no leeway. The rag in her mouth kept her screams muffled as he used the serrated edge to cut the front of her shirt.

He stared at her naked torso, the quick rise and fall of her thin chest, then looked to her face when she let out a deep grunt. Her eyes were still wide, not with fear, but pain. He hadn’t even touched her yet. Not so much as a nick to her pale flesh and still she screwed her face as if he’d already stabbed her in the heart.

“What the hell’s wrong with you?” he asked, and gripped her face with his hand.

Her lips moved over the rag as she dragged in deep breaths and tried to speak. Rolling his eyes out of frustration, he tore the rag from her mouth.

“I...” she whispered, then grimaced, and sucked in a deep breath.

“You what?” He laughed at the pained expression on her ugly face. “Can’t wait for me to fuck you? Ram my shiny toy into your bony body?”

His laughter died, when the corners of her mouth lifted into a slow, triumphant grin.

“Fuck you,” she snapped, then her torso seized up, her arms and legs pulling against the duct tape as she cried out again.

He slapped his hand over her mouth as she released a hiss of air. “Shut up.” He looked to the ground for where he’d dropped the rag. “Shut the fuck up.”

She smiled against his palm.

He moved his gloved hand away, then reached for the rag. “What the hell are you grinning about? You like the idea of me killing you?”

“Can’t...kill...me,” she said, between short, gasping breaths. “Already dead.”

“What are you—?”

Her body went taut again as her words sank in and penetrated his brain. Already dead. She was dying. Holy shit, she was dying right in front of him. Dying before he had a chance to kill her.

Dropping the rag and knife, he grabbed her purse. He ripped it open and spilled the contents on the cement. He quickly picked up two pill bottles and read the labels. Nitroglycerin and Coumadin. Both medications were used on people with heart conditions, and neither would do him any good now. The Coumadin was a blood thinner and the nitroglycerin worked to prevent heart attacks, not as treatment.

As her breathing grew shallow, he rushed to her and knocked the chair back. She thudded to the floor without a grunt. Worried he might be too late, he began pounding on her chest, over and over, hoping to jumpstart her heart. Sweat soaked his body. The ski mask grew damp from his exertions and made his face itchy. He stopped to check her pulse, then didn’t bother.

Her head rested against the cement, her eyes wide, lifeless, her mouth gaping open without a sound or a single breath released. He sagged next to her in defeat and tried to calm his own racing heart.

The bitch had won. She’d died before he had a chance to kill her.

He caught the glimmer from the knife across the room and the anger inside of him swelled to the point he couldn’t see straight. Without rising, he crawled toward the shiny blade, picked it up, then closed his eyes. Every fantasy that should have taken place flashed in his mind and only added to his outrage.

Tearing off the suffocating ski mask, he scrambled over to the scrawny, half-naked, lifeless body lying on the cement and still duct taped to the chair. He raised the knife high over his head. “This is what I should have done from the start,” he shouted, and sent the blade straight through her dead heart.

The utter disappointment, the memory of Ugly Evie’s mocking smile fragmented his mind into shards of raw fury. He stabbed her again, then again, and again. Rage consuming him, filling him and unleashing his hatred for her, for the bitch living under his roof. For Garrett. God, for Garrett.

As the image of his brother’s lust-filled eyes permeated his brain, he sagged to the floor and wept. When he tasted a salty tear, he moved to wipe his face dry, but noticed the blood coating his gloves. He looked to Evie, to the knife sticking out of her chest, and laughed. Laughed and then cried some more. Over the irony of the situation, the loss of the only person he’d ever loved. While Garrett wouldn’t die tonight, he was still dead to him. As dead as Ugly Evie. Figuratively, of course, he chuckled again as he peeled off his gloves and looked around the room.

He sighed, and realized that while Evie had robbed him of the prelude to the fantasy he’d play out with Celeste tomorrow, she gave him a different kind of release. With her death, he’d let loose his control. Something he’d done only once, twelve years ago when he and Garrett had first killed together. The memory of that whore still lingered. He might not remember the faces of the others that he’d killed, but he’d always remember hers.

She’d woken something inside of him, something he’d denied since the night he’d killed his mother. Something he’d sought to control ever since. Allowing emotions to play into any part of what he and Garrett had done led to loss of control, which led to sloppiness.

He shrugged out of the bloodied mechanic’s suit, then dropped it into the steel barrel in the corner, along with the gloves — no amount of bleach would remove the stains. Sloppiness was what had led to Garrett’s arrest. That and arrogance. Garrett had always considered himself the one who held the power. He’d considered himself unstoppable, uncatchable.

Dousing the suit and gloves with lighter fluid, he reached for a pack of matches. He lit the match, tossed it into the barrel, along with the entire matchbook. As flames swept over the clothing, he shook his head. Garrett used to laugh every time he wore the mechanic’s suit, ski mask and gloves. How he’d spend hours washing the suit and gloves in bleach. He’d made fun of his numerous cell phones. The reminder of them had him moving to his tool chest, then dumping them into the burn barrel.

Garrett had been a stupid fool. Leaving evidence of what he’d done behind, because he was arrogant, because he thought he was unstoppable. Not him, though. He watched the flames lick at the clothes, the phones, let the heat from the small fire warm his naked body.

As he stood there, waiting for the fire to consume the evidence, he ran through what he had to do tonight to prepare for tomorrow. While making a short, mental list, his thoughts strayed to Celeste. To the fantasy that would become a reality. He began stroking himself, then stopped. He needed a release, but not here. Not where they might find traces of his semen. The shower would have to do. Again.

He used the fire extinguisher on the barrel. Once satisfied that the embers wouldn’t reignite, he locked the room, without giving Ugly Evie’s dead body a final glance.

Dead is dead.

In the closed garage he quickly dressed. As he buttoned his shirt, he grinned when he caught the scars on his fingertips. The pain he’d endured when he’d taken battery acid to his fingertips the day he’d decided to kill Tobias Haney, and resurrect himself as someone else, had been well worth it. They had none of his DNA, or a usable fingerprint.

They’d never catch him, he assured himself, not with arrogance, but with something Garrett had always lacked. Confidence.

And he was more than confident that by this time tomorrow, Celeste would be dead. By the time they found her, he’d be long gone.

Sipping a Corona and seducing senoritas.

* * *

Celeste finished filling the salt and pepper shakers, then placed them on the tray, while Rick and Karen wrapped up the rest of their closing duties. The rain that had been forecasted for Sunday had hit early, and had been more like a torrential downpour. Due to the weather they’d been slow for a Friday night, and since they hadn’t had a customer in over an hour, she’d decided to close early.

Will had already left, Rick and Karen were looking forward to an early night, and she wasn’t sure how to feel. Glancing at the clock, her stomach twisted into a knot.

Lack of customers had given her too much time to think. John had called earlier, briefed her about what had happened at the hospital, then went on to tell her Roy had managed to gather a search party for tomorrow morning. She still worried that she was sending them on a wild goose chase, but as John had assured her, they’d rather make the attempt to find the third victim than do nothing at all.

Shortly after she’d spoken with John, Dan had called. She’d figured he was looking for another order of kalachkis for his sick wife. Instead, he’d asked if she wouldn’t mind staying at his house until the hospice nurse arrived around noon while he helped with the search.

She didn’t mind, but the thought of sitting in Dan’s home with his terminally ill wife didn’t settle well. Although it had been three years since her mom had died, being near someone knocking on Death’s door still hit too close to home. Will promised to open the diner in the morning after she’d let him leave early tonight, and if she couldn’t be part of the search, at least she was still helping.

Thoughts of her mom had lingered after Dan’s call, which had led her to spend the next few hours thinking about Ian and what they’d talk about tonight. Last night’s trance? Most definitely. Maybe he could shed some light as to how it had happened, and better yet, give her suggestions on how to control them in the future. They’d likely spend no more than an hour together tonight. The trance would hopefully take up most of that time. But what if he wanted to discuss other things?

Ian had planned to leave tomorrow. The next time she’d see him would be when she moved to Chicago. Should she tell him that she’d decided to live with John? Or that she was actually considering working for CORE?

No. Not yet. She finished replacing all of the salt and pepper shakers, then dropped the tray to her side. Maybe instead of discussing the trance, she should use this short time to know the man her mom had once loved. Give him a chance at learning more about her.

She stacked the tray with the others and decided she was, once again, completely over-analyzing things. She’d go with the flow once Ian arrived and let him take the lead.

The bell above the front door rang, and her stomach did a somersault. So much for going with the flow. She glanced up, expecting Ian, then froze.

John stood in front of the door, wearing a sexy, crooked grin. Wet from the rain, his dark hair appeared even darker. His shirt stuck to his chest, revealing those perfect pecs she loved to hold onto when she rode him hard. The thought, the image made her hot, and brought heat to her cheeks as well as between her legs.

Then she noticed the time.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, rounding the counter while her skin prickled, her stomach flipped, and her head buzzed. Ian would be by any minute, any second, and John would realize she’d held back on him. After how honest he’d been with her, she’d owed him the same. Regret ate at her. She should have told him everything about Ian last night. Why the hell hadn’t she?

Because Ian had asked her not to. Because she wanted to start her relationship with her biological father on the right foot. Because she figured she had more time. Ian would be gone tomorrow, and that’s when she’d planned on spilling everything to John.

She should have gone with her first instinct and told John from the start. When, though? She’d learned about Ian being her father yesterday. Then there was the trance. The whole let’s move in together and...damn. She should have just told him. In a matter of minutes Ian would waltz through the door and John would be completely sucker punched.

“I finished early and thought I’d swing by for some dinner, then give you a ride home. I see you’ve closed the place down though.”

“Yeah.” She glanced at the clock again. “But I saved you tonight’s special.”

“Great. How long before you’re ready to leave?” he asked, brushing droplets of water from his shirt as he approached her.

“Soon, but—”

“Is Will still here?”

“No, he—”

John wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. He nuzzled his damp head against her neck, brushed his lips at the hollow of her throat. “Are we alone?” he asked as he kissed her chin, then her cheek. “I’ve fantasized about taking you against this counter. Bending you over, spreading you—”

“Stop,” she said, even as the wicked image ran through her imagination and heated her body. “Just stop.” She pressed a fist against his chest. “We’re not alone, and I’m expecting...someone.”

Still holding her, he leaned back and snared her gaze. “Someone?” he asked, his voice holding a hint a jealousy.

She laid a hand on his cheek. “John, there’s something I should have told you about yesterday. I planned on telling you tomorrow when he left.”

Releasing her, he took a step back, leaving her suddenly cold and insecure. “He? And who would that be?”

She crossed her arms over her chest to ward off the chill in his voice. “My—”

The bell chimed as the front door opened. Wind and a few dead leaves whipped into the diner.

Along with Ian.

Chapter 26
 
JOHN STARED AT Ian, who had the audacity to smile at him as he brushed rain from his coat. Ian had dumped him in Wissota Falls then had ignored his calls. After five days, now he was standing in the doorway of The Sugar Shack?

Confused as to why Ian was there, and whether or not this was the “he” Celeste had been referring to, he turned to her. Her cheeks bloomed scarlet, her wide eyes held shock and...familiarity.

When she met his gaze, a slow burn seeped into his chest making him wish he hadn’t left the antacids in the car. She had been expecting Ian, but he’d guarantee she hadn’t planned on him finding out that she actually knew Ian. The knowledge of it was clear on her face, with the way her pulse beat quickly at the base of her throat, and how she twisted a curl around a shaky finger. She knew his boss and hadn’t bothered to tell him?

Ian had kept him in the dark for nearly a week, not returning his calls, and instead kept apprised of the investigation through the sheriff. Had he also been talking with Celeste? From the beginning?

He ran a hand through his damp hair as his stomach sank with a betrayal he hadn’t felt since...Renee.

Two for two.
Twice now he’d allowed a woman to pull one over on him. Only this time the betrayal hurt worse. He loved Celeste. Trusted her. He’d told her things he’d never told anyone else. He’d given her his heart, his soul. Hell, he’d asked her to move in with him with the thoughts of marriage and babies.

What had she done in return? Like Ian, she’d kept him in the dark, and now he wondered what other secrets she had hidden beneath that pretty smile and her bright blue eyes.

“I see this is rather awkward,” Ian said as he approached, offering him his hand.

John didn’t bother shaking the other man’s hand. As far as he was concerned, his days with CORE were over. He’d rather flip burgers or bag groceries than have to deal with Ian and his bullshit.

Ian dropped his hand, then gave Celeste a kiss on the cheek. The affectionate gesture took him over the edge. “You’ll have my resignation in the morning,” he said to Ian, reached into his pocket, then set the key to Celeste’s home on the counter.

She placed her hand over his, the warm metal from the key stuck to his sweaty palm. “What are you doing?”

He snatched his hand away. “Leaving. Tonight.”

“What about the investigation?” Ian asked. “You’ve never quit anything in your life.”

“Please don’t,” she said with exasperation, and narrowed her eyes at Ian. “This has nothing to do with the investigation. Does it?” She looked back to him, her eyes imploring, uncertain. “I should have told you about Ian.”

He moved away from the counter. He couldn’t stand being near her, catching her scent, the warmth radiating from her body, knowing that their relationship had all been a lie. Angry and upset, he didn’t trust himself not to draw her into his embrace and pretend none of this was happening. But then Renee’s image surfaced and the painful memory of her duplicity renewed the fight in him.

“I’m all ears now,” he said with sarcasm.

Taking a deep breath, she rubbed her arms and shivered. “Before you came over Wednesday night, I read through some of my mom’s old journals hoping to find something to help me with my trances. Instead I found out that my mom had been a psychic advisor for the FBI and had also been in love with a man named Ian.”

Her mom had been in love with Ian? He couldn’t imagine anyone loving Ian. Self-centered, egotistical, and a downright ass on most days, the man didn’t have a sympathetic or compassionate bone in his body.

“Let’s cut to the chase before steam starts coming out of his ears.” Ian dropped into a chair. “Although I have to admit, I like seeing this side of you, John. It’s good to know you’ve got more than ice running through your veins. You sometimes worried me.”

“Worried,” John echoed. “That must be why you didn’t bother to return my calls this week, because you worried so much.”

Ian chuckled. “In less than five days you’ve become not only insolent, but sarcastic. You’re starting to remind me of someone else.”

“Who’s that?”

Ian glanced at Celeste, his eyes holding a glimmer of pride. “My daughter.”

John jerked his head as if he’d been slapped. He hadn’t seen that one coming, and turned to Celeste for confirmation.

She nodded. “I found out yesterday morning. I wanted to tell you—”

“But I asked her not to,” Ian interrupted. “You needed to stay focused on the investigation, not concern yourself about the ramifications of dating the boss’s daughter.”

“Ramifications? You really thought I’d care one way or another?”

“I did, and stand by my decision.”

“Of course, because you’re a manipulative son of a bitch,” he said to Ian, then looked to Celeste. “And you went along with him. After everything we’d talked about, after...” After he’d told her he’d loved her, that he wanted to be with her. “How could you keep this from me?”

“I didn’t want to, and it was hard not to tell you after...” She blushed and tossed her hand in the air. “I know you have trust issues, and I planned on telling you everything once Ian left tomorrow. Please, let’s go home and talk about this. I don’t want what’s happened tonight to come between us. I love you, John. I still want to come to Chicago with you.”

“Chicago?” Ian smacked his hand on the table, and they both swung their gazes to him. “This is wonderful news. Does this mean you’re considering joining CORE?” he asked, grinning at Celeste.

“He offered you a job?” John shoved his hands in his pockets to keep from knocking the grin off Ian’s face. “You find out yesterday he’s your dad, he offers you a job and you didn’t think you should tell me?”

“I wanted to,” she said, her voice rising. “I told you, he asked me not say anything to you and I didn’t want to start our relationship off by betraying his trust.”

“But you had no problem betraying mine?” He pushed a hand through his hair again. “I can’t do this.”

Tears swelled in her eyes as she frowned at him. “You can’t do what?”

“Be with you.”

Her breath caught on a sob. “John, you don’t mean that. We can work through this. Please, come home with me and let’s talk.”

“You were more worried about starting off your relationship with Ian, than you were about ours.” He shook his head. “You would have always come first, Celeste. Always. Over my family, my friends, my career.” He took another step away, distancing himself, his heart, from her. “I need the same in return. You proved where your loyalties lie, and I’m not willing to take the chance that it won’t happen again.”

“Kain,” Ian snapped, as Celeste covered a hand over her mouth and turned her back on him. “Walk it off. When you’ve cooled down, and have that logical, rational head of yours on straight, come talk to her. Don’t say something you’ll regret. Regret’s an ugly thing. Trust me on that.”

“I already regret,” John shouted at him, letting the pain and anger free. “I regret coming to this shitty town, dealing with this shitty investigation and falling in love with a woman who...”

She whirled on him, her eyes narrowed, her cheeks flushed and wet with tears. “Who what?” she asked, her tone low, seething.

Was she actually mad at him? He hadn’t done a damned thing wrong. She had. If she’d only had enough trust and faith in him, none of this would have been a big deal. He could give a shit if her dad was Charles Manson, and certainly could care less that Ian was her biological father. None of it would have made a difference to him, but her silence had. Without trust in a relationship, there was no relationship at all.

Ignoring her, he headed for the door. As he passed Ian he said, “You’re right. I do need to walk away.”

“No, I said walk it off,” Ian corrected.
“Whatever.”

“What about the investigation? Are you really going to walk away from that, too?”

John stopped and stared at his reflection in the glass. He could make out Celeste’s and Ian’s, too. Like father, like daughter, they both glared at his back.

He didn’t want to quit the investigation. They’d come so far, and he knew they were close to catching Tobias Haney. He wanted to see this case through to the end. He wanted to see Haney dead or behind bars before he killed again. He also wanted to make sure they didn’t miss anything that might allow Winston to serve a lesser sentence because of some bullshit technicality.

Winston.

Better watch out for her. My brother’s got a thing for knives.
The crybaby killer’s threat haunted him. He gazed at Celeste’s reflection. He might be angry. He might not want anything else to do with her. But he didn’t want to see anything happen to her, either.

A woman you’d die for, or die without.
He would die for her. He loved her. Despite what had happened tonight, a part of him would probably always love her. Although he could walk away from her, he couldn’t allow himself to walk away from the investigation, knowing she could possibly become one of Haney’s victims.

“No,” he finally answered Ian. “You’re right. I’ve never quit during a case. I’ll finish this one out.” He glanced over his shoulder. “But afterwards, expect my resignation.”

“And Celeste?”

“Don’t, Ian,” Celeste yelled from across the room. “If he wants to walk away from me because he’s too pigheaded to see past his black and white little world, let him. And don’t you dare breathe a word of what happened tonight to Roy. I don’t want either of you giving John attitude on my account. Let him finish what he’s started so he could go back to his pitiful life in Chicago. Alone.”

“Pitiful,” John shouted back, as he swiveled. “Look who’s talking. You’ve spent the past three years hiding in Hicksville avoiding your grief and your guilt.”

“You’re no better. How long has Renee been dead? Two years?”

He looked away. “I’m over that.”

“Really? I don’t think so. That bitch warped your trust, and two years later, she’s still doing it. Only you don’t see it that way,” she said as she moved toward him. “You’ve taken a simple misunderstanding and blown it completely out of proportion. But you go ahead, finish this case then run back to your pathetic life where everything is nice and tidy.”

“You’re damn right I will. And by the way, look who’s talking. From what I’ve seen, your best friend is a fifty-year-old man, and your idea of a good time is baking up a storm in your basement. Instead of living your own life, you’ve been living through everyone else. Don’t talk to me about pathetic.” He reached for the door handle, the acid reflux burning bad enough he wouldn’t be surprised if smoke rose from his chest. “And you know what else?”

She folded her arms across her chest and cocked a brow. “Do tell.”

“I hate your fucking gnomes.”

“Enough,” Ian shouted. “Kain, get the hell out of here.”

“I’m gone,” he said as he turned his back on them and pulled open the door. Rain and wind whipped against him as he stalked to his car. Once inside the rental, he slammed the door shut, then sped away from The Sugar Shack.

From Celeste. From the only woman he’d ever loved.

* * *

Celeste locked the front door, then turned and leaned against the glass. Her heart breaking as the taillights from John’s car disappeared into the night. How could he have just walked away from her, from them? And over a stupid misunderstanding?

A misunderstanding she could have prevented.

Through her tears she caught Ian’s reflection in the glass as he moved toward her. “I’m sorry,” he said. “This is my fault. If I’d known he would react this way...”

Cradling her upset stomach, she turned away from the door. “This isn’t just your fault. I could have told John yesterday. I had plenty of opportunity.” She shook her head. “It’s probably best things happened the way they did. I’d rather find out now that we aren’t compatible than when I’m moved into his condo.”

“Do you really believe you’re not compatible?”

“Yes. No.” She wiped her cheek with the back of her hand. They were more than compatible. John was her soul mate. The only man she’d ever given her heart to. And damn him, he’d trampled it, along with the hopes and dreams of the future they’d share.

“It doesn’t matter at this point. We’d both said some regrettable things that can’t be taken back.” Anger began to filter past the overwhelming sadness dampening her soul. “I mean, who is he to call me pathetic?” she asked, unable to stop her voice from rising as her temper continued to flare. “And he hates my gnomes? What is he, five going on thirty-five?”

Ian chuckled, and tucked a curl behind her ear. “Most men are, I’m afraid. I know I’ve done some stupid, childish things.”

“Like asking me to keep this whole father-daughter thing secret?” she asked, unable to keep the bitterness from her tone. None of this would have happened if Ian hadn’t waltzed into her life. Then again, none of this would have happened if she’d been upfront with John yesterday.

Ian gripped her shoulders. The anguish and misery in his eyes lessoning the resentment, the blame she wanted to lay at Ian’s feet. “I’m sorry, honey. I was thinking more about myself than about you. But thank you for keeping your word. Roy said you were a loyal person. It humbles me that you’d remain loyal to me, even though you knew it might cause a problem between you and John.”

“Well,” she began with guilt niggling at her. “I was going to tell him after you left, so maybe I’m not as loyal as you think.”

He laughed and hugged her to his side as they walked toward the counter. “What I think is that you might have some of me after all, because that’s something I would have done. Don’t worry. John’s stubborn, but he’ll come around once he has time to think.”

“I don’t know,” she said as a sliver of hope pushed past the anger, the hurt. Then she squashed it. “Even if he does apologize, I’m not sure if I want to take another chance on him. I don’t want a man who will walk out every time things don’t go his way, or who isn’t willing to set aside his pride and talk over a problem.”

“Dump the jackass,” the short order cook, Rick, said as he rounded the corner and took off his greasy apron.

Karen came around the other end of the counter. “Don’t you listen to Rick, Celeste. Men say stupid things all the time. It’s part of their nature.” She looked at Ian. “No offense.”

Ian grinned. “None taken.”

“Well, I’m deeply offended,” Rick said with a smile. “But I’ll still give you a lift home. Unless you need anything else, Celeste.”

“No thanks.” She mustered a smile even though her heart and stomach ached. “You two head on out.”

After they’d left, Ian tugged at her hand. “Come on, let me take you home.”

During the short drive to her house, her thoughts remained on John. The anger had dissipated, leaving her miserable. For what could have been and for what would never be. And as Ian pulled into her driveway, a deep sadness swept through her as she stared at her empty home. John should have been here with her. Holding her, loving her. Now she’d walk into a quiet house, and crawl into bed with only her grief and her sorrow for company.

Realizing she didn’t want to be alone, she turned to Ian. “Want to come in?” While she could have asked Will to keep her company, she didn’t want him to know what had happened between her and John yet. Will would likely grab Lloyd and head to the Chippewa Inn prepared to kick John’s ass for hurting her. She didn’t want that. She wanted John to finish the investigation and leave. And after he was gone, she’d have to make some major decisions regarding her future. One thing John had proven to her, she’d been wasting her life in Wissota Falls and it was time for her to live for herself. Not everyone else.

“Really?” Ian asked. “I thought after…”

“We both screwed up,” she said with a tired shrug. “And besides, I’ve got a left over pie that needs to be eaten before it becomes a science experiment.”

He climbed out of the car, then opened the passenger door for her. “I love moldy pie.”

She grinned. “It’s not moldy yet.” Then her smile fell when she stared at her gnomes and remembered John’s parting remark.

Resting a hand on her shoulder, Ian pointed to the gnome bent over, with its pants down, mooning any critter or passerby. “You should let me drop that one off at John’s motel room. Sort of a kiss my ass gesture.”

“That wouldn’t be too childish,” she said with a half-smile, while tears filled her eyes again.

He put his arm around her and walked her to the door. “Don’t worry, tomorrow will be a better day. Just wait and see.”

Well, she thought, with a heavy heart, it couldn’t be any worse than today.

* * *

Dr. Alex Trumane woke on the sofa with a jerk, dumping an open water bottle in his lap. He jumped and righted the bottle, then went into the bedroom to change. When he glanced at the clock and realized it was already after five in the morning, he decided to shower instead.

Although the water wakeup call had him alert and wide awake, he needed to clear the cobwebs from his head. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have sworn he was hung over. His head pounded, his body ached, and the odor emanating from his mouth reeked enough to disintegrate his nostril hair.

But he hadn’t had a drink. He’d stared at the computer screen for too many hours during the night, had pushed his body too hard during his run, and had eaten too many slices of lousy sausage and onion pizza, with way too much garlic in the sauce.

After brushing his teeth, he stepped into the hot, steamy shower. As the water pulsed against his head, he tried to come up with another way to find Miranda Gates. While he still hadn’t reviewed any obituaries, after the daunting, and fruitless task of reviewing hundreds of death records, he didn’t look forward to another long day of dead ends.

Maybe he should hire a PI.

Paper trails.

No.

He rinsed the soap from his body. He didn’t have to work today or tomorrow. He’d review the obituaries. The PI would be a last resort, one he hoped he wouldn’t have to use. If Miranda had died of suspicious causes, he didn’t want a PI butting into his business or threatening to tell the authorities. If anyone would go to the cops, it would be him. He’d created this mess, he’d own up to it.

Showered and dressed, yet exhausted after little sleep, he rubbed his eyes and headed into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. His knee cracked. Damn he was growing old. He should probably start wearing a brace when he ran. The shin splints had been bad enough, but blowing out a knee—

Alex dropped the empty mug into the sink and raced back into the living room. “Nee. I can’t believe I didn’t think...” He sat in front of his computer. With renewed determination, he began to search through the Mississippi obituaries from five years ago. Miranda had been alive then, otherwise she wouldn’t have been listed in her grandmother’s will.

As he viewed one obituary after another, he grew restless and increasingly despondent. The words on the screen were beginning to blur together. Then he finally found her. He moved the arrow on the screen over Anna Lynn Gates’s name, then hit enter.

“Come on, come on,” he coaxed the computer as he waited for the website to produce her obituary. After a few more seconds, and enough toe tapping that if he had neighbors below him, they’d have thought he’d just taken up tap dancing, the screen went blank.

“What the...?” He checked the cord leading to his laptop, then quickly plugged it into the wall socket. He rebooted the computer, and sighed with relief when the screen instantly opened with Anna’s obituary.

“Okay,” he said, then began to read out loud. “Anna Lynn Gates, nee Hamilton, age 83. Beloved wife of Thomas J. Gates, deceased. Loving mother of Robert, deceased. Devoted grandmother of...Miranda Malvern, nee Gates. Husband...Daniel.”

Dan Malvern.
“Oh my God.” He swiped a hand down his face. “She married a monster.”

Chapter 27
 
THE NEXT MORNING, tired and in need of more caffeine after talking with Ian until nearly midnight, Celeste slowed her car and pulled into the Malvern’s long, gravel driveway.

Decked out in his beige uniform, gun belt and all, Dan stepped onto the front stoop. “Mornin’.” He gave her a big grin, his red mustache twitching over his upper lip as he walked toward her car. “Thanks for coming out and keeping an eye on Randa for me. I really appreciate it.”

“I’m glad I can help,” she said as she stepped out of the car carrying a fresh batch of kalachkis.

“Here, let me.” He took the box, then led her into the house.

The moment she walked through the front door, the odor of bleach and antiseptics permeated her senses. The stale smell reminded her of sickness and death, of the hospital room they’d tried to force her mom to stay in when she’d been dying. The scent brought back painful memories, but she ignored them as she followed him into the living room.

Noon.

The hospice nurse would arrive by then, and she’d be free to leave. She could handle staying there, and keeping an eye on Miranda. Besides, if she couldn’t be part of the actual search, at least she’d be helping in some capacity.

“Randa’s asleep now.” He placed the bakery box on the coffee table. “I told her you were coming over before she dozed off.”

“Anything I need to know?”

“Well,” he began. “She had a bad night again, but seemed to be okay this morning. Rest is what she needs.” He blew out a breath, hitched his hips, then placed his hands on his gun belt. “I’m worried. I don’t know how much more her body can take.”

She didn’t know what to say. His situation was too familiar, too close to her heart. She’d watched her own mother go from strong and healthy, to weak and sickly, and it hurt. It still hurt.

You’ve spent the past three years hiding in Hicksville avoiding your grief and your guilt.
John’s words had stung, especially because she knew he was right. She had been hiding, using her grief and guilt as an excuse to not move on with her life. Too bad it had taken a heated argument with the man she loved to make her realize it.

“I know this is a difficult time for you.” She did know, and wouldn’t wish the pain and suffering on her worst enemy.

“Thanks.” He glanced at his watch. “I have to get going. Let me show you her room before I leave.”

She followed him down a short hallway. The carpet screamed circa 1975, yet was immaculate and clean, along with the stark white walls.

“Here we are,” he said, and pushed open the door.

As he moved around the bed, she held back a gasp. She hadn’t seen Miranda in nearly two years, and her physical condition shocked her. Her pale blond hair had thinned, likely from the medications. Her face was ashen, her cheeks hollow. She’d lost so much weight she appeared skeletal.

“Not how you remember her, huh?” Dan asked as he stroked Miranda’s hair.

“No,” she whispered as she fought back the tears. It pained her to see the results of this horrible disease, how it had robbed a vibrant woman of her life.

He placed a kiss on his wife’s forehead, then moved toward her. “I’ve already given Miranda her morning medication. It has a sedative in it.” He stopped in front of her. “So she should sleep.” He glanced over his shoulder at the bed, then shrugged. “Oh...forever.”

She blinked and shook her head. Sure she’d misunderstood, even as her skin prickled with unease. “What are you—?”

His fist slammed into her jaw, knocking her back into the door, which bounced against the wall, pushing her into him. Seeing stars, she tried to right herself, but fell forward. He caught her, gripped her shoulder, then punched her again.

She dropped to the floor, her face hitting the carpet. She shook her head and spat blood as she pushed with all of her might to scramble away from him.

He caught her legs. She kicked out and made contact with his chin. As he toppled backward, deep satisfaction mixed with the fear seizing her chest and coating her skin in sweat. Taking advantage she twisted and lunged to her feet.

“Shouldn’t have done that,” he growled, and grabbed her legs again, then flipped her on her back and pounded his fist into her stomach.

Crying out, she cradled herself, but he flung her arms away and straddled her. Panic she’d never known ripped through her. Why was he doing this? “Why?” she whispered.

He leaned his body over her, pressing his erection against her aching belly and pinning her to the carpet. “Aww, honey, you haven’t figured it out yet? Some psychic.” His hot breath coated her cheek, and his rough mustache rasped against her as he licked her from her jaw to her temple.

She cringed and sobbed. “Stop, oh God, please stop,” she wailed.

“No one’s gonna stop me.” He reached into his pocket with one hand, while keeping her arms confined with the other. “Not you. Not your powers.” He held a rag above her. “Not your limp dick boyfriend. You’re mine.”

“Wait,” she screamed, her breath coming in shallow pants.

“No time for talking.”

“Please, just tell me why. I don’t understand.” She stared at the rag, not sure what he was going to do with it.

A slow smile crossed his lips. “Women should be obscene and not heard,” he said mimicking Groucho Marx to a tee, down to the twitching mustache and wriggling eyebrows.

She stared at him as he laughed, realizing she didn’t know this man. This demented, scary man who she’d once considered a friend.

“Still don’t get it? Okay, okay.” He sighed. “Time’s a wasting, so let me set you straight. Those women you’ve been dreaming about? I killed them. Winston? He’s my brother. Too bad he’s such a fuck-up, because if he were free, we’d sure have some fun with you.”

“Oh my God. No.” Screaming as loud as she could, she fought him. Turning her head from side to side, trying desperately to avoid the rag he dangled over her face. Not Dan. He couldn’t be Winston’s partner. He couldn’t be the masked man from her trances.

Laughing he held her still. “Fight me.” He pressed his erection against her. “I love it when they fight.”

She did fight, until her muscles burned with the exertion. Until her neck ached from trying to avoid the rag he teased in front of her face.

“I’d love to keep playing this game, but like I said, time’s a-wasting.” He clamped the rag over her mouth and nose. “Breathe. Take it.”

Holding her breath, she knocked her body against his, refusing to give up the fight.

He only groaned with sexual gratification. “Yeah, keep fighting me,” he encouraged, and pushed himself against her.

She went still. With fright. With horror. She wouldn’t give him what he wanted. He wasn’t going to rape or kill her now, she assured herself, but he would try later. She’d escape him then, or maybe John would...

Dread gripped her. No one knew she’d volunteered to help Dan today, except Ian and Will. But she’d told Will she wouldn’t be at The Sugar Shack until around twelve thirty. As for Ian, he was supposed to leave for Chicago this morning.

Her lungs burned. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold her breath. Would Will even suspect something was wrong if she didn’t show? Would he call John?

John. Despite what had happened yesterday, she loved him so much. He’d blame himself for this. For all of the things he’d said last night. He’d never forgive himself if anything happened to her. She wished she could tell him she loved him, that none of this was his fault.

She pushed a few breaths out, still refusing to inhale. But her lungs demanded air. Her face grew hot as she stared up at Dan. The excitement in his eyes sickened her. Bile began to rise in her throat, and her airways opened instinctively.

“That a girl,” he crooned as she drew in a deep, ragged breath. “Take it all.”

Her head swam. Her eyes drooped.

Then everything went black.

* * *

“About fucking time,” Dan muttered, then unable to resist, he ground his dick against Celeste’s limp body. He’d prefer her awake for what he’d do to her, though. He did like when they fought, and she was a fighter. He couldn’t wait to break her and show her who held the power, the control.

He lifted her into his arms, then carried her to her car. Racing back into the house, he grabbed the duffle bag he’d packed last night, her purse and keys, then paused at the front door.

Miranda had still been breathing when he’d bent down to kiss her. She should have been dead with the amount of morphine he’d pumped into her body. With his hand on the door knob, he fought the urge to go back and check if she’d finally died or not. Glancing at his watch, he realized he was already behind schedule.

Burn the place.

He could, but the fire would alert them to him. He needed to make sure he had hours between them and the time they discovered Celeste was missing.

The phone rang. He jumped and dashed into the living room for the receiver. If Roy or anybody else were calling, he’d have to play it cool. After all, he was the concerned, doting husband with the terminally ill wife.

He checked the caller ID, then relaxed.

Private Number.

Probably another solicitor. He tossed the phone on the couch, and without hesitation this time, slammed the door behind him.

* * *

Dr. Alex Trumane cradled the phone against his ear. When a computerized voice message came on the line, relaying the number he’d dialed and nothing more, he ended the call, then rested the phone in his lap.

It had been a stupid idea to call in the first place. If Miranda had answered, what would he have said? Worse yet, what if Dan Malvern had answered? The man was a walking nightmare.

Thank God he had an unlisted phone number. He didn’t want Dan to know he’d called. Malvern had been a cop when he’d first blackmailed him, and now Alex wondered if he were still in law enforcement.

He quickly Googled: Dan Malvern, Wissota Falls, WI. The screen popped up with more links than he’d expected. None of them had to do with Dan, but with a serial killer plaguing the county. Frowning, yet curious, he opened the first link from the Chippewa Gazette’s website, then jerked back with a gasp.

Garrett Winston. He stared at what was likely a photo taken from Winston’s driver’s license. He had a beard now, but those cold, arrogant eyes, the hard set of his mouth—he’d never forget that face.

Skimming through the article, he shook his head in disbelief. Winston had killed four women, and was suspected to have murdered two others.

In Wissota Falls.

Where Dan and Miranda Malvern lived.

Alex opened another article. This one reported that Winston had murdered a prison guard, and was now hospitalized after suffering severe injuries.

He clicked on several other links, hoping for more information, but they all told the same story. Then he found an article, dated two years ago, this one also from the Chippewa Gazette, and about Deputy Daniel Malvern. He read through it, then snorted.

The Wissota Falls mayor had honored Malvern for acts of bravery. Apparently the deputy had gone to a house because neighbors had complained about the traffic and noise that had been disturbing them during all hours of the day and night. Instead of handling a case of simple noise disturbance, Malvern had discovered a meth lab.

“What a prince,” Alex muttered, then looked up the number for the Wissota Falls Sheriff’s Department. They needed to know about Malvern and his connection to Winston. He knew they’d ask him questions, but he no longer cared. What he’d found today went beyond making amends with Miranda Malvern. If she were dead, he’d have to live with that. But what if, as a deputy with the means and the badge, Malvern tried to help Winston escape? What if Malvern had taken part in Winston’s killing spree, or knew about it all along and had turned the other cheek?

He dialed the phone number that had popped up on his computer screen. A woman answered the call, and he froze. Damn, he should have rehearsed what he’d planned to say.

“Hello?” she asked. “Are you there?”

“Ah...yes, may I speak with the sheriff?”

“He’s not in right now. Can I take a message and have him call you back?”

“I...just tell him that I have reason to believe Deputy Malvern is personally associated with Garrett Winston.”

“Reason to believe? Who’s calling?”

“Ma’am,” he began. “I don’t just have a reason to believe, I know for a fact that your deputy and Garrett Winston were friends, partners, when they lived in Mississippi.”

There was a long pause before she finally spoke. “Did you say Mississippi?”

Sweat began to dampen his brow. Maybe this had been a stupid idea, too. Maybe he should have just chartered a plane to Eau Claire and met with the sheriff in person. He was dealing with a small community. What if she was good friends with Malvern? She could go to him first, rather than the sheriff. If she did, Malvern would know he’d been the one to place the call that would incriminate him. He wasn’t ready to sign his own death warrant.

“Yes,” he finally said his voice rising. “And I have urgent information the sheriff needs to know.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll patch you through to the sheriff. Before I do, give me your number in case I lose the connection.”

“Malvern can’t know about me,” he said with vehemence, with fear. “He’ll...I know what he’s capable of and I have a family to protect.”

“I understand, and I swear to you no one will know about this phone call except me and the sheriff. I’m assuming you’ve read about what’s happening here.”

“Why do you think I’m calling?”

“Then you know we could use any help we can get. Please, sir, give me your information and I’ll patch you right through.”

Paranoid that she might be lying, he almost gave her a false name and number. Then a thought occurred to him. “Before I do, I need to know something.”

“Sure, what is it?”

“Is Malvern’s wife, Miranda...alive?”

The woman’s breath hitched. “She’s...yes, but terminally ill. Why do you ask?”

He released a deep sigh of relief. She was still alive, there was still time.

“Because he’s killing her. Slowly.”

“Sir, do you know what you’re implying? First—”

“My name is Dr. Alex Trumane,” he interrupted, his chest suddenly swelling with pride. He’d found Number Twenty-Two and he would save her. “And I know exactly what I’m implying. You have a monster on your hands, and I’m about to help you stop him.”

* * *

John shuffled through the sodden, dead leaves, poking the wet ground with a wooden pole. Roy moved alongside him, keeping a five foot range and doing the same. Surprisingly, so did Ian. Ian had planned to leave for Chicago this morning, but he’d decided, since he had no other plans for the weekend and he hadn’t been in the field for a while, he’d join the search.

John hadn’t bought his excuses, not after last night. Instead, he suspected Ian had stuck around to ensure he had his manipulative nose right where he wanted it. Between he and Celeste.

In the distance, the rest of the search party, including all of Roy’s deputies minus Dan, a half dozen State Troopers, and a few locals, moved through the woods. Roy had hoped to have a cadaver dog as part of the search, but the handler, who had been driving from Green Bay, had run into a pile-up on the interstate. Still, they had eighteen men looking for the third victim, and that was more than he’d expected given the short notice.

Radios squawked and men’s voices echoed against the trees. The air already damp from last night’s storm, grew thicker as they approached the river.

John stopped and closed his eyes. Listened. Even from here it did sound like the water was rushing in three different directions. Goose bumps rose over his skin as he remembered Celeste’s trance and how she’d described the sounds.

Celeste.

God, he’d been such a stupid ass and he couldn’t wait to tell her. To apologize.

After he’d gone back to the Chippewa Inn, he’d spoken with Rachel, who had assured him that all of Roy’s deputies’ backgrounds were in check. Then he’d sat in front of his laptop, opened the binder containing everything they had on Winston, and instead of focusing on the investigation, he’d thought about nothing but Celeste.

He’d already realized what a fool he’d been even before Ian had called around midnight to read him the riot act. He’d let him say his piece anyway, knowing he’d deserved every bit of it. Instead of considering how Celeste must have felt when she’d found out her dad wasn’t really her dad, and that her mom had kept so many secrets from her, he’d only thought of himself. Instead of comforting her, he’d walked away. Childishly.

She had every right to be angry with him, but he’d grovel, explain himself away until he was blue in the face. Maybe he should buy her a gnome as a peace offering. A way to break the ice. Then he pictured her throwing the plaster bastard at his head, and winced.

“Heartburn?” Roy asked as he prodded the ground, and shoved the wet leaves aside.

Ian chuckled. “Safe to say.”

John glared at him, then shook his head. “Not the kind you’re thinking, Roy.”

“Screwed up again, huh?” the sheriff asked.

“Big time.”

“Right it when we’re done here.”

“I—”

The sheriff’s radio chirped. “Hang on a sec. Roy,” he answered.

“It’s Bev, I’ve got a call I’m patching through to your cell phone. It’s urgent,” she said, sounding breathless.

Roy frowned and looked at him, then Ian. “Patch it through,” he said as he pulled out his cell phone.

“I’ve got something,” one of the men yelled out not more than fifty yards from them.

“Bev, hold the call,” Roy said into his radio.

“No,” she shouted loud enough Ian, who was ten feet away, turned and raised a brow. “It’s urgent.”

“Go ahead, we’ll check it out,” John said, and nodded to Ian. They left the sheriff behind, and jogged to where they’d heard the commotion.

As they neared a clearing close to the river, John stopped dead.

“Oh my...” Ian turned away from the decomposing body tied to a tree.

One by one, the rest of the search party approached. When they’d glimpsed the nude, battered body of the third victim, they’d turned away as well.

He didn’t. He wanted to, but remembering Celeste’s trance, he knew this was the crime scene. Another woman murdered by Winston and Haney. “Everybody stay back,” he ordered, then turned to Lloyd. “You’ve got the tape?”

The Viking nodded.

“Set up a fifty foot perimeter around the body, CSU is on call.” He scanned the crowd, then called on Jesse, one of the only men that didn’t look as if he was about to lose his breakfast. “Get these men out of here. Have Ed wait for CSU along the road and lead them back here.”

While Lloyd began laying the crime scene tape, Jesse disbanded the search party, just as Roy ran toward them. Pale, his eyes bleak, he looked to the dead girl with disgust, then to Lloyd. “You’re in charge. Wait for CSU.”

“Sure, Roy.”

“Jesse, I need you to gather the rest of my deputies, along with the state troopers and meet me at the highway. Be ready to move out.”

“Got it.”

Roy began to move, but John grabbed his arm. “Roy, what’s going on?”

“That call...I don’t know what to believe, but I’ve got a doctor from Mississippi claiming he can connect Dan to Winston.”

“Who’s Dan?” Ian asked.

“Dan Malvern’s one of my deputies.”

Ian frowned. “The one with the sick wife?”

Roy’s brows skyrocketed. “How did you know about that?”

“I was with Celeste last night. She told me Will was opening the diner this morning because she was going to help your deputy by watching his—”

John took off in a sprint. Fear squeezed his chest.

Better watch out for her. My brother’s got a thing for knives.
Chapter 28
 
FRANTIC, AFTER ROY and Ian had discovered Malvern’s wife barely hanging on to life, and no sign of Celeste, John burst out the back kitchen door. As he ran across the driveway apron, Jesse staggered from the garage, his face white, his eyes round with horror.

He grabbed the deputy, as fear grabbed hold of his heart. “What is it? Celeste?”

“No, it’s—”

Releasing the man, John raced inside the garage, aware Ian was now only a few steps behind him. He stopped cold when one of the state troopers stumbled out the door of another room attached to the garage. Without preamble, without a word, John shoved his way in through the door.

Ian gasped over his shoulder. “Oh...God.”

John couldn’t speak past the bile rising in his throat as he stared at the grotesque scene. Blood coated the floor, splattered one of the walls, a patch on the ceiling, and even the light bulb. A woman, duct taped to an overturned chair, lay half-naked and lifeless on the floor, blood coagulating around her. The small room stank, not only of the dead victim, but as if something had been burned.

“This just keeps getting better and better,” Mitchell said as he walked into the room.

John turned, relieved the lead CSU investigator was here rather than at the other crime scene. “He has her,” he snarled. “That son of a bitch has her.”

“Highly possible based on what I’ve been told.” Mitchell gripped John’s shoulder. “Keep it together.”

“Keep it together?” John shouted, then pointed at the dead woman. “Look what he’s capable of. Look at what he’s done.” Raw fury, fear, and guilt suffocated him. Needing fresh air, needing to think, he stormed from the room, until he made it outside.

Resting his hands on his knees, he drew in deep gulps of the brisk, Fall air, as his mind and heart raced. Malvern, rather Haney, had Celeste. The things the sick bastard could do to her...

God, he loved her so much, and had made a huge mistake last night. What if that was the last time he’d ever see her alive? What if he never had the chance to talk to her, hold her, tell her he loved her and what a fool he’d been?

“John,” Ian said as he came from the garage.

He stood and ran a hand through his hair. “Not now. I need—”

“You need to do as Mitchell suggested. Keep it together,” Ian insisted. “Look, I love her, too. You have no idea how scared I am. But right now, love isn’t going to do us squat. Neither are our fears. Right now, we need to be investigators first, a lover and father second.”

John wondered when he’d become such a self-centered bastard. Ian suffered, too. Roy as well. Hell, every man here knew Celeste. They were all worried, because they’d all seen what had happened to Winston and Malvern’s victims.

“You’re right, and I’m sorry. You’ve just finally met her and now...” He shook his head, unwilling to allow himself to think the worst. He was a good investigator. They’d search. They’d hunt. They’d find her. They had to.

“Let’s consider what we do know,” Ian suggested.

“Right.” He began running the facts through his mind. “Malvern likely took her car, because he left his pickup truck and cruiser behind. Will said her car was gone by the time he’d left for the diner. Roy has already issued a BOLO for her vehicle. I’ve looked at the map of this county. There’s lots of country roads winding all through the area.”

“Too many,” Deputy Ed Young added as he and Roy joined them. “And who’s to say he doesn’t have another car ready and waiting. He ditches Celeste’s and we’re left chasing our tails.”

The sheriff nodded, but added nothing more. Instead, he turned and hung his head.

Roy had known Celeste since she’d been an infant. According to what Ian had told him last night, the sheriff had been placed in Wissota Falls to look out for her, to protect her, and yes, to keep Ian updated on her life. Still, Roy’s love for Celeste had been obvious.

“Roy,” John said. “We need your help on this. Don’t shut down now.”

“It’s my fault. If I hadn’t involved Celeste and...Dan was one of my deputies.”

“I told you to use her on the investigation,” Ian reminded him. “As for Malvern, if Rachel wasn’t able to crack his background until it bled the truth, then we’re dealing with a very smart individual. But even the smart ones make mistakes. We need to find his, and hope it will lead us to Celeste.”

“Winston knows,” Roy said. “That self-proclaimed born-again knows.”

John thought the same thing. “We’ve used every threat against him and he still hasn’t turned his brother over to us.”

“Don’t matter. We’ll make him talk.” Roy turned to John, his eyes wild with anger and bloodlust. “He’s in a hospital. They can bandage his sorry ass when we’re done with him.”

“That’s not the way to handle the situation,” John snapped. “I want to talk with him, but let’s take a look around here before we do. See if we can find anything we might be able to use as leverage.”

“Leverage? We’re wasting time bullshitting. We need to act. You know as well as I do that Winston’s hiding something,” Roy insisted.

“We are acting,” John said, even if he still agreed with the sheriff. “We have state troopers on the road. That’s the best we can do for now. Malvern already has over an hour on us. I’m not going to argue with you about this and waste more time. We comb the house, then we talk to Winston. It’s the logical—”

“I’m tired of your Mr. Spock logical bullshit,” the sheriff growled.

Ian grabbed Roy’s arm. “Let’s walk this off. John, start the search.”

While he understood Roy’s frustration, just as Ian had said to him, the sheriff needed to keep his emotions out of the investigation.

They needed to be smarter than Malvern. Or else Celeste would end up like the others. Dead.

* * *

Dr. Alex Trumane parked his car outside the airstrip located on the outskirts of Jackson. Duffle bag in hand, he slammed the door shut and headed for the chartered plane that would take him straight to Eau Claire, where a deputy would be waiting for him.

He couldn’t wait to see Miranda Malvern for himself. Talking to the county sheriff wasn’t something he looked forward to, but was necessary to close this chapter of his life. How it would end, he didn’t know. At this point he didn’t care. As much as he wanted to move on, spend the rest of his days working his practice and loving Kira, what he was doing now would be a defining moment in his life.

Thoughts of Kira had him realizing he’d most definitely not make their date for tomorrow night. How he wished he could have pretended he’d never met Miranda Malvern, or Winston, or that monster. But he had, and he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t do the right thing. Even if it meant losing Kira.

As he climbed on board the small plane, he withdrew his cell phone. He knew Kira was working, and was thankful his call would roll into voicemail. She was inquisitive, and while he loved that side of her, he wasn’t sure he could honestly answer any questions she might ask.

After leaving a brief voice mail, he stowed his duffle bag, then buckled his seat belt.

“With the wind behind us, and clear weather, we should land in about two hours,” the captain said with a smile before he ducked into the cockpit.

Two hours. He leaned into the seat and stared out the window.

Two hours would give him too much time to think. About the past, the present and the future.

* * *

Breathing hard, Dan dropped Celeste’s limp body onto the old cot in the corner of the abandoned, decrepit hunting lodge he’d stumbled on a few years ago. After working a kink in his back, he grabbed a water bottle and drank half of it down in a few swallows. Although she didn’t weigh much, hefting Celeste a few miles through the dense woods surrounding Chippewa Lake had been exhausting. He’d needed to bring her here, though. The cabin offered the privacy he’d need to fulfill his fantasy, plus it contained everything he’d need for his escape.

After he drained the rest of the water, he glanced at his watch. He’d given Celeste a hefty dose of chloroform back at his house, enough to knock her out for a few hours. Once he’d ditched her car at the mouth of the forest and camouflaged it with a tarp, he’d injected enough morphine to ensure she’d sleep the afternoon away. Worried he’d been wrong on the dosage, he decided he’d make sure she was restrained before he finished preparing for his escape.

Using his state-issue handcuffs, he cuffed Celeste’s hands, then linked the chain through a hook he’d screwed into the wood above the cot. He then duct taped her ankles to the metal base of the cot. Once satisfied she’d be incapacitated should she wake while he was busy outside the cabin, he couldn’t resist running his hands over her breasts.

So pretty.

He moved his hand lower, tempted to undo her jeans and finger her pussy. Just before he made contact with the enticing zipper, he shoved away from her.

Heart racing with excitement, he rushed from the cabin, dragging in deep breaths. Man, he wanted her bad. But he refused to take her while she was half-comatose. He thought back to how she’d reacted to him just before he’d knocked her out. The press of her body when she’d fought him, the total power and control he had over her. Just thinking about it had him hot and aroused.

Even if she was awake and fighting him, and he didn’t have to finish preparing for his escape tonight, he would have still stayed away from her for at least a few hours. Primed, dick hard, he worried he’d climax too soon.

Ugly Evie crossed his mind. That little bitch had gone and died on him before he’d even had a chance to touch her. There was no way in hell he’d mess up what he had with Celeste.

He went to the side of the cabin and unbuckled his pants, then did the next best thing. Moments later, with images of what he’d do to Celeste racing through his head, he released himself with a harsh groan. Panting, he wiped his hand clean.

After righting his pants, he peered through the small cabin window. Celeste lay on the bed as he’d left her, ready for him and all the depraved things he would do to that hot body.

He pushed away from the cabin. Work before play. And he would play with her.

First, he had to make sure he had everything packed and ready to go. After he killed Celeste, he’d walk the Kawasaki he’d stolen a few years ago to the highway, then ride off into the night with over a dozen IDs, passports and credit cards. Plenty of cash, too.

He checked his watch again. By now, they probably knew about him and would be looking for Celeste’s car. Idiots would likely think he’d driven her over the state line. If only they knew he was right under their noses. Waiting.

If only they knew the horror that awaited Celeste.

* * *

John stood outside Winston’s hospital room, anxious to enter, but forced to wait. He shifted the leverage they’d discovered in Malvern’s workshop, then popped an antacid in his mouth. “How much longer?” he asked Roy, and looked at his watch. At this point, Celeste had been missing for almost five hours.

Five hours. She could be...

Ian shoved off the wall. “I’m going to take a wild guess.”

John turned his head as Lloyd approached with the man they’d been waiting for.

Dr. Alex Trumane.

Mid-forties, the doctor had curly, sandy blond hair, and an athletic build. Wearing a golf shirt and khakis, he looked ready to play eighteen holes instead of coming face-to-face with a serial killer.

“Dr. Trumane,” Roy extended his hand.

“Please call me Alex. How is Miranda?”

“She’s in ICU. When we’re done here, you can go talk with her doctor. She’ll be able to give you Miranda’s prognosis.”

Although Alex appeared disappointed, he nodded, then looked at the door to Winston’s room. “Does he know I’m here?”

“No,” Roy said, then introduced Alex to him and Ian. After a couple of quick handshakes, the sheriff latched onto the door knob, then nodded to the box, the leverage John carried. “Let’s hope this works.”

Without knocking, they barged into the room.

Winston looked up from the Bible he’d been reading. His silver eyes moved from one man to the other, then settled on Alex.

“I knew we should have killed you.” Winston slammed the Bible closed. Dropping it next to him, on top of a bunch of used tissues, he leaned against the pillows with a heavy sigh. “Now that I’ve found God, I’m glad we didn’t. Besides, the fact that you’re here leads me to believe that killing you would have been too quick of a punishment. I’m betting you lie awake during the night thinking about what you could have done different, huh?”

“Trust me, there’ve been times that I wished you and Malvern had killed me,” Alex said as he moved into the room. He shrugged when all eyes shifted to him. “I was at the bottom of the barrel when I met Garrett, he knew it, used it, then he and Malvern blackmailed me.”

Winston chuckled. “So you found out who my brother is? Pretty big shock, eh Sheriff? Yeah, Toby’s good at blackmailing. How do you think he ended up a deputy?”

“What do you mean?” Roy asked, and clenched his jaw.

“Check on that Tennessee sheriff that vouched for him.” Winston’s chin began to tremble as his smile faded. “You’ll find that he’s…dead.”

Roy sucked in a breath and turned away.

“Consider yourself lucky,” Winston said to Alex. “You’re the only one he’s never killed after a blackmail.” He made the sign of the cross. “I told him to take you out, even offered to do it myself, but Toby thought he might need you in the future. If he didn’t, he’d figured you’d either OD on drugs or you were too drunk to remember what you’d done anyway.”

“I remember every fucking moment,” Alex said, his voice rising. “That’s why I’m here. That’s why I’m sober.”

“Five years later?” Winston shot back, tears streaming down his face. “Do you have any idea what you’ve put Miranda through?”

“Garrett,” John began. “Dan...Toby has kidnapped a woman. We need to know—”

“I told you to watch out for her.” He reached for a fresh tissue. “He took the psychic, right?”

John nodded. “We need you to help us.”

“I’ll help you once the good doctor atones for his sins.” He blew his nose. “Maybe.”

“Maybe?” Roy yelled. “Listen up, you piece of—”

“Stop,” Alex shouted. “I’ll atone. I was drunk, just had a fight with my wife when I went to some honky-tonk outside of Jackson. I was looking for more booze, coke, and a woman. I met Garrett, and he gave me what I’d needed. Only he and Malvern set me up. Took pictures of what I’d been doing. I didn’t know until Malvern showed up at my practice telling me to purposefully diagnose his fiancé with some terminal disease.”

Alex paced the room, shoving his hands in the pockets of his pressed khakis. “He had pictures, and I still had abuse issues. I gave him what he wanted and have regretted it ever since.”

John shook his head in disbelief. Not that the good doctor had admitted to purposefully misdiagnosing Miranda Malvern, but that they were wasting precious time. “Garrett, he atoned, damn it. We need to know—”

“She stayed with him,” Winston wailed, clutching a tissue to his nose. “Because he told her he loved her no matter what was wrong with her. And the whole time he’d been poisoning her, lying to her, using her for the inheritance he knew she’d get when Granny Gates died. He killed the old bag, too, especially when he found out she’d left a house and property in this bum-fucked part of the planet to her granddaughter. I blame you for all of this.”

The room fell silent, until Winston blew his nose again.

Tired of the bullshit, John opened the box, then dumped dozens of snapshots—each one encased in plastic baggies—on top of Winston. “Can you blame him for this?”

Winston stared down at the pictures of him performing despicable acts to the women he’d likely killed alongside his brother. His mouth gaped open as he quickly sorted his hand through the plastic bags, then tears began spilling.

“He...he...Oh my God,” he cried, and reached for another tissue.

“You’ve been more than a liability.” John pulled a picture of Winston raping a woman from the pile of many and shoved it into his face. “You were his fall guy. He set you up, just like him.” John pointed to Alex. “Are you going to lie there and do nothing to stop him?”

Winston averted his eyes from the photograph. The crybaby killer, once again, lived up to his name, sobbing and blubbering to the point John worried Winston had been pushed too far.

“That bastard. That lying bastard,” Winston repeated, this time with anger, with rage, and crossed himself again hard enough he left a red mark on his forehead.

Excitement boiled through John. He wanted Winston angry. He wanted his hatred for Malvern. “He’ll get the death penalty for what he’s done. If you help us, I’ll do my best to make sure you’re not extradited and serve your sentence here, in Wisconsin.” Whether Winston was extradited or not would be up to the district attorney, but he’d make all sorts of promises and tell a million lies if it would help them find Celeste.

“What about the good doc over there?” Winston asked as he jerked his head toward Alex.

“What about me?”

“For what he did to Miranda, you should fry his ass, too.”

“You knew what Malvern had been doing to her all along. Why didn’t you stop him?” Alex asked. “You’re as much to blame.”

Worried the arguing between the doctor and the crybaby killer might cause Winston to derail and clam up, John said, “Dr. Trumane is in our custody, and will be dealt with for his crimes against Miranda Malvern.”

John sent Alex a look, hoping the man realized he’d been bluffing. Then he turned to Lloyd. “Cuff him, and take him out in the hallway.”

While Lloyd placed Alex in handcuffs, Winston stared at the doctor with a smug smile. After Lloyd led him into the hall, then shut the door, Winston turned his attention back to them.

“What do you want to know?”

“Where would Malvern run?”

“You got a map on ya?”

Roy pulled a county map from his back pocket, then spread it out and handed it to Winston. “The red dot indicates Malvern’s house,” the sheriff said.

“Okay.” Winston ran his finger over the road leading from the Malvern residence. He zigged, then zagged over other roads, then stopped and tapped. “Here.”

John and Roy stood on either side of the bed and stared at the map. “What are we looking at?” John asked. The road Winston had pointed to dead ended into nothing but forest, and lots of it.

“Toby found an abandoned hunting cabin a few years back. Since then, he’s been storing stuff there, just in case the heat came down on us.”

“Can you point out where this cabin is?” John asked, anxious to begin searching for Celeste. They’d already blown through another half hour with Winston. By the time they reached the area Winston indicated, another hour would be wasted.

“Not exactly. I’ve only been there once. But…” Winston ran his finger across the large section of forest, then pointed to the highway that ran parallel to the county road. “The plan had always been that if Toby had to hide out in his cabin, I was supposed to pick him up at mile marker one sixty-two. I’m not sure how far the highway is from the cabin, but I’m thinking no more than a half mile.”

“How do you know?”

“Because Toby said he’d timed himself once, and he’d made it from the cabin to the highway in under ten minutes. That was with carrying a load on his back and dealing with running through the woods.”

While it wasn’t exactly a street address, it was better than what they’d had before now. John nodded, then looked to Roy and Ian. “Let’s go.”

As Roy took the map, Winston said, “How long has he had her?”

“Almost six hours,” the sheriff answered with disgust.

Winston shook his head and released a low whistle. “Don’t bother with an ambulance.” He picked up his Bible. “If Toby’s had her that long, you’ll need a body bag.”

Chapter 29
 
CELESTE WOKE SLOWLY, her head swimming. She shut her eyes and fought the nausea. Wanting to curl onto her side, she turned her head to cradle her stomach, then panicked when her numb arms didn’t respond.

Eyes wide and now fully alert, she stared up, her heart and mind racing. Dan. “Oh my God,” she whispered, and pulled against the handcuffs fastened to a hook on the wall.

She looked to her legs with increasing horror. He’d duct taped her ankles to the cot, leaving her lying spread eagle, her body stretched and vulnerable.

Craning her neck, she scanned the small, dank room. A battery-powered lamp sat on the floor casting eerie shadows along the supplies—canned food, bottled water—lining the wall. Her gaze stopped on a small window. No sunlight filtered inside, not even the shadows of dusk. How long had she been here? One day? Two? And where was here?

Wherever here was, she’d rather run free, into the unknown, than lie on a musty cot waiting for Dan to come back and kill her. Based on her visions, her trances, she knew he would do just that.

She looked up at her cuffed hands and yanked with all of her strength. Metal bit into her wrists. If she was going to die, she’d die fighting. And if she survived, she swore, no matter what happened with John, she’d start living for herself, not everyone else.

Her muscles burned and sweat coated her skin as she strained her body at odd angles, trying to either unhook the metal chain, or force it from the wall. Breathing hard, she stopped, gave her arms a moment’s respite, then went at it again.

“Yes,” she hissed when the hook wiggled. Tears of relief streamed down the side of her face, tickling her skin.

A motor revved outside. She froze, wondering once again where Dan had taken her. If she screamed, would there be neighbors nearby to hear her? No. He would have gagged her if that were the case. Not willing to risk allowing Dan to know she was awake and trying to escape, she ignored the ache in her shoulders and yanked against the hook. Small splinters of wood fell behind her head as the hook moved again. Another tug and she...

The motor died. She held her breath, then jumped when the door slammed against the wall.

“Hey, sleepy head. How was your nap?” Dan asked as he loomed over her, raking his eyes across her body.

She remained silent. Biding her time, and praying he’d leave the room again. If she had a few more moments alone, she could possibly free herself.

“What, no small talk? Okay then, maybe you just want to get at it.”

He unsheathed a knife. A very long, very scary knife. Her skin crawled as the dim light gleamed off the blade. “What...what are you doing?”

He raised a red brow. “With this?” He fingered the knife’s sharp edge. “Fulfilling my ultimate fantasy,” he said, then sat on the edge of the cot.

Placing a hand on her leg, he ran the knife along the column of her throat. “You sure are pretty.” He dipped the tip at the collar of her shirt, then ripped through the material.

She squeezed her eyes shut as the smooth side of the cold blade rested against her skin. Tears streamed down the sides of her face. She held her breath as he tore the shirt in half and cool air rushed over her exposed chest. He pushed the material aside, baring her cotton bra and stomach.

“So soft,” he said, and ran the flat edge of the knife along her belly while he rubbed her breasts with his free hand.

She jerked with disgust and loathing.

“You like that?” He began unbuttoning her jeans. “Well, there’s more where that came from.”

Hysteria, terror and unnerving fright tore through her. “Why are you doing this?”

He unzipped her jeans. “C’mon, you’re the psychic, you know why.”

The visions. “You read the visions I gave to Roy.”

“Yep,” he said as he forced her jeans over her hips until they drooped around her calves. “I heard about your trances, too. And well, I honestly hadn’t had you on my list of loose ends until then.” He shook his head as he stared between her thighs. “But I should have. You’re sexy, and hot, and so much better than those whores Garrett would bring me.”

“You don’t have to do this,” she implored, careful not to tug too hard against the hook above her. She needed to be certain it would wrench loose. If that meant waiting until he raped her, at least she’d have the element of surprise on her side. “I’d never seen you in any of my visions.”

“But you did see me. As the masked man,” he finished with a wag of his brows as he played with the elastic of her panties.

“I didn’t know it was you.”

He dropped the knife on her stomach, then ripped her underwear in half with both of his hands. Panting, he retrieved the knife, then focused on her crotch. “Maybe not, but it was only a matter of time.”

She had to act fast, had to keep him talking. Fighting her tears, her revulsion, she asked, “What about the fourth vision?”

He stopped and wrinkled his forehead. The menacing knife hung over her stomach. “What are you talking about?”

“I had four visions,” she said, eyeing the jagged blade, and exerting her arms.

“Oh,” he chuckled. “That’s right. I almost forgot about that. You know, I thought it was odd at the time, but now...” He laughed, his entire body trembling and shaking. He wiped away a tear and smiled. “This is too funny not to share. See, there were only three.”

She flinched, and her mind raced. She’d had four visions. Seen four women die.

“Okay. I see you’re not gettin’ it. Since it won’t matter, I’ll let you in on a little secret. My brother and I have been killing whores for years. Garrett would scrape up these disgusting lot lizards. Now, don’t get me wrong.” He ran the blade along her inner thigh. “They served their purpose, but I got tired of slutty, trailer trash.”

“You didn’t seem to have a problem killing those four women they found in the woods,” she said, hoping her tone didn’t come off as taunting. She just wanted to keep him talking, distracted from her naked body.

“That was all Garrett, that piece of shit. I didn’t know about them. But the other three? The girl in the cranberry bog, she was all mine.”

“The other two?”

“We did them together.”

“And the fourth?”

He shook his head. “There wasn’t a fourth.”

“I had—”

“I know Miz Psychic,” he said, and rolled his eyes as if she were obtuse. “I get it. You had four visions, but here’s the deal. I killed one, Garrett and I killed two. Do the math. One plus two equals three. Not four.”

“But I saw four,” she insisted.

“Take a look at yourself and remember the little diary you wrote to Roy,” he said with a sarcastic chuckle. “You are the fourth vision.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered, and tasted a new kind of fear as the images of the victims from her visions flashed through her mind.

“God ain’t gonna help you now.” He rose from the cot and began unbuckling his pants. “When I was snooping through Roy’s files and came across your visions, I’ll admit, I got a little worried. When I found the fourth one and knew I had nothing to do with it, well, I hoped that I wouldn’t have to hurt you. I like you Celeste, always have. You were always so sweet and friendly. Plus you made those kalachkis for the missus.” He grinned. “You have no idea how them tasty pastries helped me. Mixing rat poison with powdered sugar kept my Randa’s symptoms where I needed them.”

She ignored the guilt, that she had somehow played a part in his wife’s poisoning. While he was busy shoving his pants over his hips, she looked up at the hook and tugged as hard as possible.

Nothing happened. The defeat that ripped through her heightened her fear. All of her efforts had been for nothing.

When he settled himself between her outstretched thighs, she averted her gaze from his erection.

This was it.

He was going to rape and kill her.

She didn’t bother to cry or struggle. He’d said he liked when they fought. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. Instead, she lay still, accepting her fate, and praying for strength and a quick death.

When his flesh made contact with hers, rubbing against her inner thighs, she closed her eyes and sought a safe place in her mind and hid there. A place where happily-ever-after was real and sadistic killers didn’t exist.

He slammed his fist into her jaw. Her head dangled, as stars shot through her skull.

“Bitch,” he gritted, then hit her again. “Fight me.”

Squeezing her eyes, she fought the bile rising in her throat, and forced herself to remain still even as her heart pounded. Even as the cold metal of the knife pressed against her stomach, even as he stabbed his erection against her thigh.

“Fine,” he grunted, his breath labored. “No foreplay. We’ll just get right to the good stuff.”

With her eyes still closed, she brought John’s strong, handsome image to mind. She remembered his soothing touch, how it had always calmed her and given her strength. She honed in on that memory now as Dan licked a sloppy, wet path from below her bra, to her stomach. His mustache chafed, grated against her skin. Biting her lip to keep from screaming, she squeezed her eyes tighter.

“Look at me,” he ordered, then ran the serrated edge of the blade along her torso.

Pain sliced through her. Snapping her eyes open, she screamed.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” he said. “Fight me.”

She clenched her jaw. “Not much of a fight when I’m tied down, is it?”

Laughing, he punched her square in the stomach, then stilled.

She did, too, as the room began to rumble and shake.

Then she heard the unmistakable hum of helicopter blades. The sound, a beautiful symphony, as it thumped and hummed.

John.

“Mother fucker,” Dan shouted, as he raised the knife high, his eyes wild with hate and anger.

She tensed, and cried out at the cruel twist of fate. With rescue in sight, she’d die anyway.

He brought the knife down with a hard stab, catching the skin along the side of her waist, then shoved off the cot. “Don’t fucking move,” he said as he righted his pants. He withdrew his gun, gave her one last glance, then left the cabin.

The moment the door slammed shut, she strained the handcuffs against the hook. Hoping the helicopter meant they were looking for her, she fought with renewed determination.

Pulling. Tugging.

The skin around her wrists broke against the metal cuffs. A thin stream of blood trickled down her arms as she continued to exert herself.

Something snapped, popped in her left shoulder. She bit her lip to keep from crying out in pain. Sweat soaked her skin, and she put her weight into her good arm. Small shards of wood fell against her forehead as the hook moved against the old plank.

Despite the pain, she pushed herself. The hum of the helicopter retreated. Dan could storm into the cabin at any second. Kill her and—

The hook fell, and bounced off her nose. She didn’t give herself a moment to savor the small victory. Moving quickly, despite the cuffs, she wrenched the knife imbedded in the cot, cut through the duct tape surrounding her ankles, then hiked her jeans to her waist.

Free. But now what? She glanced around the room. Moving toward the door, she stopped and looked through the window. Other than empty cobwebs, the only thing she saw was her reflection in the dirty glass.

Giving up on the window, which was too small to crawl through, she moved to the door. She pressed her ear against it and listened.

Nothing, but the pounding of her own heart.

She clutched the knife in one hand. Her fingers tingled as she touched the rusted metal door handle with her other hand. She drew in a deep breath.

Dan had a gun.

She had a knife.

John—hopefully—was on his way.

And if he wasn’t? She knew how the fourth vision ended.

As the memory of it ran through her mind, she whipped open the door, then ran into the darkness.

Fuck fate. She’d change hers tonight.

* * *

Dan lost sight of the helicopter’s search light as it flew east, back toward the county road and where he’d hidden Celeste’s car. While there wasn’t enough room for a helicopter to land there, or even on the highway a half mile west of the cabin, he knew he’d just run out of time.

They could block him in, which would force him to run north or south through over a thousand acres of dense forest. If that were the case, he’d have to leave the motorcycle behind, then steal a car later.

He sprinted for the cabin, mulling his options, then decided he would not deviate from his plan. The bike was packed, gassed and ready to go. Even pushing the bike, he could reach the highway in ten minutes.

Fuming over how fucked up the night had become, he ran faster. First he’d been denied Ugly Evie, now he’d be denied Celeste. His ultimate fantasy would have to wait until he started a new life.

Still, he considered as he slowed when a cramp seized his side, it would only take maybe a minute, two at the most to kill her. Not enough time to fuck and gut, but plenty of time to wrap a cord around her neck until he squeezed the life out of her. And what a fitting tribute using the cord would make. A kickass, fuck you farewell to Garrett, a way of coming full circle, if he believed in that shit. He bet Celeste did, and maybe he’d tell her about this whole full circle thing as he circled the cord around her neck.

Grinning at the prospect, that the night wasn’t completely lost, he approached the cabin. Stopped. Drew his gun, then quickly crouched.

The door stood slightly ajar. He crept toward the cabin, and when he was certain an ambush wasn’t awaiting him, he moved to the window.

Empty.

He raced inside. She was gone, and so was his precious knife.

“Fuck,” he shouted and flipped the empty cot. Reining in his anger and disappointment, he rushed outside. Not having time to kill her infuriated him, but there’d be others. And they’d pay for what she’d denied him tonight.

He moved to the bike, knocked the kickstand back, ready to walk it to the highway, then froze. The bitch had taken the key. He’d locked his passports, IDs, credit cards, and cash in the side compartment. He needed that key.

He ran back into the cabin and grabbed the flashlight and cord.

The bitch was now as good as dead.

Chapter 30
 
CELESTE PRAYED THE night’s shadows concealed and worked in her favor as she dashed between the trees. It had grown eerily darker the deeper she moved into the forest, but without knowing which direction she was heading she worried she might accidentally circle back to the cabin. To Dan.

She held onto a sliver of hope, though. With the helicopter still flying over the area, she assured herself that John and a search party were looking for her. Until they found her, though, she was on her own, continuing this fight alone.

She gripped the knife, wishing she’d spared a few minutes to search for the key to the handcuffs. She’d hoped it was on the key chain she’d swiped from the motorcycle, but apparently today wasn’t her lucky day.

As she fumbled through a thicket of trees and thorny brush, a branch snapped across her swollen cheek. The sharp sting a lover’s caress compared to Dan’s ruthless fists.

She broke through the overgrowth of small spiky pines and entered a small clearing. Heavy clouds moved in the night sky. The moon’s strong beam infiltrated through the trees and gleamed off the steel edge of the knife. The weapon gave her confidence. The moon’s luster gave her light. The openness of the clearing gave her vulnerability.

Twigs snapped behind her, heavy footfall crunched through layers of brittle leaves. She held her breath, and glanced over her shoulder. The high beam of a flashlight danced and zigzagged.

Deep fear centered in her core. Had to be Dan. If it were someone searching for her, they’d call out, right? Not willing to take the chance, she fled from the clearing and moved for cover among the trees.

The beam of light grew stronger. The crackling twigs grew louder. She panicked and changed directions, then hesitated, twisted her body. If she went left, would it lead her back to the cabin? Or was it right...?

Damn it, she couldn’t remember. No time to think, she ran straight ahead.

As she dodged trees and brush, she looked over her shoulder. The flashlight faded and diminished. Out of breath, she paused, crouched behind an immense pine and ran the back of her cuffed hands over her sweaty forehead, then stilled.

Her fourth vision filtered through her memory. Now that she thought about it, the clearing she’d run through had been similar to the one in her vision. The chirping crickets, the hollering of owls, the fluttering of bats as they whooshed amongst the treetops. These sounds were similar, too, only she swore she’d heard something else, something different from what she’d dreamed.

She crawled to the neighboring pine, and then the next. Flattening her back against the bark, she closed her eyes and concentrated, listened.

In her vision she thought she’d heard the hum of cars along a highway, and had even caught the scent of rubber and tar. The noises she thought she heard a moment ago didn’t sound like traffic. They sounded like—there it was again.

Tears of relief streamed down her cheeks as the muffled shouts of men grew louder, the baying of a dog grew closer and more distinct. Spurred by hope, she took off toward the barking.

A hard crack smashed against her skull, jarring and fracturing her vision and equilibrium. She tripped over a large rock. Tumbling and unable to flail her arms, she threw her cuffed hands in front of her. Her efforts did little to help cushion the fall. Her chest hit the hard ground knocking the air from of her lungs. She panicked, gasping and wheezing, trying desperately to fill her lungs with air.

Blood oozed from her scalp and dripped into her eyes. Catching her breath, she wiped her face with the back of her hands, then gasped.

She stared at a pair of muddied, black boots. Fear broke and shattered. She gripped the knife as strong hands gripped her ankles.

With a sudden, hard yank, Dan dragged her. Her torn shirt flapped around her sides. The rugged ground scratched against the thin knife wound on her stomach. She tried to scream, from the pain, from the fear and outrage, but her jaw remained snapped shut as it scrapped the dirt.

He released a low, menacing, mocking chuckle as she struggled. Still clutching the blade in one hand, she dug her fingers into the dirt with the other. The red acrylics she’d had applied only days ago snapped back, a bitter reminder of her fourth vision, of its horrifying outcome.

She tamped down the increasing terror and fought. Clawed, scratched, searched for anything to halt her descent. Left with a fistful of dirt, she mule kicked. Twisted and thrashed.

“Goddamn bitch,” he grunted, and tightening his hold on her ankles, flipped her onto her back.

A large tree root slammed into her shoulder blade and the shock to her system caused her to drop the knife. She ignored the pain.

What he had planned for her next was much worse.

* * *

John broke through a thicket of trees, then stopped when the search dog began moving in circles. Its handler had arrived hours ago, and had thankfully remained for the impending search. The same men they’d used to look for the third victim this morning were present, too, along with a dozen State Troopers and officers on loan from the Eau Claire PD. Lloyd had led half of the men into the forest from the county road, and had discovered Celeste’s car, but nothing else. John had remained with Roy, Ian, and the other half of the search party and had entered the woods from the highway at mile marker one sixty-two.

When he’d first climbed out of the sheriff’s cruiser and stared at the forest, with the way the sun quickly dipped into the horizon, the dense woods had appeared dark, ominous, and endless.

For over twenty minutes they’d been combing the forest. With each step, fear for Celeste had consumed him. When they’d found Malvern’s cabin empty, the cot with a knife slice and shredded duct tape still attached to the metal legs, his fear had intensified. He’d hoped to God she’d somehow managed to escape, but considering Malvern had left his motorcycle behind, he’d immediately assumed the worst. Malvern was going after her.

He needed to find Celeste before it was too late. His chest tightened and his gut twisted with alarm and anxiety as the dog continued to circle and sniff. He loved her so much, and could no longer imagine life without Celeste in it.

“What’s with the dog?” Jesse asked as he approached with Ian.

“Could be the trail your guy had used to reach the cabin,” the German Shepherd’s handler answered, then crouched down and petted the dog. Speaking low in its ear, he held a piece of Celeste’s clothes under its nose. Tail wagging, the dog dropped its muzzle to the ground, then took off, back toward the cabin.

John reluctantly followed behind, beginning to think the dog unreliable. Minutes passed, then the dog stopped, put its nose to the ground again, then ran in a completely different direction.

“Up ahead,” Ian called.

A faint beam of light broke through blackness, not moving side to side as if being used to search. Instead it remained still.

Although difficult to gauge the distance, John figured the light came from at least a hundred yards away. Not far, but if Dan had Celeste?

Better watch out for her. My brother’s got a thing for knives.
A woman’s scream pierced the night, sending sharp shards of fear and terror straight into his heart. A hundred yards suddenly seemed as if it were a hundred miles.

* * *

Celeste released another scream, this time beneath the hand clamped over her mouth, as Dan dug his fingers into the thin cut lining her stomach, stretching and pulling at the tender skin. She cried and moaned, as waves of pain ricocheted throughout her body.

“Shut your mouth,” he ordered, then grabbed her head with both hands, crushing her skull, digging his fingers into her temples and cheeks. With a grunt, he pulled her forward then slammed her head against the ground.

The impact rattled her jaw and shook her brain. Her vision blurred. The flashlight he’d dropped next to her dimmed, as her eyelids drooped and everything began to fade to black.

“You’re not going to pull an Ugly Evie on me.” He smacked her face. “Keep your eyes open and look at me.”

He hit her a second time, the sharp sting jarring her from the blessed semiconscious state. When she met his gaze, a sick smile twisted beneath his mustache.

“Running from me was your first mistake.” He settled his weight on top of her and reached into his back pocket. “Your second was taking my knife, which I see you’ve gone and lost.” He stretched a thin cord taut. “Your third and biggest was taking the keys for my motorcycle.”

A tear rolled down her cheek as she stared at the cord and sifted her hands through the leaves above her head. “I...I didn’t take your keys,” she lied, hoping to bide her time and find the knife. “Check your pockets. You could have already been on the road to freedom by now.”

A deep scowl lined his face, as his eyes turned feral with shock and rage. “You’re a lying bitch.” He raised his hand to strike her again.

She turned her face away, searching for the knife with both her eyes and her fingers. “I swear, it’s true.”

He dug through her jeans pockets first, and she thanked God she’d tossed them when she realized the key to the handcuffs wasn’t on the chain. “Better be,” he warned, as he checked his pockets. “Or I swear to God I’ll wrap this cord around your neck until you begin to die, then just when you think you’re free to travel through those pearly gates, I’ll stop. Revive you and do it all over again.”

Stunned he’d fallen for such a stupid distraction, she continued to carefully sift her hands through the leaves. When the sharp edge of the blade nicked her right palm, she inched her fingers along the knife until she could wrap her hand around the handle. Her heart pounded, with adrenaline, with hope.

When he finished patting his pockets, he settled his full weight back on her stomach. Pulling the cord tight again, he raised it above her head. “You lied to me.”

“I swear I didn’t. The keys must have fallen out while you were chasing me,” she said, keeping her cuffed hands and the knife under the dead leaves.

“Is that right?” he chuckled. “What did I tell you I’d do if you lied to me?”

She tightened her hold on the handle with her sweaty palms. “You don’t have to do this. Just leave me here and run. Go. I won’t tell. I won’t—”

“I know you won’t. You’ll be dead,” he whispered, with another low, mocking chuckle.

After all she’d gone through the bastard had the balls to laugh at her? Hate, pure and black, raged within her as the images of the other women he and his brother had murdered tore through her mind.

“Better make sure,” she baited.

His face twisted into an ugly sneer. “Bitch,” he muttered, then lunged, pressing the cord against her throat.

The dog she’d heard earlier barked. Maybe it was her imagination, her hope playing tricks on her, but she swore it grew louder, closer.

“You hear that?” he asked, his putrid breath hot against her cheek. “Somebody’s looking for you. Maybe that boyfriend of yours. But guess what? When he finds you, you’ll already be dead, and I’ll be gone.” He leaned in and shoved his tongue in her mouth.

She gagged, clamped her teeth and bit as hard as she could.

He jerked back and punched her in the head.

“Stupid bitch,” he cried over his bloody tongue. Yanking her hair, he wrapped the cord around her neck and squeezed.

The thin cord closed off her windpipe. With hatred burning in her soul, she used every ounce of strength left in her, and plunged the knife into his back.

Dead leaves flew and settled around them as he released a harsh grunt. He dropped the cord, but replaced it with his hand, squeezing her throat as he reached for the knife with his other hand.

Kicking her legs, she clawed at the hand surrounding her throat. His grip slackened, while his face twisted in pain, as he wrenched the knife free.

Before he could use it against her, she slugged him in the jaw with her cuffed fists. The punch knocked his head back. She hit him again, and again, until he teetered to the side. Untwining her body from his, she kicked him in the forehead with the heel of her shoe, then jumped on top of him and hit him again.

His head lulled to the side as she grabbed the knife from his hand. “I found your fucking knife for you,” she screamed. Gripping the handle with both hands, she raised it above her head then plunged the jagged steel square into his chest.

Howling with hatred, she rotated the handle, and thrust deeper, aiming for his cold, black heart.

He looked down at the knife imbedded in his chest, then back to her. “Bitch,” he coughed. Blood oozed from his mouth and dripped down his chin. He reached for the protruding handle, then surprised her with a hard upper cut to the chin.

The unexpected blow knocked her on her back. Her head bounced. Even with the blade still imbedded in his chest, he shifted, clambered and rushed on top of her.

“I’ll haunt you,” he whispered against her throat, his sweat, his blood coating and sticking to her skin. “I’ll come to you in your fucking dreams, I’ll...”

“I don’t think so, bitch.” She grasped the knife handle and rammed the blade deeper into his chest. “You’ll be burning in hell.”

He choked. Sputtering blood across her face, he leaned back, reaching for the knife buried in his chest.

A shot rang out and echoed off the trees.

She jumped and gasped, as a trickle of blood seeped from a small black hole in the center of Dan’s forehead.

Then he fell forward.

The knife handle dug into her ribs as Dan draped over her body. Even dead, he suffocated her.

Bile rose in her throat. Sure she’d vomit, she kicked and screamed. She coiled her body, trying desperately to free herself from his vile, disgusting deadweight.

A booted foot kicked Dan off of her, then strong arms carrying a familiar scent were wrapping her in a cocoon of safety, security.

John.

“I’ve got you, baby,” he said, and held her tight against his chest.

She clung to him and closed her eyes. As he ran his hands over her body, likely checking for injuries, she remained still, relieved to be alive and in his arms again. Even as dozens of men approached, their voices mingling together, none more distinct than the other, she didn’t move. She couldn’t. Exhausted, every inch of her body ached. And her head...she swore it suddenly weighed a hundred pounds. She couldn’t lift it, move it. The voices around her grew tinny, distant. All but John’s.

“EMTs are on their way with a stretcher. Just a few more minutes and we’ll get you to the hospital.”

“Stay...with...me,” she managed to whisper against his chest.

He tightened his arms around her, which hurt, but at this point she didn’t care. The pain had become a blessed reminder that she’d survived. That she’d changed her fate. Yet fate and murder had brought her and John together. Fate had also brought Ian into her life. Which had potentially destroyed what she had with John.

She would survive if she lost him. She’d go on, fulfill her own dreams, but knew in her heart, fulfilling those dreams would be so much sweeter if John was there beside her. She didn’t want to lose him. And although her fingers ached, the tips numb from clawing at the dirt, she gripped the front of his coat. “John,” she said thickly, keeping her eyes closed as her head grew dizzy.

“Shh.” He kissed the top of her head. “They’re almost here.”

“I...” she began again, and on the verge of blacking out, she clung tighter. She had to finish, had to tell him. But her mouth wouldn’t cooperate.

“Where are they?” he shouted, his tone desperate as he rocked her.

Mustering the last bit of strength she possessed, she whispered, “I love you,” then everything went black.

* * *

She loved him.
John paced the hallway for the millionth time since Celeste had been brought to the hospital. At least he thought that’s what she’d said before she’d lost consciousness. God, he hoped that’s what she’d said, and not his mind playing tricks on him. He loved her and didn’t want what they had together to end.

Today had been utter hell. More times than he could remember, he’d feared the worst. And each time those thoughts crept in throughout the painful day, terrifying, desolate blackness swallowed his heart and soul. How he’d managed to roll through life without even knowing Celeste until days ago, he didn’t know. Because now he couldn’t picture his life without her.

The door to Celeste’s room swung open as her doctor and a pair of nurses exited.

“How is she? Can I see her?” John asked anxiously.

The doctor nodded as the nurses moved down the hall. “She’s dehydrated, suffered a concussion, and needed a half dozen stitches for the laceration she received on her left side. The wound on her stomach required a few stitches as well. Other than being pretty banged up, she’s in good shape. She’ll be free to leave in a few days.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ve just given her a mild sedative, so if you plan on talking to her, you better do it now.”

John thanked the doctor, then rushed into the room. He fought a wince when she looked up at him. Banged up didn’t even come close to describing her appearance. It had been too dark in the woods for him to notice her swollen eyes, mouth and jaw, let alone the bruises marring her skin, the split lip, and cut on her forehead.

“That bad?” she asked with a tilt to her lips.

“You’re still the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, and reached for her hand. With his thumb, he gently caressed the gauze around her wrist. “The doctor said you could go home in a few days.”

Nodding she looked at him. “Are you?”

“Going home? That depends.”

“On?”

“You.” He leaned forward, careful of her stitches. Caressing her bruised face, he then fingered one of her curls. “I was such an ass last night. I’d actually planned on apologizing to you today, only not like this. When I found out Malvern had taken you, I...I’d never been more scared in my life.”

She reached for his hand and gave him a small smile. “That makes two of us. Thank you for coming to my rescue. I’d bat my lashes and tell you that you’re my hero, but my eyes are so swollen I’m afraid it will hurt too much.”

“You did just fine on your own.” He kissed her bandaged fingers. “You outwitted a very smart, very dangerous killer. Your strength and determination amazes me.”

When she frowned, he moved closer. “I’m sorry for what I’d said about you hiding here. I didn’t mean—”

“No, don’t apologize for that. You were right. I stayed in Wissota Falls for all the wrong reasons. Nurturing is in my nature. I want to help whenever and wherever I can.”

“That’s one of the things I love about you.”

“It’s not a bad quality,” she agreed. “But I also need to start putting myself first now and then. When I woke up, handcuffed and strapped to that cot…” She shivered. “As I tried to free myself, I swore that if I survived, I’d make sure I started living my dreams. For me, not someone else.”

He stared at her battered face, into her blue eyes which held such conviction and strength. He’d never been more proud of anyone in his life. She’d taken a horrifying ordeal, and was determined to use it to better herself, whereas most people would use it as a crutch.

That last thought hit home. Celeste had accused him of using his past as a crutch. Not anymore. A strong woman deserved a strong man.

“I love you, Celeste. I’m sorry for everything. I said a lot of things—”

She placed a finger on his lips. “I love you. And we both said a lot of things. I’m sorry, too.”

Relief burst inside him. “Will you still come to Chicago?”

“I’ve always loved the city. Plus my sister’s there, and my brother will be in less than a month. Then there’s Ian.”

“So am I.”

“That you are.” She tilted her head against the pillow. “Only you hate my, ahem, gnomes. I’m not sure I can be with a man who has issues with—”

He silenced her with a gentle kiss. “Bring every gnome you own. I don’t care, as long as you’re with me. In less than a week, you taught me what it is to love, and to be loved. Last night I realized how right you were. That I had been living in the past and that dwelling there was only going to screw up my future. With you. I breached your trust when I walked out last night. When I saw Ian at the dinner, then learned about him being your father, I should have been holding you, asking how you were handling the situation. Instead, I—”

“Stop, you’re rambling.” She touched his cheek. “You had me at gnome.”

Laughing, he kissed her again, not the way he wanted, but there would be plenty of time for that. God willing, for maybe the next fifty years.

A knock at the door had him pulling away with reluctance.

“It’s probably Ian or Roy back from the cafeteria coffee run. You up for a few visitors?”

“Absolutely.”

Only Ian and Roy hadn’t entered the room, but Dr. Alex Trumane. “I’m sorry to disturb you,” Alex said, as he cautiously approached, his eyes on Celeste. “But I thought Celeste might want to hear about Miranda.”

“Are you her doctor?” she asked.

His face reddened. “I will be when she moves back to Jackson, Mississippi.”

When she frowned, John explained how Alex knew Miranda, as well as how he’d led them to Malvern.

“You can’t possibly blame yourself for this,” she said adamantly.

He smiled. “That’s what Miranda said, but I still do.”

“Get over it and move on.” She shifted her gaze from Alex back to him. “Guilt is an unnecessary emotion that only holds you back. From what you love, and those you love. Do you have someone you love in Jackson?” she asked, looking to Alex now.

“Her name’s Kira. But she doesn’t...know how I feel about her.” He closed his eyes. “She doesn’t know about any of this.”

“Tell her,” John said, and looked to Celeste. “Celeste is right. Guilt’s an ugly thing, and the past can be, too. Quit living in it, and embrace the future.”

“And buy her a gnome,” Celeste added with a rueful smile.

* * *

Two days later, Dr. Alex Trumane rolled onto his side, bringing Kira with him. They’d made love twice already tonight, and despite pushing forty-six, he was ready to go again. He hadn’t planned on sex. He’d just wanted to be honest and upfront with her, before they’d gone out to dinner.

They’d never made it to the posh, exclusive restaurant, though. After he’d given her every sordid detail, from the past all the way to the present, she’d pulled him into her arms and held him.

And when he prematurely told her he’d loved her, she’d held him tighter, and told him the same.

“Thank you for accepting me, faults and all,” he said, and kissed the top of her head, as he caressed her back.

She shifted on top of him, and kissed him on the lips. “I love you, Alex. I swear from the moment I met you. But this sealed the deal for me.” Straddling his arousal, she reached over to the nightstand.

Kira embraced the kissing gnomes Celeste had recommended. “I love these two,” she said, then set the plaster couple on the bed next to them. “They’re so cute, I think I might have to buy myself a few more.”

He moved her onto her back, and kissed her. “I’ll buy you as many as you want,” he murmured, then tossed a pillow over the kissing gnome couple. “Let’s just keep them out of the bedroom.”

Epilogue
 
Three weeks later…
 
CELESTE SIPPED WINE and scanned the crowd. According to the owner of Zuko Art, an exclusive gallery located in the heart of downtown Chicago, over one hundred people were expected for Will’s debut. Based on those waiting on the sidewalk to enter, and the shoulder-to-shoulder crowd inside, she believed him. She’d also never been more proud of her brother.

She smiled when she caught sight of him surrounded by a group of men and women. She couldn’t ever remember seeing him so animated and happy. Still the artist, just no longer brooding, Will had finally accomplished his lifelong dream. Before the gallery had even opened, the owner allowed a select few to view Will’s work. All of them had bought either a couple of paintings or one of his sculptures. One anonymous art aficionado had supposedly paid over twenty thousand dollars for one sculpture in particular. Yes, everything was right in Will’s world—she met John’s gaze from across the room—and in hers, too.

She broke eye contact with John, and looked to her dad, Hugh, who was laughing at something either Ian or Roy had said. The day she’d been released from the hospital, she’d spoken with her dad. When she’d told him she knew the truth about Ian, he’d sighed and said that it was about time. And when she told him about John, and her plans to move to Chicago, he hadn’t mentioned the diner, or asked who would run it. Instead, he’d given her his blessing.

Between recuperating from her injuries and packing for the move, the next two weeks had flown by with a whirlwind of activity. Her dad had sold the diner to Karen, her assistant manager, and Rick, the short order cook, who had promptly eloped to Las Vegas after the transaction. How she hadn’t caught on that the two were dating, she didn’t know. Not that it mattered. Karen and Rick both loved The Sugar Shack and she knew they’d make sure the diner would prosper.

She’d sold her house to the young deputy, hired by Roy after CORE had done an extensive background check that went beyond the norm, and his wife who was expecting her first child. They, in turn, had decided to rent the studio apartment above her garage to the other deputy Roy had hired to replace Lloyd, who had moved to Chicago with Will and was now the newest member of the CORE team.

Yes, everything was right in her world. She loved John’s condo and living with him. She loved waking up in his arms, dreaming pleasant dreams while lying beside him, laughing, loving, and planning for the future.

He snared her gaze, then smiled as he broke away from her dad, Ian and Roy. Carrying a fresh glass of wine, he moved next to her and kissed her cheek, where the bruises had finally faded.

“Isn’t that your sister?” he asked, and nodded to the corner of the room.

She glanced around and spotted Eden on her cell phone. In the week that she’d been in Chicago, she’d only seen her sister once. While still beautiful, Eden’s super thin figure and the tired smudges under her green eyes worried her.

“Yes, that’s her. Probably following a hot lead or something. I swear she’s a certifiable workaholic. My dad’s been here for two days. Tonight’s the first time he’s had a chance to see her and instead of mingling she’s on the phone.”

“Bitter much?” he asked with a grin.

“That did sound bad. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy for her. Network is seducing her away from Chicago with the opportunity to have her own show. I’m so proud of both Eden and Will. They both had big dreams and are now living them.”

“And I’m proud of you, and the way you’re finally fulfilling your dreams,” he said, and kissed her again.

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s not get carried away. I’m a baker, not a famous reporter or artist.”

“Once the people of Chicago taste your apple pie and chocolate chip cookies, you’ll become the most famous baker this town has ever seen.”

Thanks to the money she’d made off her house, and the unexpected cut her dad had given her from the sale of The Sugar Shack, she would open her own bakery/coffee shop in a few months. Ian had his lawyer negotiate the rent and renovations for the coveted space on Michigan Avenue. He hadn’t been disappointed that she’d decided to not take his job offer at CORE, but instead made her promise he’d be her first sale once she opened the doors.

She nudged him with her shoulder. “You’re biased.”

“Because you’re my fiancée?” He nipped her earlobe. “Or because I not only get to sample the baker, but her sweet treats, too?”

“Stop before my dad sees.”

“Which one?” he asked.

“Does it matter?”

“After how they’d both grilled me when I asked each of them for their permission to be your husband? Not at all.”

“They did say yes, though,” she reminded him.

“True, but I could have done without the threat of bodily harm should I ever make their baby girl cry.”

She laughed. “Then I guess you better make sure you keep me happy.”

“Why don’t we go home and let me get to work on making you happy enough we’ll wake the neighbors.”

“Mmm, sounds good, but you’ll have to wait. I’m not about to leave in the middle of Will’s big night.”

“Your sister is,” he said and nodded toward the door.

Celeste ignored her disappointment as Eden left without a word to anyone. But she couldn’t fault her sister for living her dreams, not when her own were finally coming true.

“John,” she said with a raised brow. “If you promise to exercise some patience, I’ll let you—”

He cupped her rear. “Exercise this hot body?”

Warmth rushed through her, and settled between her thighs. “Yes,” she said, fighting a moan, and wishing they really could leave. “You’ll need it.” She licked her lips and dropped her gaze to the bulge he was trying to hide against her hip. “After I do some serious sampling of my own, I have plans for that talented mouth of yours.”

His hot breath fanned across her cheek as he released a chuckle. “I had no idea how demanding you could be.”

“What can I say? If I’m fulfilling my dreams, I might as well fulfill my fantasies, too.” She kissed his cheek and started to move toward her dad, Ian and Roy before he could sweet talk her into leaving. “Coming?” she asked, when she looked over her shoulder at him.

“Not soon enough,” he said as he offered her his arm.

She pressed her breast against his bicep. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“Promise?”

“With all my heart. I promise to love you forever.”

His smile melted her heart. “That wasn’t the promise I was looking for, but I’m still going to hold you to it.”

* * *
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THE STORM & THE DARKNESS

by Sarah M. Cradit


 
1- ANA

 
“All I’m saying is, Deliverance was based on a true story.”

For the past hour, Nicolas had been trying to talk her into coming home to New Orleans. Ana rifled through the fridge, looking for something easy to cook.

“Mhm,” she said, agreeing with him as she often did when he was rambling on about something idiotic.

“Anywhere that doesn’t have cell service might as well be Iceland,” Nicolas added.

Ana laughed. “They have cell phones in Iceland.”

He dropped his voice low. “I’m talking about the parts without cell service, Ana. Dark places. Places where you can’t even pronounce the name of the village you’re in because it has sixteen consonants and no vowel, and there are more active volcanoes than people.”

“The more worked up you get, the less you make sense.” Ana sighed. “Anyway, how’s everything at home?”

Nicolas gave an exaggerated yawn through the phone. “Your father is fine, your stepmother is fine, Adrienne is fine, blah blah blah. Would you like to hear about the weather? I could give you the score of the Saints game, if you’re so inclined.”

“You act like those things aren’t important.”

“They’re not,” he said simply. Silence on his end for a moment and then he added, “And if you did care so much about how the family is doing, you wouldn’t have abandoned us.”

“Stop being an ass,” Ana retorted lightly, but she knew he could hear the slight reprimand in her voice. Nicolas had a way of finding the line and stepping over it. Normally she enjoyed the parry, but the circumstances were different now. Of course, Nicolas had no way of knowing that because, for the first time in her life, she had kept something from him. Quarter-life crisis, she told him when she revealed her plans to move to Maine. He had known better, though, seeing right through her lie and allowing her to her keep lying because he loved her. She didn’t know what stopped her from telling him.

That’s a lie. I know why.
She knew it hurt him that she was lying. It hurt her to do it. He was not just her cousin, but also her closest friend. Telling herself he probably kept things from her all the time didn’t help. The thought was hollow because she knew better.

“Have you shown anyone your parlor trick yet?” he asked with a snicker.

“You know I haven’t. They already dislike me. I don’t need them also thinking I’m a freak of nature.”

“Not a freak of nature, darling. Just a Deschanel.”

Ana was not the only Deschanel with a special talent, but she might be the only one who wished she didn’t have one. It was more of a curse than a blessing.

“How did your family escape it then?” she asked. Not only was Nicolas born without special abilities—benign, the other Deschanels liked to call it—his father and four sisters had also been benign.

“Heathens,” he said casually, as if that explained his special status.

“There are plenty of powerful heathens in this family,” she laughed. “But I suppose you do set that bar rather high.”

After dinner, runny chili from an only slightly rusted can, she wandered out to her front porch, which faced Casco Bay, an inlet of the Atlantic Ocean. She shielded her eyes from the vibrant orange hues of the setting sun, and looked out across the sparkling water. From where her house sat, on the eastern shore, she could not see the mainland, but she could make out traces of smaller, barren islands to the east. Alex told her in the winter the view would disappear completely, and the island would be shrouded in blinding fog. She wondered again if she had done the right thing in coming there.

What was my father thinking when he bought this place? It had been a gift to her mother, Catherine, who died giving birth to Ana. Yet another failure. A healer who killed her own mother.
Ana caught the view of a fishing trawler in her peripheral, off to the west. Her gaze shifted from the sunset to the man captaining the vessel. He had come back to shore every day at the same time, all week. Alex told her some of the fishermen told time by the sun. She wondered if Finnegan St. Andrews was one of them.

As Finn eased alongside the small pier, a young boy hopped off and started tethering heavy ropes to a series of poles. Moments later, Finn joined him, and helped to finish securing the boat. Together they carried large metal-framed traps from the boat to the storage shed at the dock’s upper end.

After placing several of the live lobster into an ice chest for the child, Finn watched him scamper up the beach, toward a path leading to the main road.

Finn stretched his strong shoulders as if shrugging off a tremendous burden. As his arms came down, he put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun. He caught sight of Ana on her porch, and waved. She waved back.

This was a daily tradition during the seven days she had been on the island. Finn was the closest thing she had to a friend, next to Alex, but they had never actually met. She knew it would be simple enough to introduce herself. Especially since she might not even have to say much, as everyone in town already seemed to know everything about her.

She wouldn’t, though. Waving was safer.

 
 
Ana set a bowl of milk on the porch next to an old comforter. Cocoa would not be back until later in the evening, most likely. Ana wondered if the cat had been someone’s pet once, for she immediately warmed to human affection.

Ana never had any pets of her own back home. Growing up, her stepmother, Barbara, had been allergic to almost everything, and then when Ana left home, her focus on education left little room for anything else. After four years in undergraduate studies, she then immersed herself another four for her double masters. She would have continued as a student forever, if her favorite professor hadn’t offered her a job teaching English at Tulane. It was an unlikely career choice for an introvert, but it made her happy to feel useful.

Then she left. Left the job, her family, her hometown, Nicolas; all of it.

She hadn’t known anything about Summer Island, Maine before her arrival a week earlier. Never had even seen a picture of the old home inherited from her mother. All she knew—and all that mattered—was its distance from New Orleans, both in geography and similarity.

The recorded population of Summer Island was 250, but Alex told her it was actually 204 if you subtracted the families who only had weekend or summer homes. Although it was a diminutive 2.2 square miles in size, the town was relatively self-sufficient, having most of the basics. The key service they seemed to be missing was a medical facility but, surprisingly, there was a veterinary clinic. The vet was one of her neighbors, the lobster fisherman’s brother, in fact, but his standoffish behavior made Ana think twice about striking up a conversation. Meeting friendly new people was hard enough.

Geographically, Summer Island was the furthest human-inhabited island east from the mainland, a sixty-minute ride on the Casco Bay Ferry Lines to Portland. Alex said there were a handful of folks who commuted daily into Portland, but the restaurants, bars, post office, grocery store, and other businesses were all run by islanders.

“It makes it easier in the winter,” he told her. “That way people don’t miss work when it snows.”

“People actually miss work?”

“Aye. The ferries close down for a spell each winter, sometimes more’n once.”

“So how do you get off the island if there is an emergency?”

He shrugged. “Ya don’t.”

Alex didn’t seem the least bit concerned about that potential, but the thought unsettled her. Ana took living in a big city for granted, being near everything she could possibly need. Every bit of information he eagerly shared left her with a dozen more questions, all unasked. She disliked feeling silly, or being perceived as an outsider, and her lack of knowledge caused both.

As caretaker, Alex Whitman knew the house better than anyone. The conditions of his charge had brought him out once a week for the past twenty years, and he had done his job unfailingly. By the time Ana arrived, he had already winterized the house. He was excited to show her how he had covered the exterior faucets, turned off some of the valves, and other cold-weather details Ana had never worried about in New Orleans. His eyes widened and his hands took to the air animatedly as he proudly described the amount of care and caution he put into his job. He was thorough and passionate, and it was clear the old four-bedroom Victorian had been in good hands all these years, despite having no permanent mistress.

His enthusiasm was catching, if not strange. He was so excited about his job, Ana wondered what he did for fun. She smiled and made a mental note to assure her father their money had not gone to waste.

Alex was middle-aged; in his forties or fifties, Ana guessed. There was nothing remarkable about him, from his growing baldness to his nondescript nose, mouth, and chin. She would not have been able to pull him out of a crowd if they were back in New Orleans. The only thing that stood out to Ana were his eyes: they were a radiant blue and flashed with intensity when he talked, as if he channeled every drop of his emotion through them.

“I have overseer duties for yer father’s house and about ten o’er homes on the island. Summer folk. Ya know, they say coastal Maine is the new Cape Cod,” he told her, beaming. There was no end to the things he had to say about the island and the homes he looked after, but about his personal life he would only reveal that he lived alone.

“Actually it’s my house,” she corrected him. Of course they thought it was her father’s. His office paid the bills, and it wasn’t as if Ana had bothered to visit.

“Well, I reckon I stand corrected,” Alex apologized with a blush.

Though he was peculiar, Ana appreciated him, though she didn’t realize how much until after she had been on the island for a week. Her routine had become to venture into town daily, exploring before heading home with groceries. She noticed everyone took the time to wave at each other, or flash a welcoming smile to their fellow islanders. Many stopped to chitchat, and share stories about their children, or the weather. With dark clouds looming on the horizon, everyone’s thoughts turned to the timing of the first big storm. Ana felt as if she was watching one large, ongoing family reunion. Her heart ached for New Orleans, and her own people.

Initially, she tried to embrace her new home with enthusiasm, waving at the same people she saw waving at others. But they did not wave back, and most of them dropped their eyes, pretending not to see her overtures. No matter where she went—the grocery store, the library, restaurants—her reception was the same. The lack of returned smiles, and downturned eyes, left a sinking feeling in her stomach. She was unwelcome here.

When she told Alex about her experiences, a blush rose in his cheeks and his normal animation transformed to a nervous fidget. “Miss Deschanel—”

“Alex, you can call me Ana.” With a laugh, she added, “You might be my only friend here.”

“O’right, Ana then. Forgive me for just coming out and sayin’ it, but everyone knows who ya are.”

“What does that mean?” Her eyes narrowed. It was not possible anyone here knew anything about the reason she had left New Orleans. She had told no one.

“Your father, Miss,” Alex said with a guilty look. “It’s just, being locals and all and not having the money that yer family has… it sometimes rubs people the wrong way when outsiders see their town as a vacation home. It isn’t to say... I mean... that, you know, yer family has done nothing wrong, exactly... oh geez, listen to me...”

He kept rambling and stumbling over his own words to correct himself, but Ana got the general idea. Ana’s father was Augustus Deschanel, of the Deschanel Media Group, and there were very few people who didn’t know that name. He was a local legend in New Orleans for having started his media business on money he earned from a summer job, which was a remarkable accomplishment since he came from a family of millionaires who could have funded it without a second thought. Augustus wanted to do it alone, though, and the business turned into an international empire within ten years. I wanted to prove that the talent brings the money, and not the other way around, he was famous for saying. While the people of New Orleans were proud of Augustus for his humble start and work ethic, the rest of the world saw him as yet another money-hungry businessman. It never occurred to her the islanders might have a derogatory opinion of the distant family who owned the stately house on the bend of Heron Hollow Road.

As Alex showed her how to use the generator—Trust me, you’ll use it, he had said—he assured her he would talk to people and that things would get better. “They’re good folk,” he kept saying. “Truly they mean no harm.”

Ana thought then of Nicolas. Her father. Her students at Tulane. Of late nights in the Quarter, the singing of cicadas, and the sun’s fiery orange rise over the Mississippi River’s banks. The homesickness caused a sinking flutter in her chest as she realized all she had left behind.

How long am I going to do this? When will things be fixed? How will I even know when it is time to go back?
“As long as it takes,” she whispered, and waved at Alex as he drove away.

 
* * *

2- NICOLAS

 
It was difficult to startle Nicolas Deschanel; he was not easily unnerved. He had been through more craziness in thirty years than most see in an entire lifetime, and for the most part, remained calm no matter what storm brewed around him.

He lived alone at Ophélie, a stately old family plantation an hour’s drive along the river, west of New Orleans. There was not much left of it anymore. Predominantly, the Big House, a giant Greek Revival monster with columns running roof to base. Beyond the primary residence, most buildings had fallen into disrepair, including the old slave cabins overlooking the miles of oil fields and swampland which backed the property. He’d never lived anywhere else, unless you counted his random, extended disappearances over the years. Even his modest apartment on Chartes was only used as a convenient place to flop after a night of carousing along Bourbon Street.

In counterpoint to its current owner, the plantation was old, and lonely. Nicolas Deschanel was exactly the opposite of old and lonely. Or, at least, that’s what he’d want you to believe.

He was loud, foul-mouthed, and obnoxious, spending most of his time surrounding himself with others like him. He loved the French Quarter, and still spent many nights enjoying its debauchery and enticements. Slender of build, but he could drink as much as someone double his size. Though fair of face, the first thing people noticed when they met the Deschanel heir was his overwhelming personality. At thirty years of age, Nicolas was still, always, the life of the party.

He was unmarried, and never planned to be otherwise. It did not take more than a few nights—a few weeks at most—before he would tire of a girl. Not seeing a need to confine himself to a set type, he had sampled a broad variety of ladies: sexy, smart, dimwitted, adventurous, boring. There always came a point where Nicolas realized the specific charms of the specific girl were no longer so specific or charming.

When Nicolas was not out socializing, partying, or womanizing, he appreciated the quiet and seclusion of Ophélie, not to mention Condoleezza’s talent in the kitchen. Nic’s now deceased father had favored the daughters born with the maid over his true successor, and so breaking with tradition had willed the estate to them. Thwarting her father’s wishes, Adrienne righted that wrong, content to live with her husband, Oz, in the Garden District. She said she didn’t want the same upbringing for her own children, but Nicolas didn’t see what was so bad about it, really.

Then again, he hadn’t had to experience the wrath of Cordelia Deschanel day in and day out. Cordelia, who was his mother but not the mother of Adrienne and her three older sisters. His mother could be mercilessly cruel to anyone she thought minimized her importance in the household. To Nicolas, she had been loving, but she had been a nightmare for the four girls. The father they all shared more than compensated for the lack of maternal nurturing by having ostracized Nicolas, while placing his daughters on pedestals.

All but Adrienne were gone now; a part of his past that seemed almost unreal. His mother, father, and three half-sisters perished in a car accident, heading for a family vacation Nicolas had not been invited to. Adrienne escaped, but disappeared entirely, along with her memory. When they found her several years later, living a new life with a family in the bayou, she was no longer the same person. Rebuilding her life had not been simple.

If Nicolas had to pinpoint it, this was probably where things began to change in his friendship with Oz. Oz had loved Adrienne forever. Oz still loved Adrienne, and now was finally sharing his life with her and their two children as he always wanted, but it had not been easy. Although there was still love between Oz and Nicolas, there was also a darkness—the kind that comes with sharing a tragedy–that might never go away. Oz was the brother Nicolas never had. But, Oz and Adrienne’s relationship had always been a point of contention, because each man saw Adrienne through very different eyes.

There would always be invisible walls in his friendship with Oz, but there was one person with whom he shared everything; someone who, no matter what happened, loved him without judgment, or darkness: his cousin Anasofiya.

No one but Ana knew, or understood, what it was to have everything money could buy, and still be empty inside. Nicolas had never really been a part of his family. He was only a baby when his father decided to rut with the maid and have four daughters with her instead of his wife, Cordelia. His father’s bitterness toward Nicolas’ mother flowed the only way it could when it brimmed over, and that was toward him. Likely Charles had not realized how unkind he was to his only son, or how unfair. Someone more sensitive than Nicolas might have taken that bitterness and turned it on the four sisters, blaming them, using the same rotten sort of deflection he had learned from his father. But instead, he was indifferent. Nicolas and his sisters were always divided by the ugliness that festered between Charles and Cordelia, and while he cared for them, he didn’t care enough to be a part of them.

Ana and Nicolas had been born a few months apart. When Ana’s mother died giving birth, Ana was taken into the same nursery as Nicolas, and they shared nearly everything—from their toys to their solitude—from that point forward. They had even shared their friendship with Oz. As they grew older, Ana and Oz grew apart when an attempt at dating soured, and Nicolas grew to love Ana even more when she was solely his. In many ways, Ana was the reason Nicolas never wanted to marry. She was the one person who knew him—truly knew him, not the person he projected to the world—and he didn’t want there to be anyone else in the world who had that insight.

Now she was gone, and he did not know for how long, or even exactly why. He supported her stated reasons for going only because he knew her quiet anguish... felt the build-up and subsequent boil-over. They could speak without speaking, so no words were necessary. Nevertheless, he said out loud that he supported her, as her father had, though they both knew Augustus Deschanel was clueless. He didn’t know who Ana was, what burned inside of her, and what haunted her private thoughts. Nicolas’ only regret was his insecurity prevented him from offering to go with her. Ana was the one person he could not handle rejection from.

Yet... something was bothering Nicolas. At first he chalked it up to his sadness at her leaving, but it started to develop into a worse feeling: doubt. Doubt she was being completely honest with him about her reason for leaving. Maybe he was the real reason. He’d never really given thought to what their friendship would mean as they grew older and started settling down into their permanent lives. Was it possible she felt trapped? That his friendship was somehow stifling her, or keeping her from growing into the person she wanted to be?

He was a Deschanel, heir to one of the largest, wealthiest, and most powerful families in New Orleans. A family of telepaths, telekinetics, healers, and seers. But Nicolas’s power started and ended with his occupation of the family seat, Ophélie; he would never see the future, or read someone’s mind. He was benign, and that never bothered him until now, when he wanted nothing more than to see into Ana’s thoughts.

Nicolas shrugged off the worries, as he often did whenever something unpleasant dared to cross his mind, but they would plague him from time to time. To make matters worse, Oz was acting strange—strange for Oz, anyway—and had blown off every invitation Nicolas had extended. He claimed he had “family stuff” going on, but Nicolas was beginning to wonder if he’d done something to piss him off. It wouldn’t be the first time. But Nicolas could not recall a single obnoxious thing he had done to Oz, in recent times anyway. He hadn’t even blessed him with one of his famous practical jokes, or poked fun at what Nicolas called his “unfailing hero complex.” He thought about simply asking what was wrong, but in Nicolas Deschanel’s experience, What’s wrong? never led to anything good.

Although he would never admit it, with the only two people he had ever cared for acting distant and strange, for the first time Nicolas was lonely.

 
* * *

3- ANA

 
Ana had many talents, but cooking was not one of them. This fact had nothing to do with her privileged upbringing. When it came to most things, she was surprisingly self-sufficient and she enjoyed figuring challenges out on her own. But a relationship with the kitchen was not meant to be. She had no culinary vision, and attempts to make anything interesting typically resulted in a call to the fire department. Most of the items in her pantry involved complex instructions such as “Just add water,” or “Microwave for ninety-seconds.”

Ana realized it was better to admit defeat than starve, so she decided to brave the lack of hospitality from the locals and try takeout. Alex recommended Jack’s, which he said was the best burger joint in the state of Maine. And better custard than anything on the mainland, either. He said that about most things on Summer Island, but it had to be an improvement from what she was eating at home.

Androscoggin Avenue, the island’s main street, started at the north end of the island and broke off into two roads about a half-mile from the South Shore: Chickadee Lane to the west, and Heron Hollow Road—where Ana lived—to the east. If the weather was warmer and the skies not so dark, Ana would have enjoyed the walk into town, but instead she fired up her father’s old car.

The weathered ’76 station was the first indication she’d left the residential area and entered town. Past that was Flanders Grocery, and then further down on the right side were all the official buildings: post office, library, police, and city hall. The rest of the “town” consisted of two unnecessary stoplights and a series of bars, shops, and empty buildings along the mile-long Androscoggin Avenue. In the center of a roundabout stood a large Civil War-era fort. No one could say what the name had been or what glories it had seen, but the wood was rotting and putting the deterioration on such crude display only called attention to the strange marriage of the town’s pride with its unwillingness to spend on basic maintenance

“Mayor Cairne’s been askin’ for money from Portland but e’er since we broke free they ain’t fixin’ to give us a dime,” Alex had complained to her. “Anyhow, drive the strip nearly all the way to Edgewaters’ at the South Shore, and just ‘fore the road turns into a private drive you’ll see Jack’s. It’s small, but the red, white, and blue stripes are hard to miss.”

Ana was surprised to see so many people there. Jack’s was no bigger than a shack, with two windows—one for ordering, one for pick-up—and as Alex had said, the building was painted in large patriotic stripes. The parking lot was small and half the spots had erupted cement, rendering them useless. With the crowd gathered, she had to park down the road.

Walking up to the window, Ana counted ten people in front of her. Do I have anything better to do? With a small sigh, she slid in line behind a tall, dark-haired gentleman.

He turned around and she recognized him immediately. It was Jonathan St. Andrews. Doctor St. Andrews, as the islanders called him, otherwise known as the town veterinarian, and the unpleasant neighbor she’d been avoiding.

He looked at Ana, without any expression or indication of his thoughts, for what was an awkward ten seconds or so. Then, he turned back around without saying a word. She blinked and stared at his back, trying to process what had happened.

Ana’s natural instinct was to withdraw emotionally and go on as if nothing happened. She avoided conflict and awkwardness at all costs, and she didn’t want it here, in public, especially. But Ana was raised to be kind and hospitable, and the two weeks she had been on Summer Island had been anything but kind and hospitable. Jon’s childish behavior was at the pinnacle of this inexcusable rudeness, and it could not be borne. Emboldened, she tapped him on the shoulder.

“Hi,” she greeted, her voice unsteady, “I believe we are neighbors.”

Giving a response that sounded more like a grunt than actual words, he continued to face forward.

The blood rushed to her face, and her toes curled in silent anger. Not even in New Orleans had she met someone who was so openly ill-mannered without cause.

Ana took a deep breath and stepped in front of him. He couldn’t hide his shock at her boldness, but he quickly recovered himself, and tried to push past her again. “Ana Deschanel,” she said. Thrusting her hand forward, she dared him to respond.

His eyes darted to the left and right for a moment. Realizing there was no avoiding the exchange, he reluctantly took her hand and mumbled, “Jon St. Andrews,” before quickly dropping it again as though she carried the plague.

This was the first time Ana had seen his face in clear view, and she was surprised he was not much older than her. He didn’t look anything like his younger brother, or at least what she had seen of Finn from a distance. Finn was stockier of build with a raw, rugged earthy strength that went well with his strong features and ruddy blonde hair. In contrast, Jonathan was tall—much taller than she had realized before he turned to face her—with hair the color of midnight that looked as if it would be soft to the touch. His face had the same supple texture, with only a few lines around his mouth, reminding her of an eagle’s wings set to flight. He had the appearance of a man who has never seen hard days, but his eyes betrayed a much different truth; they were the color of emeralds, but with the depth of an entire forest. If not for the look of pure animosity on his face, she thought he would be handsome, in a dark sort of way.

Handsome, though, was the last description she had on her mind now that she was face-to-face with the reclusive island vet.

“So you’re a veterinarian?” Ana probed. She was enjoying his disquiet, after his rude introduction.

“Yes,” Jon confirmed, shifting uncomfortably. He continued to look past her as if he was waiting for someone, but no one came. His face lit up with relief each time the line moved forward.

“What do you do all day? Sit in the back and play video games?”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean, I can’t imagine the veterinary business is exactly booming on an island of 200 people,” Ana clarified with a laugh.

Jon stared at her and blinked with a slow deliberateness, as if trying to decide whether he should bother with a response. “It keeps me busy,” he finally replied.

“What, the video games or animal care?”

His lips formed a thin line and he gave a short sigh of disgust. He was once again looking past her, at the line, willing it to move faster. The conversation was obviously causing him great discomfort.

“Aye! Ana!” a voice called out behind her, and she turned to see Alex waving enthusiastically as he headed toward her.

“I see you’ve met our beloved veterinarian,” Alex said as he joined them in line, clapping Jonathan on the back. Jonathan flinched and grunted, but Alex didn’t seem to notice.

“Ya know, he is the first veterinarian this island has had in over 200 years?” She gave a polite acknowledgement and, encouraged, he added, “Aye, and his father was our only physician as’well. Family of medical geniuses, the St. Andrews men are!”

Jon’s lips twitched again at the mention of his father. “‘Course,” Alex continued, “e’ryone was hoping Jon would be a doctor as’well. Ya know, Andrew St. Andrews was the best doctor in the whole state of Maine, you best believe, and he did a lot o’things he weren’t supposed to, like surgeries and whatnot, and right out of his own house! He did it out of love, ya know, love for this island and the people, and oh, Jon, you were his assistant back in those days, ya?” The question seemed rhetorical as Alex continued to go on and on about Andrew St. Andrews and his wonderful, but unorthodox, medical practice.

Ana watched Jon as Alex talked. His eyes took on a darker gaze the more his father was mentioned. She still couldn’t read him, but his unease was apparent. Irrationally, Ana found herself feeling sorry for this unpleasant man, as she watched his expression evolve from annoyance to pain.

“Alex, I’ve been meaning to ask you, should I be keeping the cupboard doors under the sink open at all times, or only at night?” She was bailing Jon out, even though he’d given her no reason to. Jon’s lips twitched into what might have been a smile, as he turned back to face the line.

As it happened, Alex was also dining alone, and offered to join her. She wasn’t opposed to some lighter company after the unpleasant interaction with her neighbor, so she accepted and they took the burgers back to her place.

Ana didn’t know if they were the best burgers in Maine or not, but they were better than anything she had eaten since she arrived.

 
 
After Alex left, Ana spent the afternoon returning emails from friends and family, including a handful from some of her students at the University. Seeing their names in her inbox caused a sharp pang of regret.

Her father had been holding out hope she would join Deschanel Media Group, but she didn’t have the heart for business. She was sorry he hadn’t had sons, or even a more willing daughter. It was looking more and more like he was either going to groom one of the cousins to eventually take over, or go public and take a backseat, though Ana could not see her father taking a backseat to anyone.

When Professor Jones asked her to step in as a Professor of English, it was supposed to be temporary until he found someone else. Later, she would remember the glint in his eye when she accepted, and she wondered if he knew then how much she would love the feeling of purpose.

She missed her students, her classes, and the feeling of belonging that only really came to her when she was standing in front of a class, speaking about those things she knew best. Ana related to people most easily when she was helping them, offering a bit of herself.

Ana’s thoughts grew darker as her mind wandered back to all the nights in the Quarter. The routine was always the same: pick him out from a crowd (this was easy; “he” was the one scanning the crowd looking for the same thing), make eye contact, let him buy her some drinks, then back to his place. When she realized this was more than an occasional thing, she moved to bars in Treme, where there would be less chance of being recognized. It was not the embarrassment she might bring to her father that bothered her. More so, it was the shame she felt in herself... for not being capable of connecting with another human being in any meaningful way; for letting herself seek companionship in ways that were dangerous and completely unlike anything else she had ever done or wanted to do. She was fortunate to have never run into anyone she knew, or anyone that might have recognized her. At least, until that last night.

Was this what was meant by the Deschanel Curse? Many Deschanels believed the family had a centuries-old curse brought upon them by a greedy ancestor who sided with the wrong faction during the Civil War. Ana thought it was ridiculous, but sometimes, when she would wake up next to an unfamiliar face with an all-too-familiar headache, she wondered if there wasn’t some truth to the story.

Then there was this ridiculous “gift” she had been granted, simply by being born a Deschanel. Healers are rare, her Aunt Colleen liked to tell her. Aunt Colleen was a healer too, but her ability actually worked. When Ana laid her hands on another person and imagined their wounds healing and their body mending, nothing at all would happen. It only worked on herself. She could only heal her own cuts and scrapes. You’re not focusing enough, Colleen would say. But if Ana focused any harder, she thought her brain might explode.

If only it worked on my mind, and not just my body. What I wouldn’t give to fix that.

Cocoa jumped into her lap and rubbed her face against Ana’s, creating a welcome distraction. Ana did not come here to dwell on what had happened. She came to distance herself from the whole sordid affair, to figure out what was wrong with her, and why she felt she could only connect with another human being through meaningless physical contact. To figure out why she had done what she did that last night in Treme, and if there was any way of correcting the damage.

Later, when Finn offered her his daily wave and smile, she was reminded once again about the type of men she had taken to bed... the firemen, policemen, physical laborers... all strong, rugged, masculine... and she realized why she had not introduced herself to Finn St. Andrews. He reminded her of everything she had thought she needed back home. Everything she didn’t want for herself anymore.

 
* * *

4- FINNEGAN

 
The first storms were going to come early this year, although if asked to say exactly how he knew, Finn would not be able to rationally explain it. He had spent twenty-seven years on this small island, most of them watching the ocean, winds, and behaviors of the seasons. His mother taught him how to observe using more than his eyes. Finn could smell, hear, and even feel the subtle changes when a storm was coming. He didn’t even check the Beaufort Scale anymore, nor did he listen to the weathermen. He only trusted his own senses.

Easing alongside the dock, Jeremiah nimbly leapt to the wooden pier and tied down the ropes. Forbia was the love of Finn’s life, an old, formidable forty-foot fiberglass trawler built for the sturdiness of large hauls and not much else. She had helped him pull in lobster since he was a teenager, and he rarely lost a trap, even with his bold eight and nine trap trawls boldly marked with blended colors of the Irish and Scottish flags. Other fisherman marveled at how little equipment he’d lost over the years. And I couldn’t explain it to you if I tried, just like I can’t describe how I know the weather.
Their catch had been average, but he’d been hoping for more because he predicted barely two weeks left before the storms began. Finn was one of the few fishermen still out on the sea this time of year, and most people thought him reckless. He would be less concerned if he’d been able to stock his reserves better this season, but business was booming, so more catch had gone to consumers and less to the household.

The St. Andrews boys inherited a nice sum of money when their father died three years ago, but they left the resource untouched. Their father always taught them reward comes with hard work, and they’d never lived with excess.

Finn had learned more than sensibility from his father. Andrew St. Andrews, to the casual eye, was an average, unremarkable man, but to the people of Summer Island he was a local legend. He brought his wife, Claire, to the island before their sons were born, with their few belongings, paying for the old white and grey Colonial on the eastern shore with cash. Nothing was known about the doctor and his wife except that he was Scottish, she Irish, and they had come to open the island’s first medical practice.

Ferry service back then was not nearly what it was today, so having access to medical care seemed to drown out all the unanswered questions about the St. Andrews’ family origins. Everyone soon learned Dr. St. Andrews was no ordinary physician. In fact, he was something of a rogue, practicing not only routine family care from his household, but also emergency procedures, often using very unorthodox methods. If he ran out of vital equipment he would find and sanitize ordinary household goods as temporary makeshift substitutes. Most of what Andrew St. Andrews did in his home office would have caused him to lose his medical license.

At first, the community did not know what to make of this, but when Dr. St. Andrews saved Mayor Cairne’s life, performing an emergency appendectomy, the St. Andrews clan became honored members of the community overnight. The residents of Summer Island worked as a collective, and the secrets of the St. Andrews’ renegade medical practice would go with them to the grave.

It was Jonathan who took after their father, having inherited that same gift of healing hands and finesse under pressure. From the time Jon was seven or eight, he assisted their father in the evenings, and as a teenager there were certain procedures he was allowed to do himself. Andrew observed his son’s work with beaming pride, which always left Finn feeling a hollow emptiness. He didn’t begrudge his brother, as he loved Jon, and he had known, even as a child, his older brother was... different. But there had been times Finn wished he had inherited their father’s gift, too, so he could share in those moments.

Then, Jon had thrown it all away. Two years of medical school wasted, when Jon shocked everyone and dropped out, enrolling instead in veterinary school. That marked the end of Jon’s sacred relationship with their father, who had never forgiven his eldest son. He could never understand or accept Jon’s choice, and he carried the unyielding burden of disapproval to his death. It was a fractured relationship Finn knew Jon regretted deeply, even if he never said so. Finn understood Jon’s reasons, but he was the only person who had ever understood Jon.

Finn’s childhood had been mostly carefree. Very few things bothered him the way they did Jon. While Finn was quick to temper, he was also quick to cool, never holding a grudge. His father had abandoned any hopes of mentoring of him when he was young, when it was clear he was made more for physical labors than mental ones. However, his mother cherished him in a way she had never been able to nurture Jon.

A petite Irish redhead with round cheeks and big blue eyes, Claire St. Andrews was the picture of love to Finn. She spoiled and coddled him, kissed his bruises, and told him colorful stories about growing up in County Clare, Ireland. She read to him, fed his interests, and indulged in silly imaginative games. This was done away from the disapproving eye of her husband, who did not believe there was enough time in the day for fun and play. After his father dismissed Finn as unfit for the family business, Claire had taken the time to help him discover what he was good at. As a schoolteacher, helping Finn find and explore his potential was second nature. And while Finn did not have the gift of science, he did have a sense of the world around him, which she encouraged him to embrace.

She shared with him her love of books, and he devoured material faster than she could add to the library. His father watched with a skeptical eye when his youngest son pursued a Liberal Arts degree at Bates College in Lewiston. I don’t know what’s worse, Claire… a son who wants to fish for a living, or a son who wants to pursue an embarrassing degree. I should have taken more care with him, and not let you feed his whims...
But the sea’s call was stronger than literature. His mother remained his biggest supporter when he returned to the island with a new goal. Finn picked up on the fishing trade well and quickly, with many third and fourth generation fishermen coming to him for advice on the best areas and techniques. Business was always good, even for a small, private, old-fashioned seaman with a clunky boat and dated equipment.

After hauling the traps to the storage house, Finn and Jeremiah slowly removed each of the lobsters, separating the hens from the cocks. Finn had dozens of large water tanks lining the large space, and they slipped the lobsters into empty ones. He frowned as he looked at all the chambers that remained empty. Hopefully I’m wrong. Maybe there’s more time.
Jeremiah eagerly took his two lobsters as payment, and headed home to his mother. Finn only received Jeremiah’s help on school breaks and weekends, but his assistance was invaluable. Finn refused to hire a deck-hand full time, although he could never say exactly why except that he preferred to do it on his own. “There’s a reason you named that damned boat Forbia. You really are ‘headstrong!’” Jon would rant whenever the subject came up.

Finn took a deep breath, closing his eyes as he inhaled the crisp, salty air. There was no love of Finn’s, past or present, that could ever rival the love he had for the sea.

He removed his hip-waders and extra layers of clothing, hanging them up to dry. Through the salt-encrusted shed window, he could see Ana Deschanel reading, though not successfully, as the wind blew her book and hair around fiercely. He chuckled to himself.

Finn stepped out of the storage shed with that evening's dinner and waved at her. Immediately, she waved back with a smile. He hadn’t spoken to her yet, because he sensed she wanted to keep to herself. Jon speculated she must have gotten into some kind of trouble, shamed herself or her family, to be sent to Maine on the cusp of the long winter, but Finn couldn't see anything bad or shameful about Ana. If he did ever speak to her, he knew he would never ask her why she had come here, but he was almost certain Jon was wrong.

Even at a distance, and in a relatively short time, she had become a part of Finn’s daily ritual. Wake, dress, and go out on the water. Return, dock, handle the catch, and wave to her as he made his way back up to the house. On the odd day she was not sitting on her porch, or on the bench at the edge of her property, he always felt a bit off. He couldn't say he liked her, exactly, because he didn't even know her, but their small exchange was as much a part of him now as waking, dressing, and going out on the water. He imagined he would readjust when she returned home, but for now she was a welcome part of his routine.

From what he could see, she was sure pretty. Dark red hair with pale freckled skin that always appeared flushed from the wind and weather. She wore a wool sweater and jeans, both very natural on her, as if she was born for this setting and not the heat and lighter clothing of the South, where she was from. He had only been up close to her once, in town, and he could not recall the color of her eyes, but he did remember they were intense, like Jon's.

Finn thought of the coming storm, and hoped Alex had sufficiently prepared her. For locals, the inevitable island shutdowns were standard fare, but for someone like Ana he imagined it might be downright terrifying. He resolved that, whether she wanted her privacy or not, he could not in all good conscience let her go into the winter without knowing she was equipped, and decided to go see her before the storm rolled in.

 
* * *

5- ANA

 
Ana started up the gravel path leading to the Casco Bay Lighthouse. Every afternoon, she would take a walk. And every afternoon, when she reached the narrow hill leading up toward the lighthouse, she would keep walking, ending up instead near Edgewater's, and then back through downtown toward home. Today, something compelled her to climb the hill and investigate.

Since the day Ana arrived, her interest was piqued by the old, crumbling structure. Despite its necessity, it seemed so out of place, jutting up awkwardly from the raised earth like it didn't belong. Moreover, it didn’t look anything like she expected. Disparate from the tall, graceful white structures on scenic postcards, the Casco Bay Lighthouse was a shorter, squatter building painted with loud, peeling stripes of red and white. It reminded her of a clownish barber pole, forgotten and left to rot.

The delapidated structure sat atop the highest point on the island, Edgewater Point, and the only hill on Summer Island. In addition to the hill, a man-made rock base raised the diminutive monolith even higher. It has to be high enough for mariners to see the light, Alex had informed her. Ana wondered if the forlorn cylinder looked less pitiful from the sea.

Even from the bottom of the long, gravel hill, Ana could see the curled paint and broken railings at the top; the latter sent unexpected chills down her spine as she conjectured what caused the serrated, rusted bars to hang in the wind like that. They were dangling by what seemed like little more than a thread and did not have the look of something that had been broken gently.

The cool breeze lapped at her face as she climbed higher. Meandering only slightly, the path took her far above the shoreline, and she could see the Atlantic with her many ships. I bet one of those is Finn St. Andrews’.
When Ana reached the top, the wind slowly died, and the base of the lighthouse came into full view. Up close, it looked even more derelict than it had from afar, the white stripes having faded to a dull gray. The red, in contrast, was bright as fresh blood. Around the base was a sloppily placed cyclone fence with barbed wire at the top, and signs posted stating: KEEP OUT and PRIVATE PROPERTY. The weeds and vines, twisting up and around the bottom few feet of the lighthouse base, left her with the distinct impression the building was not only private, but abandoned.

Graffiti, angled along the graying stripes, shouted: DESTROY HERON HALLOWS and JESUS LOVES CARLA. Neither of those messages meant anything to Ana, but she made a mental note to ask Alex later. He would know.

Ana caught a glimpse, in her peripheral vision, of what looked like grave markers. Upon closer inspection, they were the simple white crosses common along highways, marking the death of a beloved family member. Yet... there were four of them, like a small, private cemetery. She knelt down in the gravel and read their names: Carla Edgewater. Lionel Shepherd. Sandra Finnerty. Emily Caldwell.
“What the hell?” she whispered. That explained who Carla was, sort of. Did they all die here?
Ana stepped back, and her foot slipped in the gravel, nearly sending her over the sea cliff. Heart racing, she righted herself, wondering how she hadn't noticed her proximity to the edge. She could see jagged cuts into the rock, indicating there had once been more land between the lighthouse and the serrated merger of water and land below. Looking down at the outcropping of rocks amongst the waves, she realized for the first time how high she had climbed.

Backing away, Ana looked out at the ocean again, noticing the ships were all making their way back toward their respective ports. Goose bumps rose on her arms, as the wind picked back up. Moments later, the rain started, quickly increasing in intensity. Within minutes, she was drenched.

Reluctant, having been completely mesmerized by the sudden storm’s rage, Ana pulled her heavy coat tight around her. She turned to make her way home when she was startled to back into something firm. Strong arms quickly righted her. She gasped, jumping.

“Tis just me,” Alex's comforting voice sang behind her. “Poor dear, let's get ya out of this rain!” Before she could say anything, he motioned for her to follow, and jogged toward the rear of the lighthouse.

As he entered through a hole in the fence, Ana wondered, Are we actually going inside? He can't be serious. Then Alex did enter, and Ana, soaked to the bone and shivering, could do nothing but follow.

Alex flipped a large switch on the wall and the room lit up in a dull light courtesy of a bare, oversized bulb, hanging from a dingy white wire, which looked crude enough as to have possibly been made by Edison himself. The lighthouse was much smaller inside than out, and the only sign of ongoing activity was the plain wooden desk in the corner strewn with paperwork. Next to the desk was a wooden chair and a space heater, sitting on the exposed cement floor. Aside from those few objects, the circular room was completely bare.

As Alex turned on the heater, Ana rushed over and knelt before it, soaking up the heat.

“There ya go,” Alex said, soothingly, patting her on the head. “You'll be right as rain in no time.” He chuckled at his joke.

“What are you doing up here?” Ana asked, through clattering teeth. “I suppose that sounded ungrateful. Thank you for rescuing me.” She was shocked at how quickly she could get cold here, compared with how long it took to warm up. This is definitely not New Orleans.
“Why, I work here,” Alex replied, with a note of pride in his voice. “Did I not tell ya?”

Ana shook her head.

“Ya. Took over the care on this place about, oh, two years ago now. 'Fore that, it was closed fer about ten years.” Ana noted he made no move toward the heater. His jacket was only damp compared to hers, which looked as if she had taken a dip in the Atlantic. She deduced there must be a road leading up the hill, for she hadn't spotted anyone on the path when she arrived.

“Does it work?” Ana asked.

“Most certainly,” Alex said. “It never stopped workin’.”

“Then why was it closed?”

“I don't s'pose ya noticed the crosses out front?” he asked. He was looking out the sole, round window, gazing in the direction of the angry sea.

“Sort of hard to miss four of them,” Ana responded, feeling the overwhelming urge to cross herself. “Did they die here? At the lighthouse?”

Alex walked over and pulled the chair out, settling it in front of the heater. He motioned for Ana to sit down. From his sad look of resignation, she could see he was going to answer her question with a story. She had come to enjoy, and even welcome, Alex's stories, though this one was unlikely to have a happy ending.

“Tis a sad tale,” Alex started, dropping his voice. He continued looking out the window, arms crossed. “This place used to belong to the Edgewaters. Ya know, the family that owns Edgewaters, that fancy dinin' on the northern coast? You might’ve seen their names elsewhere, too, being as they once owned half the island.” When she nodded, he went on. “T'was a sad thing, what happened to them. Good people, ya know. Anderson Edgewater was a right honest businessman, and his wife, Camille, a real lady. The kind of folks who would stop to help ya load your groceries even if they were in a hurry.”

He went on, “They had this lovely daughter by the name of Carla. She was eighteen, and had the most beautiful mahogany hair ya ever saw. Smart, too. Kind, like her parents. A girl any parent would be proud of.”

Alex paced from the window to the door, deep in thought. Ana watched him, shivering but attentive.

“'Course, even good girls meet bad guys.” Alex shook his head, sadly. “Lionel Shepherd.” Ana recognized another name from the crosses. “No'ne really knows what happened 'tween the two of 'em, I s'pose. Lionel ran with the fast and loose crowd, and e'eryone worried he would take Carla down the same road. We all knew about the downright awful fights she had with her folks nearly e'ery night. Breaks my heart even to think about it.”

Alex shifted his attention to Ana, and suddenly, his eyes widened. As if realizing something important had been forgotten, he excused himself and ran out the door. He returned moments later with an old-fashioned metal thermos. Removing the dual-purpose exterior lid, he poured a hot dark liquid that smelled delicious to Ana in her chilled state. Her eyes widened with gratitude as he handed the modest cup to her.

“Sorry to have forgotten my manners like that!” he declared, with an embarrassed flush in his cheeks. Ana savored the warm cocoa, cupping the lid with both hands.

“Alex, you're my hero,” Ana praised, smiling gratefully. When he gave her a dismissive wave, she continued, “No, really. You've been a godsend to me since the day I arrived.”

“Aw, it’s nothin’,” Alex replied, blushing deeper now. “'Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father who is in heaven.' Matthew 5:16. You a churchgoer, Ana?”

Although Ana was raised Catholic, her father had never taken them to church. Amidst Alex's warmth and kindness, for the first time in her life she felt ashamed to say, “No, I am not.”

Instead of shaking his head, or some other gesture of disapproval, Alex smiled at her. “No, I don't s'pose as many of you youngins are nowadays. And that was the case with Miss Carla, too. Though it was more than just a lack of faith wha’ ruined that girl.”

“So what happened to her?” Ana pressed, leaning forward with her hot cocoa cupped protectively.

“Well, ya know that wild rides always come to an end, one way or 'nother,” Alex said with another sad shake of the head. Outside, the rain was coming down in relentless sheets. She could hardly hear Alex over the din, but she did not miss the sparkle of tears playing at the corners of his eyes.

“One night, the two had an awful spat,” he continued. His voice cracked slightly. “No one knows fer sure what it was about, but there were rumors Lionel was running around on her.”

“Carla pushed him from the top of the lighthouse, and then jumped after him. They both died near immediately, the police said, though the coroner told me in confidence she hit the rocks on her way down, snapping her poor legs and arms like twigs.”

“'Twas her father that found them, and he closed the lighthouse right quick; just boarded it up and left it to rot, though the town council snapped it back up for a short while. He died the followin' year, and Camille the year after. God rest their poor souls.”

“Goodness,” Ana said, processing his story. Though she had never met the teenagers, she couldn't help wondering what had transpired between them. Shefound it tragic to imagine the desperation or emotions that drove them to such a sad, final end. “How did they know she was the one who pushed him? Not the other way around?”

“I 'spose no one knows fer sure,” Alex conceded, “but days leading up to their deaths, Carla went around tellin' folks she was gonna end Lionel for what he done to her. Folks assumed she meant that Cartwright girl he was s’posedly runnin’ with. 'Course, no one expected they should take the words of an angry young girl so literal.”

“So that's why the railing is broken?”

“Nah,” Alex replied. “That was later.” Without asking, he poured more cocoa in her empty cup. She smiled gratefully, again, thanking him.

“Sandra Finnerty was an island girl who moved to Portland hopin' to do big things with her life.” Alex was pacing again, and his eyes had a dreamy quality. “When her parents’ money ran out, she resorted to... well, less than savory activities.” With that last, he twisted his mouth. Ana could see he did not think it was appropriate to talk about prostitution with her. She smiled inwardly at his properness.

“She was the next one to come up to Edgewater Point to end her life. After that was the sweet Ms. Emily Caldwell, a young woman who had lost her husband in a boating accident. The poor dear walked around the island like a ghost long before she made herself one.

“That's when the town council finally put them signs up, and closed this cursed place down. 'Course, people were calling for the lighthouse closure the very morning after Carla and Lionel died, but back then Summer Island was still on the shipping routes and we couldn't just close the lighthouse, ya understand. But after the last two women died here, the council put their foot down and told the city of Portland that they had better take a look at adjusting the shipping routes, because the Casco Bay Lighthouse was retired. Heron Hallows, e'eryone called it from then on.”

“How did you get involved?” Ana asked. The rain had started to die down outside, but she was so focused on Alex's story she hardly noticed, or cared.

“Well, I s'pose I got tired of looking at the place. Ignoring history don't make it go away,” Alex replied, wisely. “So I went to the council with a plan to get the lights turned back on, and offered to take the site on as part of my caretaker duties.”

She smiled sheepishly. “Don't take this the wrong way, but—”

Alex interrupted her with a chuckle. “You noticed it ain't the most pretty, didn't ya?” He shook his head, smiling. “No offense taken. I'd like to get her all gussied up, but the council flat refused to fund any restoration, and they made me keep those awful signs up.”

Ana was reminded of the Preservation Project, a venture her father started at Deschanel Media Group that targeted old, historical fixtures and funded their restoration. After wondering briefly if he would be interested in taking this on, she resolved to find out. She especially wanted to do this for Alex, for it was clear how much the lighthouse meant to him.

“Folks like to claim they see Miss Carla, and Ms. Emily, roaming around up here. The ghosts of Heron Hallows,” Alex went on. When Ana raised a skeptical eyebrow, he clarified, “No one really believes in ghost stories, of course.”

“Of course,” Ana concurred, slowly.

Ana glanced up the winding, spiral staircase leading to the top, where the light was. She read somewhere that most lighthouses were now electric, and computer-driven automation meant someone didn’t have to man them constantly. Still, she pictured Alex sitting up there, all day and night, staring out to sea, alone. The thought filled her with sadness. He deserved happiness, and companionship, with all he did for others.

“I should get home,” Ana said, standing up and dusting herself off.

Alex's face fell for a brief moment, and then he brightened up again. “All that talk of ghost stories soured ya, I 'spose,” he said with a chuckle.

“I can handle it,” she reassured with a smile, “but I do need to get into some warm clothes.”

“Better do that ‘fore the chill sets in,” he agreed. “I'll see ya safely home.”

Ana followed him to his truck. It sat at the end of a paved road that was obviously the main route up to the lighthouse. As she climbed in, she looked out the window toward the direction of the four white crosses that stood defiantly against the dark, ominous sky.

I could believe there are ghosts here, Ana thought, as Alex turned the truck around and started toward her house.

 
* * *

6- ALEX

 
Alex spotted her immediately, and edged his way through the crowd of people in the True Value line. The lone hardware store on the island was always busy this time of year, just before the major storms hit, with people vying for last minute supplies. She hadn’t been difficult to find, as she was only one of about four redheads on the whole island, but he had gone through Flanders Grocery, Wells Fargo, the library, the Clam Shack, and even Jack’s before finding her here.

“Oh, hey, Ana!” he called out casually to her, waving as he moved toward where she stood looking at rock salt. “Fancy seeing you here!”

She looked up at him, and her blue eyes widened in surprise. Alex thought he detected happiness as well. He stood straighter.

“Well, Alex, your timing could not have been better.” Ana was eyeing the different brands and sizes of rock salt, in confusion. “I suppose I can’t go wrong with any of these?”

Alex puffed his chest out and tilted his head, speaking with confidence: “Ayuh, they’ll all work, but for yer money you really can’t go wrong with this,” he recommended as he pointed toward a blue bag that was almost sold out. “I reckon you’d be buying twice s’much with the others, and you’d be back here before ya could say ‘snow.’”

She smiled gratefully. “It’s settled then. And you’ve saved me once again, Alex.”

His heart swelled at those words. “Aw, s’nothing really, but if I can save ya some time and money, ya betcha I will.”

She thanked him again and he studied her as she maneuvered through the crowds to the register. She was so unsure of herself. A small fish in a cruel sea, he thought. It was a good thing she had him or she might be even more helpless and lost.

He had been keeping a vigilant watch over her since she arrived. The Deschanel house had been his charge for twenty years, and now she was a part of that responsibility. This meant she had a guardian angel, even if she was unaware of it.

“Ya have a kind heart, Alex,” his mother used to say to him. “You’ll make someone a fine husband someday.” At almost fifty, Alex had yet to fulfill her prophecy. But then, she was a silly woman who had married a man who didn’t love her and treated her worse than the dirt under his feet. Alex gave up on the idea of a wife and children years ago. Ana was not the first woman he had helped along the way. Helping others in their time of need gave him a sense of purpose like nothing else ever had. He was certain it was more fulfilling than any family he could have had. Marriage only made his parents miserable.

He had so much to teach Ana. She was like a lost lamb when she came to Maine, helpless as a child. She watched with appreciative eyes as he showed her all the things she would need to know in preparation for a long winter on the island: how to run the generator, how to care properly for her pipes. And what if he had left a valve loose so that she had to call him back to fix it? Alex Whitman knew from experience that women were afraid to ask for help, but would often take it if offered. And, of course, when he would return to the house to fix a problem, she would have ten more questions for him.

Alex left the store without buying anything and watched Ana as she walked down to the alley where her car was parked. At the same time, he saw Jon St. Andrews locking up his vet office, two doors down from the hardware store. When Jon turned around, he ran right into Ana, and she dropped her bag of rock salt. Instead of apologizing, or offering to pick up the bag and help her, Jon promptly spun around in the other direction and left her standing in shock, mouth hanging open.

Alex’s eyes narrowed. If there was one thing he could not tolerate, it was a lack of chivalry and decency. He rushed over to Ana and knelt down to pick up the bag, apologizing for Jon’s rudeness as so many others on the island often did.

“What’s his story, anyway?” Ana asked as Alex loaded the bag into her trunk. The rock salt was heavy, and he was kicking himself for not offering to help her carry it when she was still in the store.

Alex hesitated. What could he say about Jonathan St. Andrews that would not be unkind? Alex supposed Jon was a decent enough vet, although he could not say firsthand as Alex didn’t have any pets. But Jon had always been odd, and even unpleasant. Most people on the island learned to just leave him alone. Surprisingly, some even felt protectiveness over the young man. Alex was disappointed that a son of the venerable Andrew St. Andrews could be such a killjoy. The young Finn was not much better, dishonoring his father’s memory by becoming a fisherman, when he could have been something great. But then, their mother, although a very good schoolteacher, had been Irish...

“Alex?”

“Sorry, um, yes, well...” he searched for words. “He’s always been a ‘lil diff’rnt, even as a boy. My ma babysat the boys a few times and said he would just sit ’n stare out the window sayin’ nuthin’ fer hours until Claire picked ‘em up.” He realized that sounded like gossip, and added, “I know he seems rude, but he’s never caused anyone trouble here, and the family still donates generously to the schools, just like their father always did.”

She frowned, her eyebrows knitting together in thought. “I mean... why is he so unpleasant?”

Alex shrugged. “No one knows why, I reckon. His father was quiet, but always real social and involved in things in the town, and his mother was the sweetest ‘lil thing...” he cleared his throat. “Is there anything else ya need? Are ya good fer dinner tonight?”

“What about his brother? Is he like that, too?” Ana probed. Alex was not real keen to discuss the St. Andrews brothers, but she was obviously determined.

“Finn? Nah, Finn’s a good boy. He won’t cause ya any trouble. Always quick to help, although he does have a temper, from that Irish mother of his I ‘spect. Used to get in fights at school defending his older brother...” No use telling her about all his girlfriends; that was just gossip.

Ana was processing all of this, and he worried she was going to keep drilling him so he was relieved when she smiled and said her goodbyes.

“I’m just a phone call away, remember,” Alex told her as she waved from the driver’s seat. She nodded, smiled, and drove off. As he watched her, he was disappointed he would not be seeing her again this evening. He pulled out his small, tattered notepad and wrote down: Picked up rock salt from True Value, and then scratched Rock Salt off another page entitled Needs.
Walking to where his truck was parked around the corner, Alex saw Sheriff Horn walking toward him. Alex thought about ducking into the alley, but it was too late, as the sheriff was tipping his hat at him. Alex grudgingly nodded back.

The sheriff was a burly man in his sixties, who liked to wear uniforms that were a size or two smaller than he needed. Alex thought he did so because it made him look tougher, as if he was ready to burst out of his clothes at any moment from sheer strength. But Sheriff Horn had lost his youthful physique years ago, and was now simply fat.

“Getting ready for the storm season?” the sheriff asked, with a nod toward True Value.

“All set myself, just helping out the Deschanel girl.” Alex always dreaded conversations with the sheriff, who had never liked him. He felt the sheriff suspected him of anything bad that happened in town, for no reason other than he had hated Alex’s father, Bill, when they were growing up.

“Are ya now?” The sheriff’s tone suggested he did not think much of whatever help Alex was offering. “I was getting ready to check in on her, introduce myself. Make sure she has everything she needs and whatnot.”

Alex bristled. “I’m taking good care of her. Ya needn’t worry yerself.”

The sheriff laughed, his belly trembling. “Oh, I don’t doubt that ya are, Alex, but I’ll be stoppin’ in just the same. G’day.” He tipped his hat again and trudged back down the street.

Alex’s fists were balled at his side; his face was on fire. There was nothing he hated more than being made to feel like he wasn’t useful. He dreamed of a day when the sheriff would need him and Alex could, with a proud satisfaction, turn him away. Alex’s face erupted in a slow grin at the thought.

Unfortunately, there were more people on the island who thought like Sheriff Horn than those who didn’t, and so Alex was used to people who did not see his value and did not appreciate his helpfulness. But there were a few that did... and for every hundred Sheriff Horns there was at least one Ana, who needed him, and wanted his help. Alex Whitman could handle, and would even permit, the snide comments from the sheriff and other townies, because he could almost feel sorry for them and their meaningless lives. His pity they were entitled to their opinions, but Alex drew the line at interference.

He would not tolerate anyone coming between him and his purpose.

 
* * *

7- JONATHAN

 
Jonathan St. Andrews awoke at 6:50 in the morning when his alarm sounded. He hit snooze once, and promptly got out of bed without complaint at 7.

He slipped his legs off the right side of his bed, and his feet found the slippers he methodically laid out the night before, as he always did. Slippers on, he turned and made the bed, making extra sure the pillowcases were turned so the open end faced inward and the sheets were even on both sides.

Jon went to his dresser, opening the second drawer down, where he kept two neat rows of white t-shirts and black shorts. He chose one of each, careful not to disturb the folds of the others, and went downstairs, to the small room near the back porch where his treadmill was. He set the timer for 30 minutes, at a pace of 8 MPH, and turned on his music while the treadmill slowly ramped up. He never started his music before the treadmill began moving, and he always stopped it a minute before the timer ran out.

After a quick shower—where he first washed his hair, then cleaned his body—Jon went back downstairs to have coffee and breakfast, but not before a quick scan around the room to ensure nothing was out of place, and all doors were closed.

The coffee was already made, as Finn had been up and gone about an hour before. Although still warm, Jon microwaved his cup for thirty-seconds before adding two precise teaspoons of milk. He heated up a muffin—40 seconds—and placed it on the table first, before the coffee, but did not sit down until he pushed in another chair that had been pushed in only halfway. “Finn,” he muttered.

It was not important what day this was, because this was the same routine Jon performed every day, even on weekends. But, in the past three weeks, Jon had added one more item to his daily ritual: checking to see if the lights were on at the neighbor’s house. He harbored an irrational fear of an unexpected knock on the door, and while it might be unavoidable, he did not like being caught unaware. Ever.

At eight, Jon unlocked the doors to his small office in town, which was flanked by city hall on one side, and an empty building on the other. His office didn’t open until nine, but Jon liked to spend the first hour checking in on any overnight patients and reading up on his files.

You could have been a fine doctor. His father’s words, once so hurtful, now rang hollow. He knew what he had given up, and it had been his choice. One he never regretted.

Sometimes he still opened the door to his father’s old office: that large, dark room which started as a converted den. Later, Jon had helped expand by tearing down the walls into the family room. The equipment—both that which his father was approved to use in his home and that which he was most certainly not—remained untouched, buried under sheets and dusty plastic. In his father’s final years, patients arrived from beyond the island, including some of the surrounding islands and even the mainland. Dr. St. Andrews not only did the procedures willingly, but he was also able to do them at a fraction of the cost that the larger hospitals would charge. He never turned away a patient who was unable to pay.

Jon sometimes wondered how his father had been allowed to get away with it for so long: the intravenous equipment, the gurneys, the scalpels, and operating instruments. Jon’s hands burned hotly as he recalled the first time his father had handed him a scalpel.

“You want me to hold it?” Jon had asked.

“I want you to cut.” His father’s face had been so even, impossible to read as ever.

Jon was surprised, but also ready. He had watched his father doing this for years and, at sixteen, had seen the procedure many times now. Removing a gall bladder was something he could have described with his eyes closed. His father always taught him by asking questions—Why am I doing this, Jon?—rather than simply telling Jon what to do. Why am I holding the clamp here, instead of further up? Why is this area more prone to bleeding? Why do we use less sedative with this procedure?
Jon always knew the answers, and like his father, he was exceptionally calm under pressure. Jon had not hesitated, questioned, or balked when his father handed him that scalpel. Drawing in a deep breath, he steadied his hand, and made the cut.

But never had he been tested more than when it had been Finn on their table, bleeding and near death.

Jon was eighteen. Finn had just turned thirteen.

Several years before, their father began teaching Finn how to navigate the old fishing skiff, a project boat that was never quite finished. This act of mentoring was a begrudging one, as Dr. St. Andrews was still deeply disappointed by Finn’s lack of potential, but he saw it as the one way he might forge a connection with his younger son. By the time Finn was twelve, he was already captaining the boat, though their father never let him go out alone.

“Never trust the ocean,” he would say. “The day you think you have her figured out is the day she will get you.”

But Finn was young, and adventurous, and made up his mind to captain the boat by himself on his thirteenth birthday. Jon figured it out, but was unable to stop him.

“You’re either coming or you’re staying, but this ship is going out to sea today,” Finn had said, chest puffed out, hand on the mast, proud.

Jon worried it would end badly, but he wouldn’t let his brother go out alone. Jon’s fears came true a half-mile out to sea when the propeller became entangled in an abandoned trawl. Finn panicked and leaned over the side of the boat when a fin broke off and sliced across his chest, knocking him unconscious. The fin then ricocheted and gashed Jon in the chest. It was a blow that should have knocked him out as well, but the adrenaline was coursing through his veins. Jon radioed his father, who calmly walked him through how to get them home. With his brother dying in his arms, the ride was perilously long and Jon was trembling to a degree he could hardly hold the radio.

His father was waiting on the dock, and picked up Finn as if he weighed nothing at all. He sprinted back to the house, with Jon in tow.

“What does your brother need, Jon?” his father asked as he cut off what was left of Finn’s shirt.

“You’re asking me that now? NOW?”

“Calm down and tell me what your brother needs,” his father said evenly. His hands were pushing down on Finn’s chest, but the towel continued to blossom red, so that the original white could no longer be seen.

Jon’s breaths were coming short and forced. His whole body was hot, and his pulse throbbed so hard he thought his heart might burst right through his chest. This was Finn on the table, not merely some patient. Finn... his little brother. His only brother.

Jon gripped the table and forced himself to breathe in, slowly; out, slowly. “We need to close his wound and dress it. He needs something to stave off infection, and… he needs something for the pain.”

“What else does Finn need?” Andrew St. Andrews asked as he replaced the towel with another, never letting the pressure off.

“He needs blood,” Jon said finally. “He’s lost too much.”

His father looked at him squarely, and then Jon understood. They would stabilize Finn together, and then Jon would need to give his own blood to save his brother.

The next couple of hours were endless to Jon, and, despite his father’s cool demeanor, he saw the wideness of his father’s pupils and the sweat beading around his face and neck. His dad was scared too.

Jon had lay down on a gurney next to his brother then, and let his father take his own crucial life force and transfer some of it to his brother. Jon was overcome with exhaustion, but before he nodded off, he felt his father pull off the gauze, stitching his wound. In all the commotion, Jon only vaguely recalled his father putting the gauze on to begin with.

“Superficial, but you’ll have a scar to remember,” was the last thing Jon heard before he drifted off to sleep. Years later, a thin white line, from chest to navel, was the least of Jon’s reminders regarding the incident.

He never understood how Finn could return so easily to the boat after that. He couldn’t wait to go back out and was on the sea a week later, to their mother’s dismay and their father’s annoyance. “He’s on his own,” his father had said with a dismissive wave of the hand. But Jon never relaxed when his brother was out to sea, even though Forbia was twice the boat that old skiff had ever been. Even now, Jon’s fear was still very real.

 
As the day wore on, the rain turned to hail and the sky took on a dark, ominous aspect. It crackled with thunder and the air felt still and electric. Jon hoped Finn had the good sense to end early, as he could see more dark clouds rolling in on the horizon. Finn had been predicting the first big storm was coming in about a week, which was a couple of weeks before the weathermen forecasted. Jon, though a man of science, trusted his brother more.

It had been slow day at the office, but that was to be expected. As that Deschanel girl had rudely pointed out a week earlier, business wasn’t exactly booming on an island of two hundred people. But Jon had earned the respect of veterinarians on the mainland during his residency. Several of them made sincere, ongoing attempts to entice him to practice in a larger office with better equipment, though Jon would not be swayed into leaving Summer Island. They settled for his consultation services, and this is what he did on days when there was little else to do. He liked knowing what was on his schedule for the day. Jonathan was no fan of surprises.

It was not ritual he craved though, it was quiet. Seclusion. The avoidance of the inevitable awkwardness of small talk or getting to know someone. Uncomfortable silences.

When Jonathan met someone new, he was unable to find within himself the desire to learn about them, talk to them, and absorb them in the same way most people bridged relationships. Because once he did, he could not let go, move on, and forget. He never forgot. Was it any surprise, really, that he’d become a veterinarian instead of a doctor? He was a man more comfortable bonding with animals than people. Had his father really not seen it?

Jon relied on the comfort of how quiet, secluded, and consistent their neighbors were. He had known them all his life, and most accepted Jon the way he was, and never forced the awkwardness on him. All except the house that had stood empty on the property to their east. Every season his anxiety would build as he waited to see if the Deschanel family would fill it for the summer, and bring unwelcome expectations on him, as the eldest of the St. Andrews household, to entertain. But thirty years passed since it was purchased, and no Deschanel had visited the home since the early days. The only movement in the house came from the weekly visit of the overseer, Alex Whitman.

He should have known, when the house never went on the market, that someone would eventually show up.

Jon was in his back office reading about treatment options for a Yorkshire terrier with a pancreatic tumor when he heard the familiar jingling of the bell above the main door, startling him out of his concentration. He set his pen down to the left of the folder, and walked down the short hallway, to the reception area.

Ana Deschanel was standing in front of him, drenched and shivering. Water pooled near the door entrance and several rogue balls of hail rolled around near her feet. Jon’s eyes moved from the floor to Ana and back, and then rested on what was in her arms.

She was holding the limp, bleeding body of a brown cat and as Jon moved toward her, her eyes widened with relief. He moved to take the injured, possibly dying, cat from her arms. Ana was crying, and he felt her trembling.

“I... I tried... I couldn’t fix her... I tried,” she sobbed. Of course you couldn’t fix her, you ridiculous girl.
Jon gently lifted the cat into his own arms, and, without making eye contact, he turned and walked back to his procedure room.

As the swinging door closed behind him, he could hear the soft, muffled sobs from the front. He ignored them and went to work.

 
* * *

8- ANA

 
By her fourth week on the island, Ana started questioning whether she was really getting anything from the change of scenery. New Orleans was no different than this small island. The people who had put down their roots all knew each other... their histories, their secrets. Different accents, same problems.

As a Deschanel, she was different from most people, but it went beyond her family. She knew—had always known—she was unlike the girls she went to Sacred Heart with, and even more unlike her classmates at Tulane. There was something quiet, and dark, and... craving about her. She hadn’t come to Maine to find herself. She knew who she was. She had come to squash it, privately, away from the eyes of people who thought they knew her. She was thirty, and the thoughts were screaming at her to fix it now, before it was too late.

She’d lost count of her transgressions after the first month, and then one month stretched into almost a year. The men she chose didn’t require conversation or understanding. They didn’t need to know who she was, why she was in a seedy bar in the Faubourg Treme; why she couldn’t connect in a normal way with anyone.

Ana had learned many coping mechanisms over the years; methods of controlling herself so she seemed calm to others, despite how she actually felt. Everyone thought she was so normal, at first. Her friends, teachers, family, her boyfriends. But most of them had not known how to handle her introversion once they penetrated the surface.

But there was nothing normal about her inability to hold a meaningful relationship, nor was there anything particularly normal about sleeping with dozens of random men as a substitute. If it were normal, she wouldn’t have chosen to hide it from the people in her world. She would not have experienced such shame.

Nicolas had known about the behavior, of course, but Nicolas didn’t judge. It was only the last thing that had happened, the catalyst for her departure, that Nicolas would never hear about. Not from her, and likely not from the other party involved. The latter had too much to lose, and it was really to protect him—and to hide from her shame, in what she had done—she had left town.

Being in Maine hadn’t helped her to forget, nor had it given her any deeper understanding of how to forge a new path for her life. She felt like an outsider here, an interloper, and this only magnified her existing feelings of isolation and despair.

People had been less chilly to her as time went on, but she was still completely taken aback by the rudeness of Jon St. Andrews. She understood that it was not always easy to meet others... was she not, also, a perfect example of a societal defect? There were those out there who probably thought she was rude as well. But she had never—never—treated anyone the way Jonathan St. Andrews had treated her.

And for what?

Was he also one of those narrow-minded gossips who thought she was some spoiled rich girl here on her daddy’s money? Even if that were true, why did it matter? Why was that such an affront to others?

It wasn’t true, anyway. She inherited her mother’s share of Deschanel Media, but she hadn’t touched any of it. She lived simply back home maintaining a small Chartres Street apartment in the Quarter, but the rest of her money went into savings or investments. She was, after all, a member of one of the most famous investment families in New Orleans.

She insisted on taking over all expenses for the house during her visit, including Alex’s pay. She hadn’t mentioned this to Alex, because it was obvious he preferred being the savior of women, not the one beholden to them.

“Come home, Muffins. You can be a whore there or you can be a whore here, but here is so much more fun...” Nicolas said that night on the phone, when she told him she was having mixed thoughts.

To Nicolas, this was affection. “Pot. Kettle. Black,” she joked back. She flopped back in the tall, carpeted armchair in her sitting room.

“Come home.”

“Not yet.”

“There’s nothing wrong with you, Ana. There are plenty of insecure assholes out there who blow themselves up with self-importance and opinions who will tell you otherwise, but a healthy sexual appetite is nothing to be ashamed of.”

That’s not what I’m ashamed of, she thought. I’m ashamed I brought someone else down into this mess with me, someone I care about, and I can’t take it back.
To make matters worse, she was distraught over what happened to Cocoa the week before. She had watched Cocoa saunter down the long driveway and out into Heron Hollow Road beyond, and then observed helplessly as a truck swerved out of its way to hit her. The truck then squealed off, leaving Cocoa hurt and broken on the road.

Ana had closed her eyes and placed her hands over the tiny body. Heal... heal damn you! She had focused so hard—imagining positive energies around Cocoa, seeing the little cells come together in harmony—that the blood rushed to her head and she fell back into a puddle. Please Cocoa... please little girl...
When she failed to heal her, she didn’t even think twice about taking her to see Dr. St. Andrews; didn’t think about how rude he might be to her when she showed up, or the possibility he might even turn her away. She simply rushed to save the little cat that had become a part of her life in Maine.

In the end, Jon had saved her—Because I couldn’t; because when it came down to it I couldn’t even save a cat—but Cocoa had some recovery ahead of her. A week had passed since she took Cocoa to Jon’s office, and Ana wasn’t sure if she would ever see the little kitty again.

Then today, she accidentally broke the power cord to the fridge and spoiled nearly everything inside. For the first time, Alex did not answer her phone call when she reached out for help and advice.

If she was looking for signs telling her to go home, they were all around. Frustrated and feeling hopeless, she threw her hands up in the air in submission. Snatching up the book she was reading, she went out to the porch in hopes reading would clear her head.

 
* * *

9- FINNEGAN


Finn knew he was tempting fate with his continued jaunts to sea. The weather was going to change soon, possibly that very day, and the experienced fishermen had given up back in October. But Finn kept watching as their food storage dwindled. There were days where all of it went to sale. He was starting to question the business arrangement he had made with Anders Cartwright—the Portland business mogul who had been the first to get Finn St. Andrews to sign on the dotted line—but he knew his father would have been proud that Finn managed to turn a less than academic endeavor into a successful business.

He locked up the storage house. Instinctively, he looked east toward the Deschanel house and, as usual, Ana was there. He smiled and waved, and she did the same in return.

Today, he thought. I’ll do it today. After I shower. Every time Finn had resolved to visit the pretty neighbor, his nerves had gotten the best of him. Looking at the sky, he knew time was running out. He didn’t know why he was jittery about the whole thing. It was very unlike him. I’m acting like Jon for god’s sake.
Finn started back toward the house, when he noticed she had put her book down and was jogging toward him, tripping slightly over slime-covered rocks on her way. He thought to go help her, but both his hands were full, and before he knew it she was standing right in front of him.

Blue, he thought. Her eyes are blue.

She was even lovelier than she appeared from afar. Her red hair sparkled and cracked in the setting sunlight, and she was brushing it from her pale face as the wind fought with her. She had a splash of freckles over her tiny nose, and her lips were full and pale, not much darker than her skin. A cardigan sweater was pulled tightly over her thin frame. He could not help but notice how the hem of her sweater flared around the hips, and her arms, folded against the cold, did nothing to hide the fullness higher up.

“I'm sorry, I was wondering if you knew when the last ferry to town leaves?” Ana asked. She had her book in her arms, which were crossed tightly over her chest. He couldn’t help wondering if she realized a jacket would be more appropriate for November in Maine.

“Six, so you just missed it,” Finn said amiably. “And unfortunately, there might not be another one for a while, depending on how bad this storm is.”

“How bad do you think it will be?”

“If you ask the weatherman, he will say a few inches, and then over in a three days.”

“I'm asking you.” Her eyes watched him closely.

Finn laughed. “Well,” he said, “I think we might be here for a few weeks before things clear up and get back to normal. But I am no meteorologist.”

“Even in New Orleans, they're no better than I am at predicting anything,” she teased lightly, but then almost instantly frowned. She looked distraught. “And the stores close so early on the island…” She sighed. “Well, I suppose canned food is still food.”

When he gave her a strange look, she added, “I did something... kind of stupid.” Ana squeezed the book tighter, but didn't look shy or uncomfortable so much as cold and distressed. He sensed a change in the air, as she began her confession. “So... Alex gave me a list of things to do to ‘winter proof’ the house. The power cord for the refrigerator was older and I accidentally broke it. The food all spoiled before Alex could get here to help me.”

She was nervous at Finn’s reaction. He guessed it took a lot for her to come over and talk to him. He could see she felt silly. “Don't feel too bad,” he reassured her, “the house is very old, and those wires were probably original. It was bound to happen, it’s only an unfortunate coincidence it happened to you.”

“Terrible timing, though,” Ana said. He knew what she meant. With the ferries closed, the grocery store would not be getting any new meat or vegetables in from the mainland. Most islanders stocked a couple month’s worth of meat in their freezers for this very reason, and hers was now lost. Thinking of his empty freezer and sparse tanks, Finn regretted he wouldn’t be much help. “Alex called a bit ago and said the Farnsworths on the other side of the island have some extra food and he is going to see if he can buy some from them,” she added with a sigh.

“You wouldn’t be the first person who had to dip into the town food storage.”

“Oh! Here I am asking you questions and I haven’t even introduced myself... I’m Anasofiya Deschanel, but Ana is fine.” With one hand gripping her book to her chest, she thrust the other one toward him.

Finn laughed and shook her hand. “I know who you are,” he said. “No offense, but everyone does. I’m—”

“Finn, yes, I know, too.” She watched him, and he couldn’t read her expression. He was suddenly reminded of Jon. “I mean… sorry… that was rude. I meant that yes, I know who you are, too.”

He looked down at the lobster he was carrying. The bug’s claws had been moving the whole time and he noticed she had adjusted to avoid being snipped. He remembered Jon was working late that evening, to watch over the McElroy dog.

“Want to come over for dinner?” Finn asked her. He wasn't sure how she would take an invitation like that.

Ana blushed but quickly recovered herself. “I'd love to, but I actually need to keep an eye out on stuff at the house. I have the fridge airing and the freezer defrosting.” She laughed. “You know, really interesting stuff.”

“We can eat at your house then.”

He could see her good breeding come through as she said, “That would be lovely except I have never prepared a lobster before, and I feel ill-equipped to receive you with the house as it is.”

Finn laughed. He’d been studying her through the entire conversation. How she looked, acted. She wasn't flirting, and she wasn't nervous. Uncertain, perhaps, but otherwise she was very... normal. “Ana, I could care less how the house looks, and I'd never let anyone cook my lobster, anyway. Not if I intended to eat it after.”

Ana laughed and accidentally dropped her book. He reached down and picked it up for her, and as she took it she said, “If I wasn't so hungry, I'd never allow the insult, but as it stands, I haven't had any meat in three days and I'm desperate.”

He was pretty sure there was no intentional double meaning, but her words excited him anyway. She's very pretty, he thought. And he knew he was good looking because everyone always told him so. Had he not been Mr. Summer Island four years running? But there was something very different about Ana Deschanel, something that kept him from seeing her in the ardent way he saw most women. He didn’t know what to expect from the evening, but he was looking forward to it. He forgot about his shower, and Jon, and the problem of their winter food storage.

Ana took the lobster from him—maybe she wasn't afraid of the claws after all—and they walked back to her house in comfortable silence.

 
* * *

10- JONATHAN

 
Mr. Jenkins lay on the table, still sleeping from his tumor surgery. His owner, Jessica McElroy, had left to get something to eat. She offered to get dinner for Jon as well, but he politely refused. He was hungry, but he felt uncomfortable saying yes so it was silent starvation for him tonight unless Finn saved some leftovers.

Mr. Jenkins' chest rose and fell as his body filled with each breath. Jon ran his hands across the dog’s face, and Mr. Jenkins responded with a low, happy sigh. Jon hadn't thought the dog was going to make it, but everything went better than expected. It looked as if he would survive the night too, and maybe live to see his tenth year. Jon smiled in the darkness; a rare thing, and something almost always reserved for moments like these, and the hairy beasts on his table.

Jessica returned an hour later. She had brought extra for Jon anyway, and left it in front of him even after his polite refusal. He ate in spite of himself.

She ate in silence and he was grateful for it. He wasn't sure why human interaction was so painful for him. He had friends growing up, and in college. In medical school, even, though he didn’t like to think about that time of his life. It might have been around then he started to change and grow into himself more.

“I'll be right back. I need to call my husband,” Jessica announced, before heading into the reception area. Everyone was so comfortable with each other on this island that no one bothered asking whether it was okay to use someone's phone or not. He both loved and loathed that fact. Loved the quiet, loathed the familiarity.

No, that wasn't entirely true. There was comfort in familiarity. When you were familiar enough with someone, you understood them in ways others did not. People on the island understood Jon was a good and reliable man, but also knew he wanted to be left alone. They didn't question why he didn't come to town events, or celebrations, or that he wasn't yet married—or even in a relationship—at the age of thirty-three. They didn’t exactly understand his choices, but they accepted them. They protected their own.

Jon remembered the exact day Ana showed up because that's when the panic attacks started again. The day she arrived next door with her five suitcases (yes, he had counted), and her quiet look. In the evenings, sometimes, he would sit in his study, which faced east and her house. His heart leapt anytime she would walk into her foyer and close her door; a door she might think to come out of, and come over to introduce herself. He wanted her to stay on her side, much like he wanted the people on the mainland to stay on theirs.

A week ago, she stood holding the dying cat, soaked from the rain, looking helpless. Had she shown up instead at the door to his home with a basket of baked goods, he might have hidden quietly until she went away. But Ana came to his office with a wounded animal, and all he could do was silently take the creature from her trembling arms.

He said nothing as he took the small cat into the back, but he nearly jumped when, moments later, she pushed through the door and was standing with her hands balled into fists at her side. She started rambling before he could say a word.

“Someone hit her with their truck. I watched them. I... I watched them, and watched them look back... and drive away.” There were tears in her eyes, but she was trying to steady herself.

“Did you see the driver?” Jon had asked, without looking up.

“Yes... a man. Forties, maybe, big. He was driving an old red Ford pickup, and he had this bumper sticker that said—”

“My wife said I had to choose between her and fishing. I'm sure gonna miss her,” he finished.

“You know him?”

Unfortunately, they all knew Jim Sharp. With so few people on the island, a drunken slob who went out of his way to cause problems for anyone smaller than him didn’t exactly hide.

Jon worked in silence on the cat, as she paced the room, arms crossed. A few times Ana tried to say something but stopped, and he was grateful for her relative silence. The cat’s wounds were mostly superficial and looked worse than they actually were, so after he stitched her up, he told Ana he would take the cat home with him to keep an eye on her.

“You do that?” Ana asked. “What happens to her after that?”

“I'm not sure,” he hedged, even though he was. It wouldn't be the first stray he brought home to keep an eye on and ended up adopting. Finn’s dog, Angus, started off as a patient. “But if she lives, it will be because of you.”

“Not me,” she countered, meeting his gaze for the first time. “You.”

He shrugged, but it mattered to him when he saved a life, and when others could witness his gift.

“After this, maybe you’ll let me properly introduce myself,” she said after a pause, extending her hand. “Anasofiya Deschanel.”

Jon nodded and turned away, his heart racing, hating these moments where he knew he was supposed to do something, anything, even the smallest polite gesture. Why was he like this? The air grew cold between them. Of course it seemed rude… but was he really capable of, or willing to, explain the details of his physiological make up to her, simply because he couldn't return a handshake and an introduction?

“All right, well I already know who you are, so I suppose introductions aren’t necessary,” Ana relented, some of the warmth gone from her voice. “How much do I owe you?”

He felt bad. He did. But not bad enough to apologize. “Nothing,” he said, his back to her still. “You did the cat a favor.”

Jon felt her stiffen behind him, but the warmth was back. “I thank you again, Dr. St. Andrews. I'm sorry for any inconvenience. If you ever need anything, you know where I live.”

She lingered for a moment, waiting for a response. When he said nothing, she left.

“Sheriff Horn said you helped Ana today,” Finn had said, later that night. Finn had been drinking at the Thirsty Wench, and was home even later than Jon.

“Ana? Oh, you mean the new girl.” Jon had pretended not to know who she was.

Finn gave him a side-eye glance. “Uh-huh. The new girl. You know, the one you are terrified of. The one who you watch at nights, horrified she might come and—god forbid—introduce herself. The one I've seen you watching me wave to in the evenings. The one people say you were actually rude to in public. The one with the pretty red hair. That new girl.”

Finn was the only person allowed to tease him about how he was, but that didn't mean Jon liked being ridiculed. “She won't be here long enough for us to care one way or the other,” he grumbled.

“She's nice. She has a lot of hair, but I didn't notice any horns. We haven't talked, but Alex didn’t mention a forked tongue or fangs. And she's quiet... like you, you know.”

Jon had sensed that about her, but it didn't change the fact she had interrupted his efforts at seclusion. He realized he didn't really want Finn talking to her either, because if they hit it off, then he might have to see more of her. Jon was used to Finn's girls, but only because he had known them his whole life. It wasn’t as if they ever lasted long, anyway.

“You know the cat is hers,” Finn said. “Kind of.”

Jon looked up, surprised. “Hers?”

“Well, a stray that had been hanging around her house. She’s been feeding it and made a bed on her porch. She even gave the cat a name. Cocoa, I think. Alex was talking about it tonight. I swear that codger is in love with her, the way he goes on and on... course that would be a first for him... Pa always said he was a eunuch...”

Jon barely heard the last of his brother’s ramblings, but the first part of what he had said took him off-guard. Feeding a stray was something he would have done, so her kindness should have warmed him to her. But Jon’s feelings were not logical, and so instead he was annoyed she had done something he knew he should give her praise for. He also wondered if she would want to come visit Cocoa once she figured out Jon had brought her home to convalesce.

No good deed ever went unpunished.

 
 
Jon was still lost in his thoughts of the prior week’s events, when Jessica returned from calling her husband. “Jackson said a storm is coming.”

Yes, he knew that, thanks to his brother. Finn always had the gift of sense.

“You go home. I'll keep an eye on Mr. Jenkins a while longer and he can spend the night at our house.”

“Thanks Jon,” she said, already pulling on her coat. Islanders may be used to storms, but there was no amount of pride bigger than their good sense. “If the roads are open, I'll come by tomorrow to get him.”

“Either way.” After Jessica was gone, he surprised himself by wondering how Ana was getting on with storm preparation. Annoyed with his sentimental lapse, he shrugged off the thought.

 
* * *

11- ALEX

 
Alex mentally kicked himself for missing Ana’s call earlier that afternoon. He was doing something for her at the time: The central heating in the upstairs of her house was faulty and Alex was looking into a portable heater she could use in her bedroom. His cracked lips spread into a wide, beaming smile as he imagined her face when she realized what he had done for her. He might even be the last person she thought of each night before drifting off into a warm, comfortable rest.

Unfortunately, True Value didn’t have any left in stock, and he wouldn’t make it in time to catch the last ferry into town. He had it in his mind to ask the Farnsworths if they had any extras lying around—they were known for being packrats and if they didn’t have something, no one would—but something told him to go home first. When he checked his messages, he heard Ana’s panicked voice describing the incident with the fridge.

Alex smacked his palm to his forehead. He was forgetting things again! He had known the cord was rotting, and he knew at some point, during the cord wrapping exercise he had set her on, she would discover it and call him. But he was having trouble keeping track of these things, and his headaches had started to come back.

He called her back before the message finished playing, and his heart leapt at the lovely sound of Ana’s relieved voice flooding his ears. He quickly and boldly told her that he was going to arrange getting some of the Farnsworths’ reserves and would bring them by later that evening, or early the next morning.

After he hung up the phone, an amazing thought occurred to him. As all of Ana’s food had spoiled, she would have nothing to eat... and she could hardly cook even when she had food. He reckoned she had not had a hearty, home-cooked meal since she arrived.

An idea was forming in Alex’s head. A brilliant, wonderful idea.

The sun was starting to set, so anything too elaborate was out of the question, but he had bought some fresh cod that would bake up nicely. He went to work quickly in the kitchen, humming to himself as he prepared the fish with garlic and basil, potatoes, and fresh steamed broccoli.

She is going to love this, Alex thought to himself, over and over as he worked. He recalled the look in her eyes whenever she asked for help, or mentioned how others had received her. He couldn’t do much about how the island’s residents treated Ana, but he could be there when she needed him. Tonight, he would save the day and she wouldn’t even be expecting it!

He carefully wrapped the prepared meal in foil, placing it in a box, then delicately topped it with towels, hoping that would preserve the heat long enough to get it over to her. He raced out the door, and then stopped abruptly.

Wine! he thought. What a lovely surprise that will be!
Alex was not much of a wine drinker, but the Aldridge’s had a vineyard and they always gave him a bottle of wine when he would come out and fix something around the house for them. He had nine of them sitting in the pantry, untouched. Studying them, he realized he didn’t know the differences, then finally settled on a red and fled out the door.

Alex thought his heart was going to beat clear out of his chest. He didn’t know what to make of his excitement, but this felt somehow... different than any of the other times. Sadly, all of the other women he’d tried to help in the past had become distant, and ungrateful, eventually beginning to resent Alex’s help.

In contrast, Ana never failed to thank him or appreciate him. He pictured her beautiful, relieved smile when he found her, drenched and helpless at the lighthouse. She was such a rare and unique girl, a true diamond in the rough. Part of him enjoyed how the rest of the town ignored her and, in the case of folks like Jon, were actually rude to her. It meant that he could be there for her, to make it better, and show her what it was like to have someone who truly cared.

Alex thought that if she had ever experienced that before, she wouldn’t have come here.

As he pulled into her driveway, he stopped and backed the car up, parking on the shoulder of Heron Hollow Road. It would be better if he could surprise her. One surprise after another. She was going to be beside herself!

He carried the box and walked down the driveway with a skip in his step, his heart beating even faster. As he approached the large colonial, he saw her in the window and the blood rushed to his head so fast he almost dropped the meal. A smile slowly began to spread across his face, but then the smile died on his lips as he saw another head in her kitchen: Finn St. Andrews.

Alex’s eyes narrowed into even slits, and his grip on the box tightened. He could hear the foil crunching inside and that destruction angered him further. His temples started to throb, one of his headaches imminent. He set the box down on the side of the driveway, dinner forgotten.

He knew he should leave, but he had to know what was going on. It was possible that Finn was being neighborly. Alex knew she couldn’t be spending any regular time with Finn, or she wouldn’t have asked about him. But then, maybe that’s why she was asking... because she wanted to know if Finn was okay for dating? No, no... Alex shook his head furiously. No... it was probably just that she had called Finn when she couldn’t reach Alex earlier about the fridge. But that didn’t make sense either, as he had talked to her not so long ago and she knew he was coming over later.

The thoughts were darting furiously around his mind, and he put both of his hands against the side of his head, trying to crush out the pain of the headache that was growing by the second. He had to think... think!

Alex heard sound of her laughing—a sound so beautiful it would have stopped his heart under other circumstances—and saw Ana and Finn heading toward the living room, in the front of the house. Alex crept around the side, tiptoeing. As he approached the front, the sounds of their voices stopped him. They were on the porch and he could hear their words clearly.

“So? What’s the verdict?” Finn was asking her with a note of playfulness in his voice.

She giggled. “I’m afraid that a compliment will go straight to your head, so I have to respectfully plead the fifth.”

“Aww, that’s no fair! Do you know how long it’s been since I’ve cooked for a girl? How am I supposed to know how to cook for the next one?”

“The next one?” Ana pretended to be offended. “I must have quite the effect if you’re already thinking about the next girl!”

The pain in Alex’s head was throbbing so badly he considered bashing his forehead into a rock to silence it. Finn had cooked for her. And they were flirting. Flirting.

He couldn’t hear what they said next, but they both erupted in silly giggles and Ana said, “Meh, it was all right, I guess.” More laughter.

“I could bring more over if you want,” Finn offered. “You’re going to need food with the storms coming in.”

Alex could almost hear her smile. “That’s really nice of you… but I think Alex is going to bring some by later.” Did he detect a hint of embarrassment with the last part?

Finn laughed. “Alex is a special guy.”

“He’s been a lot of help to me since I got here,” Ana said generously. “I wouldn’t have known half of what I needed to do if it weren’t for him.” At this, the throbbing in Alex’s head slowed slightly.

“I think he likes you,” Finn teased.

Ana chuckled. “No, I highly doubt that.” Alex narrowed his eyes. The giggling, the flirting, this was not Ana, not at all. She was quiet, and thoughtful, and kind... she was not one of those girls.

“You’ve made quite an impression on him.”

“Alex is a nice guy,” she said, hesitantly. “A little odd—I’ll grant you that—but he’s been really great to me. I guess you could say he’s the closest thing I have to a friend out here.”

A little odd? What the hell was that supposed to mean?
Finn smiled. “I’m glad to know you haven’t been out here alone.”

“I’m sure that’s why it took you a month to introduce yourself,” Ana scolded.

“I was trying to respect your privacy.”

“Someone in a small town trying to respect the privacy of the new girl?” She laughed shortly. “Somehow, I’m skeptical.”

Alex could see Finn walking toward Ana, and the two were now face to face. “I sensed you wanted your space.”

The silence on the porch was so thick that Alex was afraid to even breathe for fear of giving himself away. He had a horrible, sinking feeling they were kissing, or about to. His stomach dropped, but then, to his relief, Ana turned away from Finn.

“It’s getting cold,” she said.

Alex saw Finn lift a sweater off a chair and drape it over Ana. “Storm is coming,” he observed, standing behind her. Too close for Alex’s comfort. “Let’s go in.”

The sound of the screen door clanking against the wooden frame reverberated through Alex’s skull, over and over. The pain was so intense it was now also a sound, in the form of a high-pitched screech so loud and deafening that Alex worried surely others had to be hearing it too. He gripped the sides of his head and stumbled back toward the driveway, kicking the box of food over as he did, hobbling down the long stretch toward his truck.

Alex threw himself across the bucket seat, nearly tearing the glove box open. He rifled around for the pills—he knew he had some in here—and his hand stopped as it grasped a bottle, finally. He ripped the childproof lid clear off and swallowed twice the recommended dose. The rest of the pills dropped to the floor. Alex flopped back on the seat, trying to breathe and force the pain and screeching sounds away.

Tonight had not gone as planned. At all. Finnegan St. Andrews was young, and handsome, and seemed to have almost no care in the world. Alex knew his history... knew about all of the girls Finn had dated on the island, and how none of them had lasted. Ana didn’t deserve that! She deserved better. She deserved to be cared for, and respected. Finn would see her as nothing more than something new to play with.

Alex closed his eyes and waited for the pain to pass so he could drive home. When he finally started the engine, the throbbing was a dim memory and his mind was clear.

“My job is to take care of you Ana,” he said, not realizing he was speaking aloud. “I’ve always done my job. Always. I’m not going to stop now.”

 
* * *

 
 
12- FINNEGAN

 
The house wasn't as bad as Ana made it out to be. The kitchen was in disarray from the food carnage, but she was a very tidy person from what he could see in the rest of the house. If it weren't for the book on one of the end tables that had a bookmark in it, and a cup of cold coffee alongside, Finn might wonder if anyone even lived in the house.

After the tour, she set to tidying up the kitchen while he started preparing food. She had taken her sweater off, revealing a plain white tee. At one point she caught him watching and he looked down quickly, embarrassed.

Finn wasn't sure what it was about her that interested him. He barely even knew her. She was entirely different from the kind of women he normally dated: girls with big personalities, big other things, and small tendencies for commitment. He knew his lifestyle was simple; that most girls would realize it at some point and the relationship would go no further. His easygoing ambitions wouldn’t change, and he was okay with that, but he knew most women wouldn’t be. He dated accordingly.

He wasn't nervous around Ana. Didn't feel the need to put on an act, or be tough. She was down-to-earth, and instantly put him at ease... even if he did feel silly about getting caught watching her. What could Finn say, though? That he wasn't checking her out? It was more about fascination than coveting. Who is this girl?
She remarked it must be painful for a lobster to be boiled alive, and he told her that the lobster had no pain sensors. She seemed amazed he would know that. “If only we could be as fortunate as lobsters,” she remarked.

“Fortunate enough to be boiled alive and eaten?”

“No, to be able to go through the worst things imaginable, and feel no pain.”

She was joking, but Finn saw something in Ana’s eyes that made him want to hug her.

And then there was that moment when he had cut his finger with the kitchen knife. She ran to his side and took his hand in hers, closing her eyes and drawing in a deep breath. He started to tell her it was fine, to lie that it didn’t hurt, but then, suddenly… it didn’t hurt. Finn looked at his hand and the bleeding had stopped. Her mouth was open in shock and surprise, and she was smiling, but when he asked her what that was about, she shook her head and mumbled something about how squeezing a wound just right dulled the pain.

Finn grinned at her suspiciously. “My father was a doctor, and I don’t remember that technique,” he teased, but she was already setting the table.

After dinner, he asked her why she had come to Maine. He though he already knew but wanted to hear her explanation. How many other people had come to Maine for inspiration, or to write a big novel?

But Ana surprised him when she admitted, “I don't know, exactly. I guess I wanted something different.” She studied him, as if expecting him to smirk. When he didn't, she relaxed and added, “I didn't use my father's money to come here, either. I know that's what people think. I have made my own money, doing my own things. And I own this house myself.”

“I didn't think that, and I wouldn't know what others say,” Finn told her. “But I understand about getting away.”

“Do you? You seem happy here.”

“I didn't say I wasn't happy,” he qualified. “But sometimes it would be nice to get away.”

Ana nodded, a dark, faraway look in her eye. There was more to her story. Finn sensed she even wanted to share it with someone, but she seemed to have a fortress built around her.

They talked, then, for hours. She told him about growing up in New Orleans, as an only child. She mentioned only briefly the money her family came from, and though he was curious, she didn’t linger on the topic long. She seemed embarrassed about her background, and a few times she even sounded apologetic.

Finn told her about growing up on the island. About his father, and his visionary medical practice. He talked about his choice to both go to college and subsequently abandon the endeavor. He also told her about Jon, and his dreams of being a doctor, and how he had quit suddenly to attend veterinary school. She raised an eyebrow at that, but said nothing.

As they talked, he realized there was another reason he went after the type of girls he usually did. The smarter ones made him feel inadequate. It wasn't enough for him to tell them he went to college, and read the same books. That he could understand the things they talked about, but excluded him from. He would always be Finnegan St. Andrews to them; the fisherman. Those worlds did not blend.

But around Ana, who was clearly well-educated, he felt like he was in equal company. She didn't look at him with pity or condescension. Rather, she saw a man who was interesting company.

“How long are you going to stay?” Finn hoped she heard nothing more than the question in his voice.

“I don't know. I like it here, but I feel no different than I did when I was at home. Unfortunately, it seems changing locations didn’t change anything. Maybe there is something fundamentally wrong with me.” Ana laughed, but he didn’t think she was joking.

“There’s something fundamentally wrong with all of us,” he teased.

She looked at the table, dropping her eyes. “You really have no idea, Finn.”

He had that sense again, that she had stories to tell and needed to get them off her chest. “So, tell me.”

Ana shifted her gaze toward the window, still avoiding his eyes. “I’m really messed-up.”

Finn didn’t say anything. He feared she would stop talking and withdraw altogether if he tried to argue with her, and he wanted to hear what she had to say.

“I wish I could say that I was simply lost, and didn’t know myself... but the problem is, I do know myself. I know exactly who I am.” She sighed. “I don’t know how to talk to people. You know how you see groups at a restaurant and they’re having a meaningful conversation, and it looks completely natural? I don’t know how to do that. I don’t know how to talk about my feelings, and I don’t know how to help others with theirs.”

He couldn’t help himself from saying, “You’re doing it right now.”

Ana gave that same short laugh, as she tucked her hair behind her ears. “Because I hardly know you, and I know that once I tell you how fucked-up I am, I’m not going to know you for much longer.”

Finn shook his head. “We’re all fucked-up, Ana. But go on, so I can prove you wrong.”

Her eyes were glistening, her cheeks a rosy pink, but she was not crying. Her breaths came rapidly. “I don’t have any friends except my cousin, and he’s as messed-up as I am. I haven’t had a boyfriend who lasted longer than three months, and every relationship I’ve ever had ended because of me. It’s always the men telling me that I am too emotionally detached... that I can’t talk about my feelings… that I’m cold and withdrawn...”

Finn was thinking this was probably how his brother Jon felt.

“The emotions are there,” Ana continued, “but I don’t know how to articulate them. It’s like, I open my mouth, and there’s a small hand wrapped around my neck, stopping me from speaking. One time, I had a boyfriend tell me he loved me and all I could do was cough. I mean it, I literally coughed. I couldn’t speak... there were so many things running through my head and all I could do was freaking cough...”

She stood up and poured herself a glass of water. “He said I had ice in my heart. I didn’t know how to disagree with him. I have feelings...” Ana paused and looked down at her water, swirling it around in the glass. “I don’t know how to explain to people what it’s like to be a prisoner of your own thoughts.”

“I’m still here,” Finn said. “You haven’t scared me off yet.”

“I’m not finished,” she replied. He motioned for her to go on.

“So, finally,” Ana continued, “I gave up. I can’t be someone I’m not and I was tired of going through the exact same futile motions with every relationship.” She walked back to the table and sat down, staring out the window, at the ocean, again. “It all started so innocently. A one-night stand isn’t a crime. But afterward, when I was back in my own bed and reflecting on the evening, I felt... relieved. Happy, even. I don’t even remember learning his name, I only remember how much I enjoyed myself... the freedom of release, but without having to explain myself.”

Finn couldn’t help himself from laughing. “So you discovered you like sex. Congratulations, Ana, you’re human!”

“It’s more than that. Maybe if I had stopped there, or only did it occasionally. But I started going out several times a week. Picking up different men every time. When I started recognizing the same men in the same pubs, I changed to a different part of town. Instead of businessmen, now it was cops, and firemen, and construction workers.” She looked up at him. “The worst part is, I can’t even quantify this sick side of me, because at some point I lost count.”

Finn hadn’t been expecting this admission, but he wasn’t put off. “Would you feel better if I told you I lost count at some point too?”

“I’m not joking. I’m not making this up.”

“I know you’re not,” he said. “And I don’t care. Do you see me running out the door in horror? I don’t do relationships, either. Never have.” That wasn’t entirely true. He had before, but he was older now, and knew he had nothing to offer a woman.

Ana stared at length, studying him. “I don’t want to be like this,” she said finally.

Finn was unsure of how to respond. She was obviously torn in half by who she was, and he couldn’t relate. He knew who he was, knew his limitations, and had accepted them long ago.

“Do you know why I never came by to introduce myself?” she asked, eyes fixed on his. “Because, Finn, you remind me of exactly the kind of man I’m trying to stay away from.”

Finn didn’t know what to make of that, either. He wanted to insist he wasn’t like those men, but how could he, without trivializing how she felt? “Maybe I’m a good influence. I mean, you’re here, talking about your feelings, something you claim to be incapable of doing. We could have had sex three times in the two hours we’ve been talking.”

She laughed, caught off guard. “This has been the strangest conversation of my life. Maybe the longest, too.”

“I can honestly say the same,” he concurred with a laugh. “But, for what it’s worth, I don’t think there’s anything wrong with you.” He lowered his voice. “You wanna know why I do it?”

Ana nodded.

Finn pointed at the ocean. “Every day, I get up, get dressed, and go out on the sea. I come home every night and have dinner with my brother. Sometimes I go into town, go drinking, and go… well, you know… but that’s it. I don’t want anything else, and, like you said, I can’t change. There’s no woman out there who’s going to want that for the rest of her life.” He stopped and put his hand over hers. “We all have our reasons.”

After the words were out of his mouth, a very unexpected feeling took over him. As he watched her sad face, the sea, his rituals, and his life became distant and unimportant, and he could see himself wanting more. He felt a flush rise to his face and he took a deep breath, trying to slow his pulse.

Ana opened her mouth, but stopped short of saying anything. Finn saw the thousand thoughts swimming behind her bright blue eyes. They could have an entire conversation with their eyes, and thoughts unspoken.

He was afraid to consider the implications. He wanted to kiss her, but he thought of her confession and was afraid to push her away. You remind me exactly of the kind of man I’m trying to stay away from.
Ana looked past him then and pointed out the window. “Wow!” she almost yelled. “Would you look at that?”

Finn turned and saw the snow coming down, furiously. At a glance, he could see there was already a couple of inches on the ground, and he knew that would grow considerably before morning. He guessed about a foot and a half, if not more, by morning. He wondered again how Ana would do in her first storm.

“Ana, are you going to be okay here by yourself?” he asked, concerned.

“It's just snow, right?” she answered, but looked unsure. He knew even experienced islanders had difficulties in bad storms.

“I really don't want to, but I need to get back to the house. My brother will be home soon, if he isn’t already. We need to move the lobster tanks up to the house or we won't be able to get to them if the snow lasts.” Finn took both of her hands in his, feeling bold. “Come with me. You can even stay a few days if you want, and I can show you how to get around in the bad weather.”

“I don't think your brother likes me very much,” she said in earnest. “And besides, I can't rely on the kindness of strangers for everything. I did take your lobster after all,” Ana teased.

“My brother doesn't like anyone,” Finn countered. “And I hardly think we are strangers anymore.”

“Just because I threw my problems into your lap...”

“Fine,” he said, looking intently at her. “I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told anyone before. Not even Jon.”

She smiled slowly. “I’m intrigued.”

He cleared his throat. “I... am afraid of the ocean.”

Ana burst into laughter, shaking her head. “All right, goodnight Finn.”

He put his hand on the table and leaned toward her. “Serious. I almost drowned when I was thirteen and I’ve been terrified ever since.” His hand moved instinctively to his chest, as he often did when thinking of his scar.

“Then, why are you a fisherman?”

“Because it’s who I am,” Finn said simply.

“I think I understand,” Ana replied, smiling. “Maybe I will drop by tomorrow.”

A nice brush-off, but a brush-off nonetheless. Or was it? Hard to tell with her.

She walked him to the door and when she opened it, the wind was blowing so hard they both had to shield themselves from the snow that came driving into the house. Boldness overtook him, and this time he did kiss her. He felt her stiffen at first and then her hand slid up and gently touched the back of his head, as she returned the kiss. Unexpected warmth coursed through him.

“Be safe,” she cautioned and put her hand on his chest. Even in the harsh cold he could feel the heat of her palm. He slipped his hands over hers. “And maybe I will see you tomorrow.”

 
* * *

13- ANA

 
For the first time in years, Ana felt exhilarated.

Finn. She was used to seeing him daily when he returned from the sea... used to the waves, and shared smiles. Now, she was reeling from the conversation they shared over dinner tonight. The kiss.

She could very clearly picture his sandy, wind-tousled hair. The small scar above his lip. His brilliant blue eyes. The cut of his muscle under the dark brown sweater. His small, bullish nose. That smile... it was as if he knew something he shouldn't and wasn't telling, but it was so genuine. Here was someone whose life was so simple, no frills, and yet he seemed sincerely happy. He didn’t even flinch when she shared her darkest secret with him. Instead, he admitted he was the same.

Ana could still feel his hands on hers... roughened but at the same time soft like rocks slowly smoothed by the tides. Finn was made for the labor of the sea, but that was not all he was made for.

She recalled how his face fell when she turned him down to go home with him... but Ana had spent the evening explaining herself so surely he understood? Despite that unlikely connection, she was hesitant to get involved with anyone when she had come here to break that destructive behavior.

Much as Ana tried to apply caution, she could not convince herself that what had happened tonight was wrong. It didn’t feel anything like all those other times, even though Finn fit the profile. Instead it felt refreshing. Healthy.

Ana had been so comfortable she very nearly blurted out, “Oh, and I come from a family of people with crazy abilities! I can heal people, sometimes, maybe!”

It had never worked with anyone except herself. The doctors viewed Ana as a medical marvel, healing from wounds in a fraction of the time and never needing ongoing care for breaks and sprains. She had been hit by a car as a child, and the injury resulted in dozens of broken bones. She nearly died. Then, she’d closed her eyes and slept for seven days, letting her “gift” work its magic. When she awoke, her bones were healed and she was like new again, as if the accident had never happened. Her father finally had to stop returning the doctor’s calls, because he was practically begging to run tests to figure out how she had come by her miraculous recovery. It had taken a generous donation to the research labs to finally get them off his back.

All throughout Ana’s life, she had never known the terror or discomfort from a terrible illness or injury. Though she could help no one else, she had always been able to help herself.

Except... she had helped someone tonight. This unpredictable ability of Ana’s had worked with Finn, and she had no idea why.

Ana caught herself cleaning the same dish for a full minute, taking long pauses in the middle of drying, as she recalled how his lips felt on hers. How he smiled at her all evening, and how she felt more comfortable being open around him than people she had known her whole life. The more she had talked, the less encumbered she felt. How was it that Finn had opened a window to a part of herself she didn’t even know was there?

She wasn’t sure why she had told him such personal things tonight. Maybe she hoped he would be shocked and horrified. That he would leave, and solve the problem of any future awkwardness when he did find out. Or maybe she told him because she hoped he might react exactly the way he did.

Finn was so different from his brother; like night and day. And yet, it was clear how much Finn loved him. Ana had detected deep protectiveness anytime Jon’s name was mentioned.

I healed you, she kept thinking. I helped you and I don’t know how I did it.
As the snow continued to come down in relentless waves, Ana started to wish she had taken Finn up on his offer.

Ana picked up the phone to call Nicolas, but she stopped short of making the call. For some reason, she didn’t want to tell him about tonight. She didn’t want to hear his jokes, or his smart-ass analysis. She didn’t want to ruin the way she was feeling, because she had no idea how long it would last.

The one person Ana did want to speak to right now was someone whom she had never met and never would: her mother.

Her mother’s story was not a happy one, but so much of it remained unknown to Ana. She knew her mother Catherine—born Ekatherina Aleksandrovna Vasilyeva—had fled the USSR in 1970 when she was nineteen, leaving her family behind in the hopes she could make enough money as an au pair to send for them. It was immediately clear she was not qualified for that job, but the family she worked for recognized she did have a head for business. They enrolled her in accounting school, at their own cost.

Catherine joined Deschanel Media Group in the winter of 1972 as a junior accountant. By that time, the magazine—simply called, Deschanel—had started to grow in popularity. Within a year of Catherine’s hiring, the magazine expanded beyond the United States and was being printed across Europe. They had two offices in New Orleans, one in New York, and were looking at one in London. Ana’s father, Augustus, was twenty-three.

The same year they were looking at an office in London, 1973, Ana’s parents were married. The story of their courtship had never been shared with her. She did not know if there was any romance, or love, or how it even started. Pictures from their brief marriage showed her father happier than she ever saw him in later years. His body language suggested he liked to keep his wife close, and Ana saw a warmth in him that was unfamiliar to her. Ana had asked a lot about her mother, but there were only a few things he would say to her. Only that her mother was a very, very smart girl, that she was valuable to the company, and that Ana looked exactly like her.

Shortly before Catherine became pregnant, her young sister, Anasofiya, died in Russia from pneumonia complications at the age of fourteen. Ana’s mother was heartbroken, and felt she had failed her family in not being able to bring them over soon enough. Early in the pregnancy, she decided her daughter would be named after her sister. Ana’s name on her birth certificate had been Anasofiya Aleksandrovna Vasilyeva Deschanel, named after the aunt she had never met.

Catherine died after birthing complications. Augustus worked to start her parents’ immigration process after Catherine passed, but it wasn’t until after the fall of the USSR, in the early 90s, that he was able to bring them over to the U.S. permanently. They moved to New York to be closer to other family members that had emigrated earlier. Ana’s stepmother, Barbara, had tried to keep the connection alive for Ana, but the Vasilyevs spoke very little English and so the relationship existed only superficially through cards and letters. Ana only met them once.

Ana loved her stepmother, but could not confide in her more than she could in anyone else. She always imagined that if her mother had lived, they would have been close, the best of friends, and maybe, just maybe, Ana might have turned out differently.

But if Ana was anything, she was a realist. Her mother was not here, and Ana was who she was. She didn’t know if tonight should give her hope, or be another reminder of what life could have been like.

 
 
Ana finished with the kitchen. As she was getting ready to turn off the lights and head upstairs, she noticed something shiny on the edge of the counter. Keys. Not hers.

She examined them. There was an old, battered anchor, and several keys of varying sizes. It was obvious they were Finn’s, but she had no idea how important they might be. For all Ana knew, they could be keys to his storehouse, or something he might worry about with the storm. He was probably searching his pockets right now for them.

Ana decided to give him a call, and then realized that she did not have his phone number. She searched desks and cupboards for a phone book, but there didn’t appear to be one in the house. She flipped open her laptop to search online, but the small light on her wireless data card was red, and with a glance outside, she knew why. Remembering Alex, she called him, hoping he would have the number, but he wasn’t picking up.

She stood in the middle of her kitchen, at a loss. This is so silly, she thought. I’m going through all this to figure out how to get ahold of my next door neighbor.

Ana glanced over the sink, through the window, at the snow coming down relentlessly, resolving it would be easier to go over there now than it would be later. Finn had shown her a kindness tonight and she knew this was the least she could do to repay it.

She pulled her sweater over her head and slipped into the heavy winter coat purchased for her time in Maine. Glancing back, she switched off the lights, unsure of how long she would be gone. When Ana opened the door, the wind gusted into the room so hard it nearly blew her backward. And people here are used to this.

Although Finn lived next door, there was no easy way to get over to his property. Going down the driveway was actually longer because the roads did not intersect for almost a quarter-mile, and then she would have to double back. But going across the properties from the waterside was hilly and rocky. It would not be easy with several inches of snow covering the ground. She reminded herself there was nothing extraordinary about snow in Maine, and started toward the St. Andrews property.

It grew colder with each step away from her warm home. Ana had traveled all over the world, but snow was still foreign to her. Trudging through close to four inches of it—and counting—felt very real. Even the locals did not spend time outdoors in this weather, Finn had told her.

About a hundred feet from home, she considered that maybe if the keys were important to him, he'd come back over and get them. But what if he doesn’t realize until morning, when we are all snowed in?
Ana reached the edge of her own property, and could see, hear, smell, and feel the ocean as it responded to the thrust of the winds and snow. It seemed to her that the gods themselves were crying out. Was this really what they were used to here? And was she really going to have to deal with this repeatedly over the long winter ahead? Stop being such a wuss, she told herself. It’s snow, and I’m only going next door. I’m embarrassing myself.
Ana approached the rocks that separated their properties, before sloping down into the small outcropping of shore. She would need to go slow here, and tread carefully, or she could slip very easily and hurt herself, especially since the rocks were already covered in a white blanket. She crouched down, thinking how silly she would look if anyone was watching, and used both hands and feet to pull herself across the rocks. She wished she had the sense to buy gloves. Her feet struggled to find bearing as she moved across each rock, slowly, cursing herself for not waiting until the storm had subsided. The snow fell so densely, she could not see more than a foot in front of her and after a few minutes of this she was no longer sure which direction was the right one. Not even the lighthouse was visible.

Well this is a fine mess, girl, was Ana’s last real thought before things went bad. Her foot gained, then lost, traction on the rocks, her hand instinctively reaching for anything solid to regain her balance. Finding nothing but snow, her hands flailed, and her other foot lost grip. Suddenly she was sliding, then falling, and then everything went black.

 
* * *

14- JONATHAN

 
Jon watched his brother come in, late, smiling. A girl, most likely, though Finn picked a poor night to be out playing around.

“You're home just in time,” Jon said, as he placed Mr. Jenkins down in front of the fireplace. The dog heaved one shuddering sigh and then settled back into his normal, sleepy breathing. “Some of the roads are closing.”

“I wasn't on the roads,” Finn responded, flinging the snow off. Jon realized he had seen Finn's truck in the driveway when he pulled in earlier. “But I could have told you they'd be closing them soon. My guess is they'll be closed for a while.”

Finn sat down next to Jon, taking in the full heat of the fire. Their father installed central heating years ago in the old house, but both boys always loved the natural warmth of a nice, crackling fire.

“You were next door,” Jon said. It was not a question. Worried this might happen, he quickly looked around to make sure Finn had not brought her home, and was relieved to see he was alone.

“Don't worry, your sanctuary is safe. She said she'd prefer not to come home with me.” Finn added, as if purely to gauge a reaction, “She said you don't like her.”

Jon grunted. “Don't like her? I don't know her.”

“Don't want to, is more like it.”

Finn took off his wet socks and tossed them in Jon’s direction. Jon smacked them away in annoyance. “You're right, why would I want to, when she's leaving soon?”

Finn looked around the room, then stated sarcastically, “I don't see anyone else here, Jon. Just you and me. No need for pretense.”

Jon made a sound under his breath, then stood up, heading toward the kitchen for a glass of water. “When is she leaving, anyway?”

“She doesn't know. Maybe never.”

“Or until her daddy decides to pull back the funds.”

“You can be a hermit all you want Jon, but you don't have to be an asshole.” Finn’s smile disappeared. He shoved his cold feet dangerously close to the fire. “She owns that house herself, and she’s here for her own reasons.”

Jon finished drinking and, feeling unusually reckless, dropped his glass into the sink. The loud clink echoed. “Defending her now?” he taunted. “Must be serious.” Teasing was better than being teased.

“You really need to blow off some steam,” Finn said in disgust and left the room, leaving Jon feeling like he'd gone too far. Teasing was also easier than being reminded of who he was. He was being unfair to his little brother. Finn might poke fun at Jon, but he also protected him. Finn was the one who would make an excuse for Jon when he was feeling unsocial before an event. The one who bought the groceries, made the phone calls that needed to be made, and bailed Jon out of awkward conversations. People always called Jon the smart one, but Finn was smart too, usually in ways that mattered more.

Jon found Finn near the back door, slipping into a dry coat. He was starting on the boots and snowshoes, when he looked up and saw Jon standing there. “I could use some help with the tanks,” Finn said, as a peace offering. “If we shovel the dock and ramp, we should be able to get them up here safely.” Jon knew Finn was disappointed in himself, and he heard what Finn didn’t say: He should have done this earlier, instead of spending an evening with Ana. He should have kept Jeremiah longer and moved the goods before the snow hit. Jon saw no point in hammering his guilt.

Jon laced up his own boots, and bundled into his thick jacket, scarf, gloves, and finally his fur hat. Finn was already out the door with the snow shovel by the time he finished, and so, without needing conversation, Jon went around the side of the shed to get the snow thrower. This was work they had been doing together for years, and even with experience it was long and arduous. It could be midnight before they finished plowing and moving everything. But the town would be shut down tomorrow, so the brothers would have all day to rest and recover, maybe longer. This might be the storm that would shut the island down for most of the winter.

They shoveled in companionable silence. The snow was coming down so densely it muffled the sound, making talking pointless. Jon glanced to the east, toward Ana’s house. He wondered what happened that evening between her and Finn. Finn was smiling broadly when he came home, yet she hadn’t agreed to join him.

Not because of him, you ass. Because of you. Jon felt badly about that, but overpowering his guilt was relief she had stayed in her own home. She might have been stuck with them for days. Maybe that's what Finn wanted.

He wondered sometimes if he was the reason Finn stayed on the island. Finn talked a lot about how he loved the sea, and his routine, and the simplicity of his life, but Finn had a spark in him too. Despite his efforts to convince himself, and the island, otherwise, Finn was more than a fisherman. There was a burst of life in Finn, as there was a darkness in Jon. He felt a twinge of remorse, recognizing his role in Finn’s decision to never cultivate that part of himself. Finn is a man grown and old enough to decide his own future, he told himself, unconvincingly. If he wants to leave, he can leave.
Still, he wondered, if Finn was content with this life then why had he bothered going to college? There had to be at least a part of his brother that thought about a life away from the island, and the sea. But Finn never talked about it, shutting down whenever Jon tried to approach the subject.

The only sign Finn still held on to another dream was the piles of books that came in with Finn’s monthly shipment from the bookstore. His room was filled with heaps of them, some stacks running floor to ceiling. Jon thought about converting their parents’ old room into a library for Finn, but a part of him intuitively held back from acting on the idea. Private himself, Jon understood there were reasons Finn confined his interests, and the resulting columns of knowledge, to his room.

We all have ways of torturing ourselves I guess, Jon admitted wryly. Thinking about these things only made the work seem harder, so Jon emptied his mind and focused on the task at hand.

 
 
It was about an hour later when he heard Finn scream: “JONNNNNNNNNNN!!!!!!”

 
* * *

15- ALEX

 
Despite the worsening storm outside and in his head, Alex managed to remain calm long enough to drive home. He had lived through enough winters on Summer Island to know the snowfall tonight was nothing to take lightly. But even the medication couldn’t keep his anxiousness at bay once he was safely within the walls of his own home.

A little odd... I’ll grant you that. He couldn’t believe she had not done more to defend him. He, who had been her biggest advocate and only ally on the island since she came here. He who had rushed to her side at the drop of the hat.

Alex’s skin was on fire. It felt like he was burning from the inside out. Stumbling to the kitchen, he clumsily poured himself a glass of water, savoring the cool sharpness as it went down. His hand swiped for a chair and he slumped down in it, drinking his water slowly, trying to catch his breath.

It was Finn; it had to be. She said those things to impress him, or because she was embarrassed, or trying to fit in. There had been no mistaking the meaning in Finn’s words. Like the rest of the island, Finn didn’t appreciate all Alex did to help people. Well, Alex didn’t much respect Finn’s motives, either.

Andrew St. Andrews had been a good man; unorthodox, but good. Those qualities seemed to have skipped his sons. Jon was reclusive and sometimes even rude to people for no apparent reason. And Finn? Well, he was a skirt chaser. There was no way around it. Alex didn’t like gossip, but he knew Finn had charmed half the women on this island, and not settled down with a single one of them. He was going to do the same thing to Ana. Alex was certain.

He was so angry at himself for leaving like that, when what he should have done was put an end to the nonsense before it went anywhere! And now, the storm was coming in heavy. He couldn't just drive back over there now, could he? Worse, he thought, it was possible the snow would act as a reason for Finn to stay with her, or for her to go over to Finn’s, to ride it out.

With a furious curse, he kicked the chair across from him and it landed with a clunk on the hard linoleum. He could not—would not—fail her the way he had failed those other women! In each case, there had been that one moment; a moment of perfect clarity where he knew he would either save them or he wouldn’t. Alex felt he was fast approaching that moment for Ana.

His mother’s voice was coming back to him now. “‘Lotta women will tell you their man beats them because it helps ‘em, keeps ‘em in line, but it ain’t true,” she had said to him several times, usually after a particularly rough row with his father. “The men do it ‘cause they’re weak... and powerless... and this is the only power they know. The only power they’ll ever know is the one they feel standing over a helpless woman who cain’t fight back.”

Alex couldn’t remember a time when his father had not sought to subdue his mother with his fists. And if not fists, sex. Many nights Alex had heard the sounds from their bedroom. His father’s disgusting grunts, mingled with his mother’s terrified screams.

While his father said nothing, his eyes would meet Alex’s as if daring him to say something, to challenge him.

“I hated you both,” Alex whispered. He went to put his glass in the sink but he missed, dropping shattering it all over the dirty, peeling linoleum. Ignoring the mess, he opened a wooden drawer near the fridge and pulled out a set of keys. Alex stormed down the hall toward a very special room seldom used anymore, but containing things more important to him than anything else in the house. There is more meaning in this room than there is on this whole godforsaken island, he thought.

He fumbled with the keys, dropping them twice before successfully unlocking the door. In his agitation, the door swung open too quickly, tumbling several things from his old wooden desk to the floor.

The room was nearly bare of furnishings. It held the old wooden desk, which was chipping and even listing to one side. A dirty cloth chair went with the desk, and a dented file cabinet was so overflowing with paperwork the doors no longer closed. It wasn’t the few pieces of tired, cheap heirlooms that made this room special to Alex, but what he had done with the walls.

The color of the room was light blue, but anyone coming into this room would never know that because there was not even an inch of bare wall to be found. It was covered in pictures and newspaper clippings, wall to wall, ceiling to floor... even the ceiling itself. There were several old poster and cork boards holding some of the cutouts, but many of them were taped or tacked to bare walls. In one corner, the clippings had been put up using drywall screws, when Alex had run out of traditional adhesives. Light shining through one section of newsprint served as the only sign a window existed. It highlighted the dust swirling through the air.

Alex sunk silently into his creaky chair, and a sense of peace came over him. One he only found when surrounded by these memories. His sense of purpose—of knowing what he was born for, what he was meant for—was back, unmarred by all the other emotions he had experienced earlier. Especially, his least favorite feeling: a loss of self-control. Looking from face to face, from one smile to the next, Alex was back in the driver’s seat.

As his eyes scanned the room, he habitually started with the ones who meant the most. There was an entire wall dedicated just to these three:

Carla Edgewater, 18, and Lionel Shepherd, 18, fell to their deaths from Casco Bay Lighthouse in bizarre murder-suicide. Next to the clipping, Alex had taken a color picture of Carla—a candid—with her beaming cheerleader smile and long mahogany hair.

Sandra Finnerty of Portland, 23, found at the base of Casco Bay Lighthouse following apparent suicide. Alex’s picture of Sandra was taken at the Thirsty Wench on Androscoggin. She was holding up a beer and toasting to a celebration, but she wasn’t looking at the camera. Her mouth was open in a cheer; her short blonde hair pulled into a ponytail.

Emily Caldwell, a beloved member of the Summer Island community and recent widow was found this weekend after an apparent suicide. Caldwell, 26, is survived by her parents, Richard and Susan Jarvis, of Bangor. In this picture, Emily was getting into a car outside of the Lutheran church. She was crying, because the photo was taken at her husband’s funeral. Her eyes had caught the camera momentarily and there were two hollow orbs staring back, buried behind long, dark hair.

There were multiple articles and clippings about each of these women, alongside more of Alex’s private photos.

The other three walls and ceiling were covered in similar articles and black and white news pictures, but these were women who had perished tragically. Women from Oregon to Hawaii to Georgia.

The one thing all of these women had in common was simple: someone had failed them. Specifically, someone had failed to save them.

Not all women wanted to be saved. Not all women were grateful toward those who tried. His mother was one of those women.

“Why are you angry with me, Ma? He will never, ever hurt you again,” Alex had pleaded, while still holding the bloody axe. It was heavy and yet impossible to let go of. A thousand thoughts and motivations drove him, but at the forefront had been the smile he imagined on his mother’s face when he came to release her from her prison.

But her eyes had been hard as steel, filled with tears, but not tears of joy. “You killed the only thing I eva loved,” she said. There were never words, not then or ever after, that cut Alex as deeply.

When a woman was that detached from reality, there was only one way to handle it. He always prayed it wouldn’t come to that.

These were Alex’s reminders of why he was here, and why, no matter what stood in his way, he could not falter.

For Ana, there was still hope. He just needed to get her away from Finn long enough to show her.

 
* * *

16- FINNEGAN

 
Despite having seldom prayed in his life, Finn found himself not only praying but begging, pleading, and bargaining. This was not happening. It could not be... he refused to believe it.

It seemed an eternity before Jon reached him, but when he did, Finn could feel his brother’s shock before he was close enough to see it. “Christ,” he heard Jon whisper.

Jon’s hands were on his jacket, pushing him away, but he couldn't move. The blood was frozen to her head; so much blood, she looked dead. Jon pushed him again and this time Finn moved, his gaze still fixated on her, unbelieving, terrified.

Jon lifted Ana, his arms supporting her knees and shoulders. Standing up, as he moved Ana higher into his arms, her coat shifted and something dropped from the side pocket. Keys. Finn’s keys. Oh no, Finn thought. She was coming to our house, for me, to give these to me. Tears burned in his eyes, but there was no time for that. When he looked up, Jon was already heading back to the house, moving as quickly as he could through the deep snow.

Finn pulled himself up out of the icy drift and ran back to the house, though he couldn’t see a foot in front of him. His internal sense of direction carried him true, as it must have done for Jon, because when he reached the back door, it was still wide open and neither Jon, nor Ana, were anywhere to be seen.

He caught his breath and saw Jon's shoes were at the bottom of the stairs. Finn flew up the steps in pursuit, uncaring of the muddy prints he left.

Jon had laid her out on their parents’ bed, and was taking off his own jacket, gloves, scarf, and hat. There was a stark contrast between Finn’s panic and Jon's quiet, methodical, and efficient demeanor. Jon’s face betrayed no emotion other than determination. He looked up at Finn and instructed calmly, “Help me get her clothes off.”

“WHAT!” Finn stood with hands on his head, panting. “She's likely to freeze to death and you want her clothes off?”

“Finn. Calm down,” Jon ordered. “Help me get her clothes off.”

“She's dying. We're gonna kill her, this will kill her, she's gonna die,” Finn choked. He was pacing, restless.

Jon slapped Finn across the face. The sound bounced off the walls, the sting intentionally startling. “She is going to die if we don't get her out of the wet clothes.”

“Right,” Finn said, dazed. “Right.”

Jon was already pulling off her jacket and shirt, when Finn started on her shoes. They weren't even snow boots, just sneakers. Oh, Ana. By the time his shaking hands unlaced her sneakers, Jon was waiting impatiently to pull off her pants, already done with the rest. “Go draw a warm bath. Quickly. Not hot,” he barked at Finn.

Finn fumbled with the knobs on the old porcelain tub, trying not to think about what she looked like lying there, or what could happen. He focused on one step at a time: right knob hot water, left knob cold water. Plug the drain, test the water. More hot water. Test the water.
Jon stood in the doorway with Ana in his arms, naked and dead to the world. Finn felt a moment of clarity when he saw his brother's arms come around her sides, his fingers brushing the underside of her naked breast, his other hand resting under her bottom. Jon's face was all business.

He nudged Finn out of the way, and placed her gently in the bath as Finn stood motionless. “Go get Dad’s medical bag,” he instructed Finn. “Make sure the stitches kit is in there. If not, find it.” When Finn didn’t move, Jon said, with more force. “Finnegan. Please.”

It took a moment for Finn to register the request. He had almost forgotten Jon had been trained by their father. It was easy to forget, when Jon himself refused to acknowledge his abilities. But Jon was trained, and Jon had a gift. If anyone could fix her, it would be him.

Finn returned with the bag to find Jon kneeling next to the tub, gently cleaning Ana’s face with a wet washcloth. She was still unconscious, but there was some color in her face now. The ashen grey pushed back with hints of healthy color, she no longer looked dead.

“She has a pretty serious head wound. Also, I don't know how long she was outside in the cold or what effects that caused.” Jon turned to look at his brother. “Tell me truthfully, how long are we going to be stuck here with this storm?”

“I... I don't know.” Finn was pacing again, his voice cracking.

“Finn, calm down and talk to me. Finn.” He felt Jon’s hand on his leg. “I need you to help me. I need you right now.”

Jon had never said he needed him before. It had the calming effect that Jon had evidently been hoping for. Finn took a deep breath and predicted, “It might be awhile. Days, maybe weeks.”

Jon lowered his head and sighed. “I can stitch up her head wound. We can feed her, and keep her warm. But I don't know when she will wake up. Hell, I don’t even know what equipment still works...” Jon’s voice trailed off and Finn knew he was thinking of all the things in the medical office Jon had studiously avoided for years. “I have no idea how serious her wound actually is.”

Finn nodded. He understood what Jon was saying, even if he didn't like it. “You can fix her now, but she might not be okay, is what you're saying. You can do your best, but it still might not be enough…”

“Let's get her dried off and into something warm,” Jon decided, once again lifting her limp body into his arms. This time Finn didn't hesitate when he stepped toward them and wrapped a towel around her.

 
* * *

17- JONATHAN

 
Jon sipped his coffee slowly, watching for hints of the sun over the horizon. The snow continued to come down relentlessly, lasting longer even than Finn had expected. Through the thick falling white flakes, Jon could still make out the sunrise’s edge.

The adrenaline from the night had worn off, leaving Jon feeling weak, tired, and helpless. The gash in Ana’s head was deep. It was hard to tell for sure, but she seemed to have lost a lot of blood; enough that she might need a transfusion. He knew the equipment was there, and two healthy and willing donors were in the house, but without knowing her blood type he couldn’t give her their blood and risk killing her.

That he had even entertained attempting a blood transfusion told him how tired he was. He’d been awake for almost twenty-four hours now. The early morning was unbearably exhausting, but he was afraid to sleep. Every hour he went up to the bedroom to check on Ana, afraid if he didn’t see her chest rise and fall it would be because he had failed.

They had dressed Ana in their mother’s old flannel pajamas. Finn insisted they put more than one pair on her, but Jon explained they didn’t want her to overheat, either. She was likely to develop a fever once her body started to stabilize and that could make her worse. Finn then insisted on double pairs of socks, and Jon relented.

Finn was upstairs in the bed with her, holding her, but he wasn’t sleeping any more than Jon was. If Jon was anxious, Finn was far worse. He was watching her breathe vigilantly, worried she might have a deadly concussion they couldn’t diagnose in their home; that she might have a brain bleed, or a hemorrhage. Jon wanted to reassure him, but he had the same worries.

Finn had calmed down long enough to get Ana cleaned up, dressed, and settled in bed before he lost it again. He rambled on about keys, and how the whole thing was his fault. Jon insisted he take a valium, and Finn reluctantly complied.

“I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been here. God… if you had stayed later with the McElroy dog, or if we had waited until morning to start the shoveling. Jesus Jon, did this really happen?” The medicine had calmed him, slowing his emotions to a steady stream of guilt and fear.

“You can’t think of the ‘what ifs,’” Jon said. What else could he say? Finn was right, but those things happened every day. Paramedics arriving late to a crash scene; a pedestrian unknowingly walking past someone who can’t cry out for help. This is why he went into medicine. To be the one who could make the difference; to make the seconds that counted, count for something. When he was tending to Ana, his awkwardness and anxiousness around her vanished. He was a doctor, at his father’s side, his only concern keeping her safe. As stressful as the night was, it was the first time in a long time Jon felt alive.

Once Ana had been stabilized, Finn buried his face in his hands and cried. Not tears of the moment, of fear, or of anxiousness, but real tears. Jon felt his heart lurch for the only person he really loved.

He put his hand on Finn’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go lay down with her. It might help you relax, and I’m sure she will want a familiar face when she wakes.”

Finn looked up. He was a young boy again. The thirteen-year-old who wanted to be a sailor. “Will she? Wake up I mean?”

“Of course,” Jon lied. He honestly couldn’t say when, or if, she would. The brain was a mysterious organ and doctors still had so much to learn about the effect of trauma on a patient. As much as he wanted to comfort Finn, he really needed to be alone. He put his hand on his brother’s shoulder and squeezed. “Go on.”

Finn nodded without another word and went upstairs. When Jon checked on them throughout the night and morning, Finn would be staring at her, one arm propping himself up, the other wrapped protectively around her. Her face was still and unmoving, but her breathing was steady. By some miracle she hadn’t suffered any frostbite so he hoped the worst was over.

In a couple of hours, he would need to insert a catheter and start her on fluids. If she was still asleep by the evening, he would need to begin a feeding tube to filter her nutrients. These were all things he remembered how to do; had, in fact, done them many times at his father’s side. He presumed all of the requisite supplies would be easy to find in his father’s office, but he wasn’t ready to go in there. He wanted to enjoy what was left of his quiet morning.

As the sun continued to rise—now a hazy orange glow pushing through the blizzard—he thought again of his father. Andrew St. Andrews would have been both proud and ashamed of him last night. Proud of how well he acted under pressure, proud of him for saving that girl. Ashamed afresh that Jon gave up his career in medicine.

He never understood, Jon thought. No one did, but especially not him. Jon didn’t need understanding, though. Mostly he needed to be left alone.

I’m not you, he had said to his father, when he delivered the news that he had left medicine behind.

No… you’re sure not.
He finished the rest of his coffee and gave another glance outside. When Finn was more alert, he would have to ask him what he thought about the weather... if things were going to get worse. He laughed to himself that he, a pragmatic man of science, would believe so deeply in his brother’s senses. Explanations notwithstanding, Jon couldn’t deny his brother’s abilities.

As he stood at the sink, fading fast, Jon knew he needed to sleep. Who knew how many days or weeks they would be snowed in? The snow was around fourteen inches now, and it wasn’t letting up. They had a patient upstairs who was going to need help under difficult circumstances, made even more complicated if he was not alert and able to function properly. Two hours, he told himself. Then I’ll go in and get the equipment.

He climbed the stairs, stopping at the door of his parents’ old bedroom. Finn still lay wrapped around Ana, but his eyes were closed now and he was snoring softly. Jon added another blanket on top of them, checked her breathing and vitals once more, and then let them sleep. Finn would want Jon to wake him up, but they both needed rest.

Jon closed all the doors, and placed his slippers at the side of his bed. Before succumbing to his exhaustion, he reflected how much life was about to change for all of them.

 
* * *

18- NICOLAS

 
Ana had called every night since arriving in Maine. Even if the conversation was limited to, “Hi and goodnight,” she still called. One evening she had lost track of time and called him at past one… but she had still called. And now it had been several days since Nicolas last heard from her. He knew something had gone wrong.

On exactly the fourth day since Nicolas had heard from her, Oz stopped by unexpectedly.

Oz was by himself, which Nicolas found odd, given how rarely he left Adrienne alone. Oz was perpetually terrified of Adrienne having a breakdown of some kind, which might result in her running away again. Adrienne had not been the same since losing her memory years ago, and Nicolas’ gut told him she never would be. But while Nicolas accepted the change, he wondered what Oz would have done differently if there weren’t two children in the equation. Probably nothing, he thought. Old boy loves to feed his tireless hero complex.

Nicolas cared for his half-sister, but he respected Oz for having the patience and love to deal with her utterly broken spirit, because he could not.

“And to what do we owe this extraordinary pleasure?” Nicolas asked with an exaggerated bow.

“Do I need a reason to stop by?” Oz ignored him, brushing past with a distracted look.

“You usually have plenty of reasons to stay away.”

Oz turned back toward him, shocking Nicolas into a sudden realization of how long it had been since they’d seen each other. His friend’s shiny black hair was somehow duller. His brilliant green eyes looked more like the fading shade of aging moss. Oz’s skin was drained of color and life, as if he hadn’t eaten or slept in some time. Nicolas opened his mouth to say something, then decided not to.

“What do you have for liquor around here?” Oz had walked into the large kitchen, and Nicolas heard him flipping through the cupboards.

“You know that’s not where I keep it. I mean, it’s not like we’ve been sneaking liquor since we were thirteen or anything,” he chided Oz, and led him out into the study. Nicolas opened the sliding doors to a large oak bar built into the wall. “Where is your brain, Ozzy? Did you leave it at home with your balls?”

But Oz didn’t react to the teasing as he normally would. He took the drink Nicolas held out to him, quaffed it down, then handed it back for a refill. Nicolas stared at him in astonishment, then made him a second.

“How is Ana?” Oz asked, in an especially offhand way.

Nicolas cocked his head. “Are we making small talk? How’s your mother, then?”

“Quite well,” Oz responded, clearly missing Nicolas’ sarcasm. “So Ana’s faring well in Maine?”

“‘Faring’ better than you I hope.” Nicolas continued to watch his friend closely: the odd, wild look in his eyes, the complete disengagement from his words, the way he kept flinching and brushing his hair from his eyes... hair that was not even in his eyes.

“Hah,” Oz choked out, lacking emotion. “I’m fine. Thought we could have some guy time.”

“‘Guy time?’ Really, Oz? What the fuck?” Nicolas was not interested in hearing about the complexities of Oz Sullivan’s mind, but he was utterly bewildered at his bizarre behavior. “I doubt we’ll be doing anything, with you on the verge of a complete nervous breakdown.”

But Oz was hardly listening, instead stirring his drink with a finger, seemingly fascinated with the swirling ice cubes.

Nicolas, never fond of mysterious behavior, was not sure what to make of any of this. It was unnerving to see his friend minutes from going off the deep end.

He leaned over toward Oz and waved his hands obnoxiously in his face. Oz looked up and met his eyes with the same glazed look he had since he arrived. “Sorry, what?”

“You know it would have been quicker to drink at home, instead of driving almost an hour out here, right?”

Oz set his glass down. When he looked at Nicolas this time, Oz appeared slightly less dazed, though it seemed to take great effort. “I’m sorry. I just... things have been kinda stressful at home lately. I needed to get away.”

“Stressful,” Nicolas repeated, eyeing him skeptically. He was waiting for him to do something desperate, like jump out the window. “Well, marriage and brats would be the end of any man, but how is this different from normal?”

“It isn’t... I mean... it’s... I don’t know...” Oz stood up suddenly, bumping the table so that his drink sloshed over the sides of the glass. “I should go.”

Nicolas shook his head in disbelief, smacking his cheeks. “You just got here! Ozzy! ARE YOU ON DRUGS?”

But Oz was already on his way to the door, and if Nicolas knew anything about his brooding friend, it was the impossibility of getting him to speak when he was in one his darker moods.

“Sorry again,” Oz called, pulling the door behind him. He stopped briefly, and then said, “Tell Ana...”

“Tell her what?” Nicolas snapped.

“Nothing,” Oz changed his mind. “Nothing. We will... I promise we will get together soon. Sorry for dropping in on you.”

“Don’t mention it.” Nicolas waved distractedly, feeling like he had been hit by a small hurricane.

 
 
Nicolas was genuinely perplexed at Oz’s behavior. He had always known that Oz was a brooder, and often accused him of being as moody as a woman, but he couldn’t remember ever seeing him act like this.

It had been so unexpected and bizarre that it was enough to distract him from his thoughts about Ana. Even when Oz asked about Ana—multiple times—which was weird enough on its own.

Finally, Nicolas shrugged it off, deciding if Oz wanted to talk, he would. Figuring out how to contact Ana was a more pressing concern.

He did not want to call her father. Augustus was a busy man, and if Nicolas bothered him with this, and then nothing was amiss, Augustus would be highly annoyed. On the other hand, if something was wrong, and it was something Ana did not want her father involved in, then Nicolas would feel her wrath.

There were no other Deschanels on the island, but there was that overseer. Whitman. He only knew the name because it was written on a piece of paper, folded inside his family Bible—a book he really should give to Adrienne, the more he thought of it, since she was the only Deschanel bothering to further the family line—listed as Emergency contact for Ana, in her handwriting. She would not have a cell phone out there, and with no one other than an overseer who didn’t even know her, she felt safer if Nicolas had the information. Under the number she had written: Peace out, sucka!
He put down his cognac, and picked up the phone in the study. Putting the receiver down again, he walked over and closed the double doors as an afterthought. He lived alone if you didn’t count the four people on staff, and he preferred this conversation be private.

Nicolas lifted the receiver again and dialed.

 
* * *

19- AUGUSTUS

 
Incompetence. Why did it feel as if Augustus Deschanel was constantly surrounded by it? People who did not understand the value of quality, going the extra mile, taking the requisite time to ensure delivery was in-line with expectations. His expectations. An old boss, in another life, told him once the only way to ever be really successful was to hire five hundred versions of yourself. But then, you would never change, never innovate. Augustus embraced innovation, but not at the cost of doing things right.

The next best thing to hiring yourself? Hiring your progeny. Years before Ana was born, when the business was a single magazine, he had visions of grandeur. He pictured building a conglomeration of magazines, an empire founded on the highest quality publications, built leveraging the creative acumen of the best and brightest minds. Proudly, he envisioned his three, or four, children beside him. At first teaching them as children about the business, then slowly folding them in, with internships in high school, and jobs after college. They would work their way up until they knew the corporation’s ins and outs as he did. But Catherine had died and Augustus’ current wife, Barbara, could not have children. His dream stopped with Ana.

Ana did have skills that suited the family business, but they were on the other end of the spectrum. While she understood business, Ana had an artist’s heart. So had he, once upon a time, but it was that love of the craft which made him want this career to begin with. He hoped she might see the connection and embrace it the way he had, but so far her involvement felt more obligatory than passionate. He would never force her. Augustus’ ability as a Deschanel was the power of persuasion, and he had used it ruthlessly, and without remorse, countless times. But he had never, and would never, use it on his daughter.

He didn’t really understand Ana. It was a terrible thing for a father to admit. She had a brilliant mind. She tested at a genius IQ level as a child and graduated high school at sixteen; had won awards and national recognition for her writing and school projects; full scholarship to Tulane. But she had the dark mind of an artist. He should know, he had seen plenty of them come through the doors looking for freelance work. Her mind was never at rest. Her darkness shone through strongest when she was lost in her thoughts and unaware of herself.

He thought it might be genetic, if that was a trait which could even be passed genetically. Augustus’ own sister Evangeline had been the same. Evangeline was part of a team who earned a spot on the Nobel prize shortlist for physics. The entire family was talented, but there were the few dark horses as well, like Ana and Evangeline, who operated on a completely different plane. Augustus could only theorize on their motives and abilities, because he couldn’t understand them.

Ana once said it felt like there was more than one of her, and that the two parts were always in conflict. Augustus had sent her to counseling after that. The first counselor diagnosed her with Asperger’s, and the second said she most certainly did not have anything actually wrong with her, per se, but that children with higher IQ’s sometimes had more challenges adapting to social situations. Neither diagnosis was useful in the end, because Ana’s trouble was not with social situations at all. She never had problems making friends, having been involved in sports and clubs, and even a sorority in college. Her trouble was with herself.

It had been his idea to send her to Maine, when she said she needed to leave for a while. While Ana was generally restless, before she decided to leave she had grown exceedingly agitated and even more withdrawn than usual. When he broached the idea, she simply smiled and said thanks. What she would get out of it, he could hardly guess. He’d come to a point where he stopped hoping for her to be something he desired, and instead wished for her personal happiness.

Their conversations had not changed much over thirty years.

“How are you doing, sweetheart?”

“Good.”

“Anything new going on?”

“Not really.”

He made her call him every week from Maine. Would have preferred more often, but he knew she hated small talk, and he was consumed by things at the office anyway. Even as a child, she had only engaged in conversation when there was a point. She could never understand the value in “bullshitting about the weather.” Another sign business management was not in her future.

Augustus checked the clock: 9:50. Barbara was only patient until ten or so and then the calls would start. He couldn’t fault her. He did work incredibly long hours, seeming to disregard her needs. Ana hadn’t called yet, and probably wouldn’t at this hour. She was supposed to call several days ago, but hadn’t. He presumed she had lost track of time, so he called her instead, but she didn’t pick up. He was disappointed, even knowing Ana thought talking on the phone was the worst torture. He hoped that she would put her misgivings aside for their weekly ritual because she loved him.

Sometimes he considered her difficulties a misunderstanding, and then moments like these, he thought she was simply a brat.

As if on cue, Barbara called. His secretary went home hours ago, so he answered it himself. “Turkey sounds lovely,” he said, shutting down his computer as his wife told him with hopeful excitement about how she had first brined, and then injected sauces into the bird, continuing to describe the rest of her evening with the same detail. She had taken to making dinner later now, since the last time he came home before eight was when Ana was still living at home.

“On my way home now, dear,” Augustus said, as he slipped his arms through his trench coat. He would have to try Ana again tomorrow.

 
* * *

20- NICOLAS

 
Worthless overseer. What do we even pay him for? Nicolas wondered.

He had called Whitman, who was decidedly useless. “The roads are closed,” he said. “And most of the phone lines have been unreliable.”

“Don’t you guys have snowplows and shit?” Nicolas was incredulous. Shouldn’t they be used to this stuff by now?

Heavy sigh. Clearly thinks I’m a complete idiot, Nicolas thought. “Aye, Mr. Deschanel. We do have snowplows, but ya have to understand that when God decides he is goin’ to play his games, man’s machines can only do s’much.”

“Master of the metaphors I see, but I fail to understand how your island can completely shut down in a storm, when storms are pretty much the only thing you have up there, no?”

Another sigh, possibly annoyance this time. “No’sir, ya forgot moose, and Stephen King.”

Nicolas smiled. Oh, he has jokes now. “Look. You may think I am being difficult but I haven’t spoken with my cousin in a week. It is unlike her. She isn’t answering her phone when I call, and—”

“Her phone is prolly down,” Alex interjected.

“Yes, or she isn’t answering because something is wrong.” When Alex didn’t respond, he added, “Isn’t there someone who can check on her? Surely you have emergency vehicles?”

“We do, but only fer emergencies.”

Nicolas was growing angry, but tried to keep his voice level. As unhelpful as he was, Alex was also the only person Nicolas had contact with on the island, and who might be able to help him figure this out. “Would a missing person in a storm not be an emergency, Mr. Whitman?”

“We dunno know that she’s missing. It’s not uncommon a’tall for people to go dark when the big storms hit. We only have s’much equipment to clear the roads, and the island doesn’t have the power and phone resources that the cities do. We can sometimes be without power, or phones, for weeks. Heck, we even had a winter where we were dark almost the entire season. People here are used to this, and they have expensive generators, and solid planning, and we get through it.”

“But Ana is not used to this. This is her first Maine winter… well, hell, it’s her first difficult winter. All we ever get is a drop in humidity here. She has no idea what she is doing,” Nicolas reminded him.

“I went over there barely a week ago and helped her winter-proof the house. I showed her how t’use the generator, and where the food storage went. With all due respect, I went out of m’way to make sure she did know what she was doing ‘fore the storm hit.” Alex sounded more proud than defensive.

When Nicolas said nothing, Alex offered, “Maybe I could try to call the neighbors. There’s only a couple’a houses out on the bend where she lives. The St. Andrews boys are good folks, so if they’re not snowed in I could ask them t’check on her.”

Nicolas brightened a bit. Now they were getting somewhere. “Perfect. But if her phone lines are down, won’t theirs be too? And for that matter, shouldn’t yours be?”

“I live on the other side of the island. They usually go down in sections. But yea, if hers are down, theirs will be too. Though, if they answer—”

“Then we know it’s not her phone line,” Nicolas finished, realizing the implications of Alex making this phone call. What would he do if something was wrong with her? Hopefully one of the boys could go check on her, but what if they couldn’t? He was getting ahead of himself, and was never at his best when his mind spun this way. Nicolas felt that same helplessness he did when his sister went missing, and he did not like the feeling at all. Stop over-thinking this, you idiot. You’re acting like Oz.

“Can you call now?” Nicolas pressed.

“Absolutely. And I will call ya right back.”

“Please do.”

 
* * *

21- ALEX


Alex cradled the phone and released a long, exhausted breath. He did not like liars, but lying was exactly what he was going to need to do. And do it well. He was taught never to tell untruths, like all kids that were well-raised, but even his mother recognized there were times when a lie was not only better, but safer, than the truth. She had died believing it.

Though several days had passed, his nerves hadn’t recovered from overhearing Ana and Finn’s conversation. While his mind searched for the right thing to do next, as the storm worsened, his options became smaller in number. He was far from giving up, however. The call from Ana’s cousin only quickened his desire for resolution. If Ana wasn’t communicating with her family, either, then Alex knew he had no time to waste. He only hoped he was not too late.

Alex took another deep breath. With one hand he squeezed the back of the chair, and with the other he slowly dialed the phone. Nicolas Deschanel answered on the first ring.

“Good news! Ana is just fine. She was a little shaken up from the storm, so she’s been staying with the boys. They’re taking good care of her, ya know, so alls’ well.” Alex hoped he sounded as convincing as he was trying to come across.

Silence and then finally a long sigh. “Thank… god.” Another sigh, and then a short laugh. “I know it probably seemed like I was overreacting, but I was worried, with it being her first winter and all…” he rambled on some more, but Alex only heard bits and pieces because the realization Nicolas believed his lie filled him with nervous excitement.

“Aw, don’t fret. It’s natural to worry about yer loved ones and she is lucky to have someone care so much. I’m sure once she is back home, she will give ya a call and tell ya all about it. Heck, I’m sure she’d call from their house, but long distance is so expensive these days…” As soon as it was out of his mouth, Alex regretted it. Long distance is free you idgit!
A long pause from Nicolas Deschanel’s end. “Sure, sure, well I appreciate your help Mr. Whitman, and if you happen to talk to them again, tell her she can call collect.” Damn. Well, at least he didn’t call me out for lying. “Okay?”

“Of course, I sure will, Mr. Deschanel. Now take care.”

“Yes… you too.”

“Do be sure to call if I can be of anymore assistance.” Please stop talking, Alex chastised himself.

Once he was off the line, Alex sunk into the sofa and closed his eyes. He hadn’t lied about calling the boys. He started calling them the morning after the storm started, long before Nicolas Deschanel had reached out asking him for help. Unlike Nicolas, Alex realized that even a day without communication with Ana was worrisome. He didn’t need nearly a week to trigger a call to action. He knew she needed him.

When the brothers didn’t answer his calls, Alex thought, Well let’s try the Auslanders, who lived on the other side of Ana, further around the bend. Much to his surprise, they did answer.

“Oh, Mrs. Auslander, so sorry to bother ya,” he said. “Yer phone lines are fine then, yea?”

“Oh yea, they haven’t gone down at all. Lucky year, Mr. Whitman. It’s only the roads right now,” she said.

Phones were fine there, which meant they should be fine at Ana’s and at the St. Andrews place. Yet, neither were answering. “Say, Gertrude, ya haven’t heard or seen anything from the new girl have ya? I was just wantin’ to check in with her and make sure she’s faring okay.”

When Gertrude responded, she lowered her voice, and it sounded like she was covering the phone with her hand. “See, I was hoping she had come to stay with you for the storm. The lights in her house have been off for days, and no one has turned them on at all. I know, I was watchin’.”

Ana Deschanel was not the first person to struggle in a Maine storm, nor would she be the last. But he knew that getting her family involved would only worry them unnecessarily. The island was closed, and until it was open, there would be nothing they could do for Ana.

But now that Alex knew for sure she was missing, his mind resumed churning. If he was waiting for the road to clear, he could be waiting awhile. Enough thinking, he told himself. Inaction is doin’ nothin’ for that girl, and it may already be too late.
It was time for Alex to get involved.

 
* * *

22- NICOLAS

 
Bullshit. Nicolas could smell it, but what he didn’t know was exactly what his senses were detecting.

Ana had mentioned these boys before. The younger brother she hadn’t met yet (Had been avoiding, Nicolas thought). But Jonathan St. Andrews... Nicolas knew she didn’t like him. Their interactions had been very unpleasant, enough that she had taken the time to talk about the man’s rudeness at length with Nicolas.

So now he was supposed to accept she was hanging out, drinking hot cider, and playing Yahtzee with them? Something about that was not sitting right. Then there had been a marked changed in Alex’s tone. On the first call, he sounded annoyed. On the second, he was overly eager to help. Nicolas felt pretty certain Alex wasn’t being forthcoming, but what he could not understand, no matter how much he racked his brain, was why.
He considered a Deliverance-style situation. Obviously they had to eat during the winter. Then he imagined a sex-slave ring where she was sold to some Ukrainians. She was thirty, but still had her looks, and she could easily still pass for twenty-two in the right light. It wasn’t that far-fetched.

Even at his most imaginative, though, Nicolas had a hard time believing they were keeping her as a food source or a means of income. But if not those scenarios, then what?

Nicolas made some phone calls. First he checked into flights, and although some were cancelled, they expected to have more operational the following week into Portland, and sooner into Boston. He then checked the Coast Guard, and they recommended he call the Casco Bay Ferry service. The man there told him even if he could get a flight into the area, getting to the island was a no-go for a while. Sometimes, he said, when the winters were wicked harsh, the ferries might not run at all. He told Nicolas there were some private services, but they were even less likely to run in bad weather.

Nicolas was stuck with information he was fairly certain to be inaccurate, and no means of going there to check for himself. No, he did not like this situation at all, and was beyond the point of denying how much it was bothering him.

His options: Sit back and let the helplessness consume him… or find a way to get on to that island and help Ana?

 
* * *

23- JONATHAN

 
Ana was still unconscious a week after they found her. Jon didn’t have the experience to know when she might wake up, or what kept her from doing so. All he could do was continue to ensure she had fluids, nutrients, and regular monitoring.

Although Jon had seen patients at his father’s practice independently—usually when Andrew was out of town or tending to an emergency—this was by far the most complex and serious case he had managed himself. If it weren’t for his father’s training, Ana might have died. Equally, if his father hadn’t been a medical cowboy with all his contraband equipment, Jon wouldn’t have had the needed resources.

Finn kept a vigilant watch. He still slept by her side, and spent most of the day either by her bedside or checking in on her. He had an old copy of Walden Pond he read to her off and on. It was one of Finn’s favorite reads. Jon always found it funny his proletarian, fisherman brother loved reading Thoreau, but he never teased him about it.

Jonathan knew there was no real medical evidence that talking or reading to an unconscious patient helped in any significant way. It was usually prescribed for the families, not the patients. But when Jon suggested it, Finn leapt at the idea. He was looking for anything that might make him feel useful.

The storm had worsened, continuing a few days after they found her. Finn predicted it would last a night, but it had lasted three, with no wane in intensity over its course. They were now buried in two feet of snow, with the roads closed for the foreseeable future. Summer Island was virtually shut down... and shut off from the rest of the world.

When Jon saw the number of the overseer come up on his phone display, he felt a sinking feeling deep within him. He knew why Alex Whitman was calling, and he also knew Alex didn’t like him one bit. Alex was one of the few people on the island who did not accept Jon for who he was, and anytime they passed in town, he could see Alex taking his measure. He was pretty certain Alex figured him for a closet serial killer or some other sort of psychopath, and Jon did not possess the skills, or the desire, to set the record straight.

The funny thing was, Jon thought the same thing about Alex. While Finn laughed it off, claiming Alex was simply goofy, Jon could never shake the suspicion that Alex knew more about his parents’ murders than he let on. Most of the islanders felt sympathy for the man who had, as a boy, watched his parents be slaughtered, miraculously escaping. To Jon, Alex often bore the shifty, dishonest look of someone hiding something significant.

But while Jon had never gossiped about Alex, he was not certain Alex had done him the same courtesy. There were others on the island who would take their animals to Jon’s office and keep an eye on him the entire time, their face betraying their real feelings. What did they think, that he had become a vet for some sick and twisted purpose?

People fear what they don’t understand, Finn had said once. You’re not an open book, so they can’t read you. And if they can’t read you, they fill in the blanks with their own ideas. Human nature is distrustful.
It’s really none of their business who I am, Jon said.

Since when have people on this island cared what is, and is not, their business?
So yes, there were a handful of people on the island who assumed the worst about Jon. If there were more, they were better about hiding their feelings. The overly suspicious handful included Jon’s neighbors two houses down: Gertrude and Hans Auslander.

The Auslanders were second generation Germans, both born on the island. The rumor around town was that they were also cousins... as in, their parents were first cousins. They had no children, and were both nearing seventy. Nosy, assumptive, they both were extremely prolific within the gossip circles. Many of the island’s rumors started with the couple. In the case of Jon, he was almost positive Gertrude was responsible for ninety percent or more of the slander about him. While she was quite pleasant to his face, Jon knew what a malicious piece of work she was.

When Alex Whitman called the first time, Jon didn’t answer because he was indisposed. Then, Gertrude the Gossip called less than an hour later, and he knew something was up. When Alex called a second time, Jon’s avoidance of the call was deliberate, and that was when the sinking feeling started to set in.

It was pointless to tell Finn. He’d laugh and tell Jon he was being paranoid. His brother, who in one breath could be understanding about the distrustful nature of people, in another would tell Jon off for being too distrustful himself. Not distrustful... realistic.
Then, on the third and final night of the big storm, the phone lines did finally go down. Jon did not feel nearly as relieved as he might have expected. Although he would not have to agonize over the calls from Alex and the Auslanders, Jon and Finn’s only tie to the outside world had been abruptly severed. By the end of the week—with Ana still unconscious—Jon found himself wishing he had reached out for help when he had the chance.

There was also the matter of Ana’s head injury. It was not only healing well, it was almost completely gone. Jon’s first reaction was to look at the other side of her head, to see if he was mistaken on the wound location. But no, it was there, in the correct place. But... healed. It had the pinkish look of a forming scar.

He asked Finn for a second opinion.

“Look at the cut on her head. Tell me what you see.” Jon had nodded toward her, with his arms crossed.

“What am I looking for, exactly?” Finn gave him a quizzical look.

“Her wound! Describe it.”

Finn had eyed him oddly, and Jon could almost read his little brother’s thoughts. He thinks I’ve gone off the deep end. That I haven’t had enough sleep.
“Ooookay,” Finn said and leaned over her. “Am I supposed to tell you the colors... or compare it to a shape... or?”

“Just tell me how it looks compared to when we brought her here!” Jon snapped.

“Oh! It looks great,” Finn praised and smiled at him. “You did good Jon, it’s almost like the gash was never there.”

“Thanks,” Jon replied, and dismissed him. Almost like the gash was never there. Yes, that was the problem. Lacerations did not heal that fast. With a cut as deep as hers, they should be changing the bandages for a few more weeks. Even in ideal conditions, the healing she had displayed over a week should take a year, at least.

He had no medical explanation, and no one to call, or ask. When he checked the old medical books in the library, there were examples of people healing quickly, but not at freakish rates like this. If she was miraculously regenerating this fast, why was she not awake?

The color in her face had returned. She was even a bit flushed, and appeared to be napping when you looked at her. If only everyone could be this quiet around him!

Jon often found himself wandering to the study, where Mr. Jenkins and Cocoa were convalescing. Both had healed well, but with the roads closed, they remained under Jon’s care. Angus, their old Saint Bernard, was Finn’s dog, but these two furry patients—much like any of the animals Jon brought home to watch over—felt like an extension of Jon himself. He curled up on the carpet next to Mr. Jenkins and let his head come to a light rest on the dog’s chest, listening for the soothing sounds of a regular heartbeat. The dog gave a light, relaxed shudder, as all animals did when they detected Jon’s comforting presence.

The easy part for Jon came in saving their lives. The challenge was in returning them to their owners, and saying goodbye.

Except, Cocoa’s owner was here, Jon realized. Surprised he hadn’t thought of it sooner, he lifted the brown tabby and carried her gently into the room where Ana was resting. As soon as Jon set her down on the bed, Cocoa instantly nuzzled under Ana’s hand, purring, looking for affection.

Finn looked at him with an expression Jon read as shock mixed with happiness.

 
 
Later that evening, Finn came to him and said he needed to try and recover some of the catch he’d stored.

“Impossible,” Jon countered. “There is two feet of snow outside. Our snow thrower can’t handle that. Hell, neither could our small plow. We’re going to have to wait.”

“No,” Finn responded. “Difficult is all. We are going to need the lobster because we won’t have enough food for two of us, let alone three.”

“All right,” Jon conceded, heading for his jacket. “You’re the expert.”

“No. Only one of us can work on it. Someone needs to stay with Ana.”

Great, Jon thought. I do so love laboring in the cold. “Where’s the key to the plow then?”

Finn shook his head as he maneuvered into his winter gear. “It’s quicker if I do it, because I know exactly where to plow, and what to do. Your delicate lady fingers won’t last as long anyway,” he quipped.

“Then who is going to stay with Ana?” Jon asked, ignoring the jab.

“You, obviously,” Finn said, and then was out the door, the screen banging behind him, before Jon could say anything else.

 
* * *

24- ANA

 
Cold snow... warm hands... ice against her face, warmth consuming her body… throbbing in her temple, the amplification of her heartbeat with every breath... pulsing... it was if her head was literally going to explode...

“… I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately…”

... not her thoughts, or her words... someone else’s...

“… to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practice resignation, unless it was quite necessary...”

“Does it help her?”

“Yes, it helps her.” Lying.

Later. “The storm is over.”

Later still. “A week. It has been a week.”

“I can’t…”

Images of black and grey cells blooming into pink and white, healing, multiplying. Yes, sleep Ana. Heal.
Soft fur against her arm… a gentle purr. Warm cotton... warm breath on her neck... hands twined in hands. Familiarity. Warmth. Confusion. Safety.

Deeper, deeper. Sleep. Heal.
 
* * *

25- FINNEGAN

 
When was the last time Finn used the word love?

He loved conquering the sea. He loved the little island where he had been born and raised. He loved the taste of coffee from Tim Horton’s. He loved a lobster roll (when he was the one making it). He loved his brother Jon. Had loved both of their parents. When had he last said it, though?

Yesterday. To her. Well, kind of. To her sleeping body, he had said it, with no response other than the same light breathing he’d heard for a week. Was he a fool? He had feelings for a girl who wasn’t even awake.
Being in love was unappealing to Finn, on many levels. He had his life all figured out. His days were his own. He chose his commitments. He did not have to compromise. He never had to think about whether or not his decisions would affect others, or make promises to change who he was. Jon had no expectations of him whatsoever. His dog, Angus, only required Finn to feed him twice a day, and give him the occasional dose of affection. Finn had a low-maintenance lifestyle, filled with the few things he cared about, and that was how he liked it.

Angus. That had been a defining moment for Finn, when Angus warmed up to Ana. Angus was the nicest dog in the world… to Finn and Jon. To everyone else, he was Cujo’s bigger, uglier cousin. He would bark at everyone when he was taken for walks, pee on someone’s foot if they lingered too long to talk, and growl like a wild predator if someone came to the door. In reality, Angus was the gentlest dog on the whole island, and everyone knew it, except Angus, who thought everyone was actually terrified of him.

After the first night, Finn went down to get something to eat and when he came back, Angus had wiggled his oversized body under the covers and was cuddling with her. Cuddling! His head rested on her chest, and his eyes dared Finn to move him.

Angus ultimately did relent in giving Finn his spot back, opting to curl up at the foot of the bed, on the floor, guarding. Each time Ana stirred, which was often, his ears would perk up hopefully. Angus continued his patient vigil despite nothing ever happening.

Finn had talked to her, read to her, even sang to her (only when he was sure Jon was sound asleep), and told her stories. Lots of stories. He told her embarrassing tales from his youth. He talked about Jon... his father’s practice... his mother’s patient instruction... the people they grew up around. He talked about his books.

Sometimes, forgetting that their conversations weren’t interactive, he’d laugh at parts of the story where she should be laughing, or pause for reactions. When he realized a response wasn’t coming, he’d chuckle and keep going.

He even told her about his “first” (Andrea McElroy, sister to Jackson McElroy, the co-owner of Mr. Jenkins downstairs). After that rolled off the tongue with relative ease, he actually told her about Tara, his college girlfriend. Tara was the only girl that Finn had ever used the word “love” with, but she was also the one who opened his eyes to what his future love life would be: a series of casual encounters. What was it she had said when they broke up? That Finn going to college for a degree in literature was like putting a pig in a tuxedo. Tara thought he was trying to be something he was not. He never understood this point of view. His mother had taught him he could be, and have, anything he wanted.

Finn talked a lot about what they would do when she woke up. He was going to take her out on his boat and show her the sea; how to set the traps, buoy the trawl. He wanted to take her all over the island and show her the hidden spots visitors normally missed; take her to the old mill and the granary, and the forgotten lake. Up to the old, haunted lighthouse. He would make plans, saying, “And then on Friday we can…” as if stating it out loud would make it happen; would make it real.

And what if she woke up and wanted nothing to do with him? He didn’t allow that passing thought to occupy his mind for more than a heartbeat.

Finn continued to plow the path. Scoop, lift, backup, dump, down again, scoop, lift, repeat. Even through his protective winter gear, he was chilled to the bone, shivering. Finn knew he would have to do this job in shifts or risk getting sick. The storm was over, and the air was still, but it was a biting cold. The snow had a thin layer of ice on top from the freezing rain that came at the tail end of the storm.

He wondered if Ana had family they should call. He had mentioned it to Jon, but his brother had rejected the idea, reminding him that until Ana woke, they would have no way of getting that contact information.

Jon had been very attentive to her medical needs, and was diligent about keeping her fed, hydrated, and her wound dressed, even if he was unnecessarily methodical and cold about it. Finn laughed to himself, imagining his brother, upstairs, awkwardly staring at the wall while sitting by her side.

Off to the east, past Ana’s house, Finn could see the Auslander home, and what looked like Hans standing on the porch, looking his way. Although the house was a good quarter-mile away, the view was clear, and Finn waved. Hans did not wave back, but continued looking in Finn’s general direction.

“Such odd people,” he muttered to himself.

He didn’t think about it for long. His mind kept wandering back to Ana. When would she wake up? When she did, what would happen?

 
* * *

26- JONATHAN

 
Day eight of Ana’s long rest came and went without ceremony, but the elapsed time was not lost on Jon. The longer the girl remained in her deep sleep, the potential for things to go wrong increased.

Though the phone lines had been down for days, it would not be long before Whitman could get his truck across the island. The only reason Jon thought the Auslanders hadn’t found a way over, was their lack of mobility in their older years. Alex had been taking care of their errands for several years now, and they hardly ever left the house except for town events. Gertrude only allowed Alex to help begrudgingly. Grocery shopping was a chance to chat with the other busybodies about the latest town gossip. She may have given up weekly marketing, but she’d never give up the chance to socialize in larger settings. Even so, she and Hans hardly got out of their chairs regardless of where they were.

Jon wondered how much her desire to be nosy and “helpful,” could or would overcome her better sense. Finn seemed to think there was another storm coming, and for the first time in his life, Jon welcomed it.

He was in a constant state of anxiousness, between Ana’s continued sleep, her miraculous and medically impossible healing, and the growing concerns regarding fellow residents. Constantly restless and feeling helpless, not knowing when she would wake up and if she did, would she be all right. And the dread at every sound the house made… wondering if someone was on their porch, be it Alex, or Gertrude, or Sheriff Horn...

He couldn’t resist the urge to continue studying her wound. The pink scar tissue was fading, and if he could believe what he was seeing, she might not even have a scar in a few days. I am losing my mind. Finn doesn’t see it, so I must be going crazy. There’s no other explanation, because it’s medically impossible.
Finn spent the entire day prior plowing. Unfortunately, his efforts were for nothing, as he discovered the storm had blown the doors down, and spilled the tanks. Most of the lobster had perished, rendering them inedible.

“Weeks of fishing, gone.” Finn was angry, and in one of his rare melancholy moods.

Jon had no words of comfort for him, but he silently mourned for Finn’s wasted efforts. “How many days of food do we have left?”

Finn ran his hands through his hair, blowing out a deep breath. “A week, maybe? More? The roads might open up in a few days, but I think the next storm coming in is going to close them back down again.”

“But we have the canned food, right?” Jon pressed.

“I took most of it over to Gertrude and Hans two weeks ago, remember?” Jon did remember. Finn had done it out of kindness, when Alex had been remiss in his grocery duties.

“Yes, but you were supposed to replace it.”

Finn sighed, shifting in shame at his obvious and unforgivable miss. “I meant to, but time got away from me.”

“Seriously, Finn?” Jon stopped, forcing himself not to chastise him any further. Recent days had been taxing on them both. “So what are our options?” he asked, realizing he already knew.

“Get across town somehow to the food storage…”

On the other side of the island. “Christ.”

“Well, there’s Dad’s old snowcat…”

Jon laughed. “That old beast has been sitting out in the driveway for a decade. Dad never even bothered to cover it.”

“I know, and I have no idea how to use it. I mean, the damned thing is for commercial use for god’s sake. Dad said people go through months of training to operate equipment that large…” Finn’s voice trailed off. “But it can’t be that hard, right? And it’s unlikely there will be anyone else on the roads.”

Jon paused, honestly speechless. When had this situation gotten to the point where he would allow his little brother to risk his neck going across town in an oversized vehicle that no one knew how to drive, and hadn’t been started in over a decade? Why had he not used the phone to call for help, when it was still an option? How had they let it get this far?

He could see Finn sharing the same thought process. Before Finn could speak, Jon said, “I’ll go.”

Finn laughed. “No way. You might break a nail.”

“Hilarious. But either way I won’t have you risking your neck.”

“The only neck that might be risked is yours. You won’t even get on the quads in the summer.”

“That’s different. It’s because I don’t actually enjoy riding them,” Jon protested, only half-lying.

“And you’re scared as shit to crash in one. You’ve never manned Forbia. You don’t run the plow. I’m not saying you’re a pussy Jon, but…. you’re kind of a pussy.”

“You are no more qualified than I am to drive it,” was the best Jon could come up with.

“And you’re no more qualified to fly a plane than I am, but who would you rather trust your life to if the pilot suddenly died?”

“Fuzzy logic, at best. Besides, it might take a while, and if Ana wakes up, she’s going to want you there.”

“You can be there, right? You did it before with no problem,” Finn teased, both of them remembering Jon’s discomfort. He had sat there, hands in his lap, staring at various things in the room off and on for hours. He would get up for a drink, come back, fidget some more. Jon supposed talking to her would have been a better way to pass the time, but he could think of absolutely nothing to say. His awkwardness apparently extended even to unconscious women. And yes… maybe that was also a part of why he offered to go.

Before he could say anything, Finn was already out the door, apparently off to see if he could get the snowcat fueled and fired up.

 
* * *

27- ANA

 
College graduation. Everyone was there: her family, fellow students from the past four years, good and bad; her friends and sorority sisters. Everyone who was anyone in her life was packed into the crowded stadium.
Ana sat clutching her degree amidst the laughter, applause, anecdotes, and nervous speeches. She could have been giving the valedictorian speech. No one but Nicolas knew she had intentionally dropped her grade point average by a fraction to avoid standing in front of thousands of people. Her comfort meant more than a silly title.
She fidgeted, as the familiar wave of panic rushed over her. The sounds around her were hardly loud, but in her heart and chest they were deafening. Her head pulsed with every new round of applause; every name called. She was grateful for her chair because the dizziness was rolling in and out, like the flow of an ocean tide. What she wouldn’t give to use her ability to control her anxiety. She could heal anything physical that afflicted her but she could not soothe her own mind.
“Just keep your eyes on me, Muffins,” Nicolas had said before the ceremony, using his private nickname for her. It was meant with the irony it suggested. She hadn’t asked him for help, hadn’t said how nervous she was; he had already known. If they didn’t have two very different sets of parents, she would have sworn they were twins.
She tried to do exactly as he suggested, but she kept losing him in the sea of faces. He had deliberately worn a bright pink shirt (much to the dismay of the family) to make this easier for her, but the crowd seemed endless and not even a loud shirt stood out.
Ana squeezed her toes tightly into her shoes, one of a half-dozen private ways she controlled her stress. That not bringing relief, she tried thrusting her tongue firmly against the roof of her mouth: inhaling, exhaling. The few times she was called to accept something at the podium were the easiest because it kept her mind focused on controlling each step, one foot in front of the other. When she was idle, it was much harder.
After the ceremony, her family crowded around her with words of encouragement and pride, but it wasn’t until she felt her cousin’s hand slip into hers that her heartbeat slowed some and the normalcy returned. She accepted hugs and returned kisses in a blur of familial comfort, while holding tightly to his hand.
“You are normal,” Nicolas said to her once. “And if you’re not, then we’re all seriously fucked because if everyone else is normal and that’s the standard, we might as well start preparing for the zombie apocalypse.”
“Well, start preparing fucker, because it’s coming,” she had said.
Oftentimes, she had no idea what point he was trying to get across with the things he said. But it didn’t matter, because she laughed. Reassuring her, not wit or humor, was Nicolas’ real intention.
Ana was never one to label herself. It was the years of therapy, and her father’s failed attempts to understand, which had done that. She might have allowed a label if any of them had fit, but no one had come close to covering all the corners of her complicated mind. Complicated was not a word she used to flatter herself, and it had little do with the family she came from. She would have always preferred to be simpler, even if Nicolas assured her people like that were harbingers of doom.
The graduation party was next. Ana mentally steeled herself to exercise yet another social skill she lacked: small talk.
Nicolas gifted her a few moments of sanity by telling the family he would drive her over. In the car, he didn’t bother telling her how nice she looked, or how proud he was. He knew she didn’t need to hear that from him. He said only, “I’m bouncing tonight if the beer sucks.”
He had never failed her. Never let her down, never abandoned her; had always been there in the moments she was most afraid. So why, why was he not there now, when she was in the darkest place she had ever known. Why?
 
 
Ana opened her eyes.

 
* * *

28- NICOLAS

 
Adrienne called him a couple times to see if he knew anything of Ana’s whereabouts, but Nicolas told her he wasn’t worried. Ana and Adrienne were very similar creatures, except that Ana had never been through anything life changing and traumatic like Adrienne had. Adrienne was healing, but would always be broken. Nicolas and Oz had an unspoken, shared fear that certain stressors would break her again, and this time she would run off for good. He would not trouble her with his concerns… especially considering they were of the potential missing person variety. Too close to home.

Nicolas met Oz for drinks several days after Oz’s peculiar visit. It was Oz’s idea, and despite how things had gone the last time they hung out, Nicolas was relieved both when Oz suggested it, and also when he acted as though nothing at all had happened. This was preferable for Nicolas, who had bigger things on his mind than his friend’s mood swings.

It didn’t take long before Oz—in his usual quiet, diplomatic way—confronted him and asked if something was wrong with Ana. Oz knows me too well.

“I think something… has happened, yes,” Nicolas said cautiously.

Oz eyed him. “Something… has… happened?” he echoed.

“Ah, fuck, I don’t fucking know,” Nicolas said, dropping his guard. “It’s been eight days. We haven’t gone that long without talking in years, and she called me every goddamn day since she got to Maine. That dumb-fuck overseer told me she was fine, and over at the neighbor’s house or some shit, but his story was really fucking weird, Ozzy, like he was hiding something.”

Oz leaned over his beer so Nicolas could not see his expression. Nicolas half-expected Oz to try offering a reasonable explanation for what was happening, but he seemed to understand that wasn’t what Nicolas was after. “What are you going to do?”

“I’ve been asking myself the same question every day for a week, Ozzy. So far none of the answers are working out for me.”

“Have you thought of going up there?” Oz’s eyes were wild again suddenly, the way they had been the last time they met.

Nicolas snorted. “Fuck yes, I have. You know I have. I can get a flight into Boston or Portland, but the island is shut down. None of the ferries are running, and I can’t find someone who will charter me over.”

“Well, that has to change soon, right? People can’t be stuck on an island forever without someone helping out,” Oz said confidently. When Nicolas looked up at him, Oz dropped his eyes, looking back down at his drink.

“You’d think Ozzy, but you’d be wrong. One of the guys I talked to said there are winters where the ferries don’t run at all after the first storm hits. They prepare for this shit,” he ranted, knocking his fist on the bar. “You know, it’s times like this that make me consider investing in a private plane.”

Oz gave him a half-hearted smile. “Right, because if you had one, you’d know exactly what to do with it.”

“That’s what a fucking pilot is for, Ozzy.”

Nicolas felt better after talking to Oz, even though he was no closer to figuring out what he wanted to do. Subsequent calls to Alex Whitman went unreturned. He knew he should go up there anyway and try to throw his weight around. Even if he didn’t find a way to Summer Island, he would at least feel useless than he felt sitting around here scratching his ass.

As if reading his mind, Oz ventured, with a touch of nervousness in his voice, “If you want, we could go up there. You and me, I mean.”

“What about Adrienne?” The rest of the question was left unspoken.

“She will be fine for a few days,” Oz said, sounding more as if he was trying to convince himself.

“Hey, you need a few days off. I’m not judging!” Nicolas threw his hands up with a laugh.

Oz rolled his eyes, but then dropped them again and said nothing. Nicolas had touched a nerve, but this time he didn’t think troubles with Adrienne were what was on his friend’s mind. Oz had been acting weird for a while. Since Ana had left, really. Despite his overriding concern for Ana, Nicolas could not deny his interest in figuring out what was going on with Oz. Especially now when, of all things, Oz offered to join him.

“If I can help out at all, even if only by being your incredibly handsome and charming wingman, then that’s more useful than I’ve felt at home lately,” Oz answered, still inspecting his beer.

“Let me think about it,” Nicolas said, but he had already thought about it and decided. Though he was still concerned for her safety, a small part of him had begun to wonder if her elusiveness was not personal. If she wasn’t trying to send him a message, of sorts. If that were to happen—if he were to show up, only to find she had been intentionally avoiding him—then, selfishly, he wanted Oz there to soften the blow.

You know Ana. She’s always preferred to be alone, Adrienne had said to Nicolas, when he was the one who was supposed to be reassuring her.

Yes, but she’s always made an exception for me, Nicolas thought, but did not say, to his sister. They had faced everything together, hand in hand, presenting a united front against the world. They had never needed anything but each other, and she had never once shown any indication this bothered her.

No, Nicolas concluded, something is definitely wrong. She would never shut me out.
Nicolas decided they would need to leave right away. He would have his assistant make the arrangements. In the meantime, there was someone he needed to visit first.

 
* * *

29- ALEX

 
Alex could make excuses all day about the weather outside, but as long as he was in his house doing nothing, he was as guilty as the St. Andrews boys. Who knows what they’ve done to her due to my inaction, he thought with a shudder.

“We’re gonna see dat boy on the news one day,” Alex’s mother had said about Jon, years ago. She shook her head, as if there were some things in life that couldn’t be helped. “Poor Claire. One child is hell’s spawn, the other a future serial killer.” Angela Whitman was wrong about a lot of things, but Alex had never forgotten those words. And neither brother had ever done a single thing that would change his opinion for the better. True, Jon was kind to animals, and Finn was always the first to help Mrs. Auslander plow her driveway, but Alex knew even bad people were not all bad. Everyone had something nice you could say about them. His mother had taught him that, too. It was why she never left Alex’s father, Bill, even when he beat her so badly she could no longer stand upright.

I couldn’t save you, and I couldn’t save the others, but I will save Ana. Alex’s gut told him there was still time. And if there wasn’t, and, God forbid he came too late... well, he would not let Jon or Finn get away with it. He would not fail like Sheriff Horn undoubtedly would standing in Alex’s long-trodden shoes.

The calls with Nicolas Deschanel were eating at him. There was a change in the man’s voice at the end of their last call, one that made Alex wonder if his lie was really so convincing after all. No matter. He can’t do anything for her. No one is getting on or off this island for a long time.
The Auslanders radioed him earlier that afternoon, telling him Finn had fired up Andrew’s old snowcat and headed north. Where that boy is goin’ is anyone’s guess, Gertrude said, but Alex was sure he knew. The only thing that would get people out of their homes risking their neck on the roads was a lack of resources. Finn was probably heading toward the town’s food storage, which coincidentally connected with Alex’s property. The island was not large by any means, but those vehicles were slow as mud, and not meant for long treks. He estimated Finn would make it there by late afternoon or nightfall, and returning at that time would be hazardous.

It was a given Alex would watch for him. The bigger question looming in his mind was whether or not he would offer Finn his hospitality, and give him a room for the night. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t. He had squandered enough time already, and Finn’s trek toward Alex’s backyard would force Alex into action.

Alex sat upstairs in his study, fidgeting. The window fogged from his hot tea and it made him sleepy. Finn would be here sometime today, and Alex would need to have a plan. And what if Finn wouldn’t make eye contact when he asked if he had seen the girl. Or if Alex shuffled his feet and lost his words? What would Alex do then? Hold Finn against his will? Call the sheriff? Go out to the house himself, where the crazier brother was still holding poor Ana hostage? What then?

And what if Alex did go with Finn back to the St. Andrews home, attempt to rescue Ana, and she refused his help? She wouldn’t be the first. Alex’s mother had done exactly that, and she learned her lesson the hard way. All those other women, too. He could have helped them, he knew he could have. He would have done anything to save them. But how do you save someone from themselves?

Ana was different. He knew she was; she had to be. There was no doubt in his mind. But then, why was he covered in sweat, pacing endlessly? If it were true, why had he not gone over there immediately, and demanded answers?

No, he told himself. She is the one. She has to be. She’s the one I will finally save…
 
* * *

30- AUGUSTUS

 
Augustus could not decide which emotion was most overwhelming at the moment: anger, frustration, or worry. Anger and frustration were easier. He experienced both on a daily basis at the office. When he was angry, he was, if nothing else, in control. He could decide when he was ready for the anger to subside, and move on. There was no confusion or hesitation, just a realization and a decision, followed by action. This methodical approach to emotions summed up almost everything one needed to know about Augustus Deschanel.

Worry, on the other hand… worry was full of holes; full of unknowns and things Augustus had absolutely no control over. His thoughts would take over, start spiraling in dangerous directions, and then the anger would return, because nothing angered him more than being out of control.

Over a week was a long time not to hear from his daughter. She could be peculiar at times, but she was always good to her family. This was the girl who had technically lived on campus but stayed at home most nights, even after she joined her sorority. The child who used to fall asleep in his study because she’d rather be close to him even if he was working. The young lady who had called him when her boyfriend had become too friendly. She didn’t call Nicolas, she called Daddy. She was introspective, and maybe even challenging at times, but she was deeply connected to her father.

She was either being uncharacteristically selfish or something was wrong. Believing she was being selfish was easier. Anger was controllable, and temporary. At the end of it, he could yell at her, shame her, and even threaten to disown her, but there was a start and end, both of which he could control. If something was wrong, then sitting in an empty skyscraper in the Central Business District of New Orleans made him about as useful as that intern he fired today.

“If you are fine and just being a brat, I am going to kill you,” he muttered as he picked up the phone once again. He sighed as he set it down, without reaching her.

“I thought you might still be here, Uncle Augustus,” came a startling voice from the doorway. It was past eight and the building was nearly empty. He was used to being the last one to leave. “Sorry if I bothered you.”

“No, Nicolas, it’s fine,” he said, and scattered papers around his desk, embarrassed to be caught lost in his thoughts. “Did you need something?”

Nicolas sat down without being invited to, but this did not surprise Augustus.

“I’m going to Maine,” he said, right to the point. “I can’t say for certain, but something feels wrong and I can’t sit back here like a fucking lame duck.” He winced. “Pardon my language, Uncle.”

Augustus pursed his lips together. This changed things, but he still felt as if he should stay composed. “So you have not heard from her either.” It wasn’t a question. He didn’t know why he hadn’t called Nicolas sooner. There was a small, insecure part of him which believed maybe she was calling everyone but him. It was the same reason he didn’t call the overseer, he supposed.

“Neither has Adrienne, and, I am guessing from your reaction, you haven’t either.” Nicolas had already known that though, or he wouldn’t be here, telling him his plans. “I’ve booked my flight, and I’m leaving in a few hours. The hard part is getting to the island. It’s closed and they have no estimate on when the ferries will run again. I am planning to go anyway, wave around the family credit card, and see how far it gets me.”

Augustus nodded, though he was already aware of the island situation. He had his secretary make some phone calls. Thinking about surprising my daughter, he had said. Purely informational calls. No reason to get worked up over nothing, and he was still convinced there was an explanation for her silence.

“Perhaps the phone lines are down,” Augustus said in a controlled voice. “If the island is shut down, it would be surprising if the phone lines weren’t also incapacitated.”

Nicolas shook his head and sunk back in his chair like a wayward teenager. “No. I talked to the overseer. He said the phone lines were fine, as of a few days ago.”

“What else did he say?” Augustus bristled, annoyed Nicolas had more information than he did.

“That she was fine, and hanging out at her neighbor’s house. I asked why she hadn’t called if she was fine, and he gave me some bullshit excuse about long distance calls being expensive, but this isn’t 1980. So I asked him to talk to her and tell her that if the neighbors were so cheap then she can call collect.” Nicolas sat up. “But that was almost a week ago, and do you think she’s called?” Nicolas went on, “I looked up the neighbors’ number, and tried to call myself. There’s been no answer for days.”

Augustus felt better already. If the overseer said she was fine… “Let her be. She will call when things clear up. It is thoughtful of you to worry, but you have your answer.” See? Control. Resolution. Back in the comfort zone.

Nicolas laughed. His face flushed crimson, and he narrowed his eyes. “No, she is not fine, Uncle, and I knew it before I even talked to that idiot. I don’t trust him.”

“What reason would he have for lying, Nicolas?”

“I don’t care to psychoanalyze him, and I don’t need to, because I know Ana. I know she would have called. She would have known that I’d be pulling my hair out with worry, and so would you, and Adrienne. The only thing Ana hates more than her own pain is being the cause of others’.”

“Ana went to Maine to be alone. Has it occurred to you she might want space?”

“She doesn’t,” Nicolas stated confidently.

Augustus shifted in his leather chair, growing frustrated. Nicolas was making it harder to put the worry to bed and he felt that cold, unwanted feeling coming back; the control receding. “I know,” he started, slowly, methodically, “how close you two are. I know—”

“With all due respect sir, no. You don’t.” Level, intense gaze.

“—and I know your imagination is getting the better of you.” I have to believe that, because the alternative…
Nicolas stood up and carelessly wiped his hands down his wrinkled shirt. “I wasn’t looking for your permission. I thought you might like to know.”

Leave it alone Nicolas, he wanted to beg. Ana, please call.

“I think if we give it some time…”

Nicolas moved to strike the desk but stopped himself, instead gripping his short, spiky dark hair in frustration, as if ready to rip it out. “Time? Uncle Augustus… it has been over a week since anyone in the familyhas heard from your daughter. We have a man saying she is fine and having the time of her life, but he doesn’t know that we know Ana, who she is and how she acts. She is quiet, but she is ours, and she would never, ever, ever let us suffer like this needlessly. She is not cruel.” He moved to the door. “I know you don’t want to face this. Do you think I do? Without her…” his voice trailed off, and Nicolas took a deep breath to control the emotions threatening to take over. “I can feel it in my bones. She needs me.”

Yes. Augustus had felt it too, but ignored the nagging sense. Addressing it meant admitting he may have sent his daughter into danger and he could not—would not—believe something could ever happen to her.

Defeated, he reached into his desk and pulled out a credit card. He handed it to Nicolas. “Take this, then.”

Nicolas waved it away. “I have my own money. Thank you, though.”

Augustus stood up and opened Nic’s hand, placed the card inside, and closed it again. “I’m not asking. If I can’t go, then I can at least feel like I am doing something to help.”

Nicolas nodded, looking at the card, or his feet, Augustus couldn’t tell. “I’ll call when I get there.”

“Yes. And as soon as you know anything.” He lowered his head so he could meet his nephew’s eyes. “Anything, Nicolas. No matter what.”

“I will,” he said and left.

Augustus stood in the center of his office, feeling the blood drain from his face. He was now acutely aware of which emotion had won the battle.

 
* * *

31- JONATHAN

 
It was nearing nightfall, and Finn was not back. Jon hadn’t expected him to be back this early, but it was no less disconcerting being unable to reach him, or know how he was faring with that damned snow contraption.

Jon remembered when his father had brought it home. It was the day Finn got suspended from high school for getting into a fight, defending Jon.

Their father had been so excited over the blasted thing. The model was built in the ‘70s, for military search and rescue operations, and was over six tons of heavy steel and rubber. Dan Gundersson had traded it as payment for his long-running medical tab, and Jon’s father didn’t care that he would never use it on this small island, or that it was ridiculous and impractical. “Dad, the island is only two miles long,” Jon had said.

Andrew St. Andrews had given him the signature eyebrow raise. Not the quick rise and fall of amusement, but the other one. The disapproving one. “Your brother will understand.”

Of course Finn would understand. Finn was good with his hands, was more masculine. What was masculinity, really though? A way to measure a set of interests, and abilities? Jon had always felt masculinity was less about ability and more about confidence, but saying so would probably result in his father calling him soft. He could handle people calling him different, reclusive, odd… but his father’s thundering voice, the word soft… nothing else hurt him like that.

But then their father had received that call from the school. Andrew St. Andrews had spent more time than he would have liked there, usually meeting with Finn’s teachers about his failing grades. Their father had chalked it up to Finn’s lack of focus on his education, but Jon knew it was quite the opposite. No teacher had bothered to challenge Finn enough to keep his grades up, or keep him focused on his studies. On the mainland, Finn might have been put in advanced placement classes, but the small school on the island had nothing like that. Finn had been forced into special classes when his poor grades were mistaken for a learning disorder. Jon was furious at their neglect, but Finn had shrugged and said it didn’t matter anyway. But it did matter, and even Jon could see that.

If it was not Finn’s grades, it was his temper. Such was the case the day the snowcat joined the family. “I see. I’m coming,” Andrew had said to the caller, and left the house without another word, the snowcat forgotten. It stayed there in the put away until Finn dusted it off to find food.

“Stop fighting my battles, I don’t need you to,” Jon had said that night as Finn stood at the edge of the porch, his eyes focused on the sea. Finn would be unable to sit that night, and maybe tomorrow. The birch tree lashings grew more difficult as they grew older.

Finn laughed, smirking. “I’m not doing it for you,” he said proudly. “If I walk away from a fight, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“And if you don’t walk away, one day you might get seriously hurt,” Jon pointed out. Finn had been getting in fights since he was old enough to put his fists up. This wasn’t the first time he had done it to defend Jon. “What happens when you’re older, and you’re in a bar, and this time there’s no principal to jump in and suspend you both?”

“My ass hurts enough already. I don’t need two dads,” Finn spat.

When their father died years later, Jon assumed their father’s role as Finn’s protector and teacher, even though by that point Finn had been on his own long enough to graduate college and start his fishing business.

Except this time he had not protected him. He had allowed him to take that thing across town after one of the worst storms Jon had ever seen. Finn always did whatever he pleased, but there was usually a way to stop him, and Jon had only tried half-heartedly this time. He could have tried harder, but he was so scared they would run out of food, and he hadn’t wanted to risk calling anyone when that had been an option. He sometimes hated himself for his fears.

He used his finger to mark his place in the book he was reading, and studied Ana. Without the pressure of conversation, he could finally take her measure. She was really quite striking. Her red hair was long, and a deep auburn mixed with flecks of fire. She had medium cheekbones that gave her face a softness, and her eyebrows were thin but a bit unruly right at the inside edges. Her nose was what they would call a nice Roman nose, but underneath it her angel’s kiss was more deeply grooved than most, and her lips arched up to meet it, soft and inviting. Her face was round, almost heart shaped, and the color in her cheeks from the warmth of room made her seem ethereal.

Jon could see what Finn saw in her physically, but he was unable to grasp the connection otherwise. He noticed from the moment she walked into his office that she was different. Different like he was different. People looking in might have felt their hearts warmed at the thought of two lost souls finding each other, but it didn’t work that way. They were the way they were with everyone, no matter how much that other person might understand.

He wondered if she was pretending to be someone else for Finn. Jon had tried it before, too, thinking maybe if he tried hard enough it would become true at some point. He remembered Shannon, how he had done it for her, and how she had seen right through his attempts. She loved him anyway, she said, a concept that had baffled Jon—how could anyone love someone as difficult and cold as him?—but as it turned out, she had believed she could change him for the better. Shannon believed Jon would outgrow his severe introversion, and that, through her acceptance of him, he would grow and blossom, becoming whole. But Shannon had been wrong, and the last thing she ever said to him was an accusation for being exactly the person he had always been.

“I am as whole as I will ever be,” he said to her.

“You’re a shell of the man you could be, and you are dead inside,” she spat.

He didn’t blame Shannon for the inevitable end of their relationship. He knew it was his fault. The year they dated, he had been so enraptured with her—her brilliant mind, that long, curly blonde hair—that he threw all caution aside. In the end, he had shrugged her off, in the same way he had shrugged off medical school. They were both gone, but they would always serve as a reminder of why it was better to see the world through realistic eyes, rather than hopeful ones.

That was the last time he tried to connect with someone. It was lonelier this way, but it was so exhausting seeking acceptance, and the reward too small to matter.

Where was Ana in her acceptance of herself? Still holding on to hope that maybe she would grow out of it? Instead of feeling disdain for her, he actually felt a deep kinship, for the first time since meeting her.

His hand brushed hers, letting it come to a temporary rest. When she woke, they could never be friends, never seek to understand each other. Things would go back to the way they were. But for now, in this moment, he could console her with a touch that said: I understand. Me too.
And then Ana Deschanel opened her damn eyes.

For several, awful moments, they stared at each other. Her eyes were wide with panic, and they seemed to almost tremble in their sockets. There were no sounds in the house. He could no longer hear the soft hum of the heater, or even his own heartbeat, which he could definitely feel. He sensed her fear and confusion coming at him in intense waves, and it overwhelmed him. Which one of them dared break the silence?

“You,” she said finally, her voice unsteady and strained.

 
* * *

32- FINNEGAN

 
Finn shivered violently, the cold penetrating him to his core. for the crackling heat of the fireplace had never been so acute.

He knew cold; he’d been raised in it. Learned all the tricks for staying warm. How to be aware of your pulse at all times. Methods to protect your body from frostbite. To wear layers, but make sure you never sweat inside your warm clothes. Ways to insulate your extremities. He knew all of these skills, but being a cautious islander—in a town that was often cut off from the world during storms—he had mostly avoided situations where he would be forced to use this knowledge. He logically knew how to build a house, but if someone put a hammer in his hand and wood at his feet, he couldn’t be confident there’d be a functional house in the end.

Taking the snowcat out was foolish, but it was also their only viable choice if they intended to avoid going hungry. Even if the island’s roads opened, the lone grocery store would be sold out quickly. It was a near certainty that the ferries would not resume with another storm imminent. Mayor Cairne had been trying to get the city of Portland to be more flexible for years—other islands did not suffer the same transportation blackouts, because they were larger and had a louder voice in the matter—but he had never been able to get beyond initial discussions. With a population of only 204, Summer Island was no one’s priority.

Asking others for help was out of the question, too. Other than the Auslanders, there were not any neighbors nearby, and even had there been, they were likely rationing their own resources. The first storm had been stronger than anyone predicted, and this was why they had created the town food storage building in the first place.

And the Auslanders... Jon thought Finn was an idiot, or at least blind. Finn knew the reasons Jon didn’t want to go see them, and Finn more than understood, he agreed. Jon’s quick jump to silence the phone anytime it rang did not go unnoticed. Had he not been the one who worked for years to protect Jon from his own, unfair reputation? He could only imagine what Alex and Gertrude were presuming was happening at the St. Andrews house. He hoped Jon had a plan. For now, all Finn could do was make this beast of a machine run long enough to get to the food storage and back. It had taken him several hours to get it running and stocked with supplies. As a result, Finn had started his trek much later than he wanted to. Darkness would be descending soon.

The snowcat didn’t move very fast. Compounding the lack of speed was the necessity of restarting each time it died, his heart racing, fearing it had finally given up and quit for good. There were so many instruments and gadgets Finn was unfamiliar with, and half of the instructions were in some vague, Eastern European language.

He hadn’t figured out what he was going to do when he got to the food storage, but he suspected he would need to find a warm place to rest before dawn broke. Jon’s office was only two blocks away, and Finn knew he kept a rollout bed in the back, for long nights. Or, there’s always Alex Whitman, next door, he thought, and laughed.

The slow drive was agonizing. He passed familiar landmarks at a crawl, acknowledging each time that he could potentially walk there faster if he didn’t need a place to put food for the return trip. He first saw the ’76 station; the orange ball towering in the air with snow draped over the top, making the number look more like 16 than 76. Slowly, the Flanders Grocery parking lot came into view. Eventually he could make out the Civil War fort. It appeared even more derelict covered in snow, as if the brightness highlighted every broken beam and rotting piece of wood.

Finn focused his mind on what he knew was coming next (City hall, the Maritime Museum, Jon’s office) so he could fool himself into feeling as if he were making progress. I only need to get past Jon’s office, and then make a right turn and I’m almost there.
But as daylight waned, and the town streetlights flickered to life, Finn increasingly missed the warmth of his home.

And he missed Ana. He remembered her waving, their familiar ritual, and then imagined her doing it from his porch. Maybe that was jumping too far ahead. They had done little more than have dinner together and kiss… but he never remembered a kiss like that before. Every moment from dinner continued to play through his head like scenes from a movie.

Finn realized—even if she didn’t—that she was so much like Jon. How could he not, when he had grown up with Jon’s darkness? It wasn’t a challenge to him. It was a part of her, like it was a part of Jon. There was so much he wanted to say to her. That he knew, and understood, and it didn’t bother him. He would give her anything, any comfort, acceptance, whatever she needed.

It was a wonder to him Jon didn’t like her more, considering how alike they were, but there were facets of Jon’s mind that would always remain a mystery to Finn.

Finn wished his mother was still living. He knew she would see everything he saw in Ana, and appreciate those qualities he was growing to love. You never fear, my son. God has much in store for my Mighty Poseidon. That was her private nickname for Finn, when everyone else derisively called him Ahab after his horrible boating accident. He hated being called Ahab, and she knew that, so she gave him a nickname he could love. Poseidon, the great god of the sea.
One day you will have a family of your own, she had said.

I don’t need a family. I have you.
There will come a day when you’ll have me only in your heart. When that day comes, God willing, you will have another’s arms to fall into.
I just want to be on the sea, Mama.

And you will, Finnegan, but there is more to life. Your heart is big enough for the entire sea and then some.
He reached past his jacket, to his shirt pocket, his thick glove ungainly but still finding what he was looking for: Ana’s necklace. A small cross with emeralds in the center. She said it had been her mother’s. His hand went to his own neck, and the cross he wore always... his mother’s. This cross was the only jewelry he wore, and hers was the only piece of jewelry she had been wearing too; something else that connected them.

Jon said she shouldn’t be wearing any jewelry while she was asleep, in case she hurt herself. Finn absentmindedly slipped it in his pocket, only remembering its presence now.

Remember how I said one day I will live only in your heart, Poseidon? His mother lay dying before him, fading from cancer.

I’m not ready for that day, Mama. You have to fight back, there has to be something…
No, sweetheart. Her thin, shaking hand had found his and dropped something into it. Her cross. This is yours now, Finnegan James. You wear this and I will always be with you. Someday you will give this to your child and they will know the beauty of love and life and family, as we have.
Finn left his hand over his mother’s cross, remembering her final words to him.“Ana,” he whispered, his breath fogging up the thick window in front of him. He smiled, and felt warmth rush through him for the first time in hours. The trip suddenly didn’t seem so bad. “Ana.”

 
* * *

33- OZ


Oz zipped his small suitcase, only giving a passing, distracted thought as to whether or not he had packed appropriately. It was past eleven at night. Nicolas would be by soon to pick him up, and then they would be off to Maine. He hoped their haphazard trip was more adventure, and not a rescue mission.

Oz felt so guilty when Ana left, but after a while that guilt had dissipated and been replaced by overwhelming relief. Unfortunately, relief was supplanted once again by guilt, and the subsequent heaviness on his heart. It came and went this way, in cycles.

He was so close to telling Nicolas the truth that day he showed up at Ophélie. Nicolas had no idea what to do with Oz’s erratic behavior, and so had predictably ignored it. But later in the bar, he had given Oz an especially meaningful look. There was no way Nicolas could know, because if he had known then he would have killed Oz. Or would he? I’m not sure he would have been angry so much as jealous or feeling left out. Maybe angry for Adrienne...
Adrienne and the children already left for Oz’s parents’ house, where they would be staying while Oz was gone. Oz was still, after all these years, afraid to leave Adrienne alone. It was just as well they were already gone, because he was consumed with his thoughts.

What if something did happen to Ana? It’s possible Nicolas isn’t overreacting. He is right that Ana would not be this inconsiderate... so what if she is hurt? Missing? Dead? It would be my fault...
Of course it was his fault. He could have stopped her. Should have stopped her. She left not only because of Oz but for him, and he hadn’t even thanked her for this act of selflessness. Because all I could think about was what Adrienne would do if she found out... what it would do to her, and to me, and our family.
As a teenager, Oz had loved Anasofiya Deschanel, but it was a love never meant to be. His love grew for her over the course of their childhood, culminating in two completely chaotic, passionate, crazy months, starting the night of their junior prom. But where Oz was bursting to show that love, Ana’s aloofness—nothing new to him, but somehow harder to accept as her boyfriend—eventually drove him to leave her. And then, when that snap decision led to regret, she had moved on with his cousin Clancy, a perceived betrayal too close to him for his ego to move past.

Oz never considered there might be unresolved feelings or things left unsaid over the years. After the breakup, things had been awkward at first, but then she had, frustratingly, pretended like nothing ever happened so he did the same. The close friendship they cherished before their relationship never fully recovered, but they could hang out comfortably again. Things didn’t exactly go back to normal, but they went back to something close enough.

Until that night two months ago at Full Moon Bay, in Treme. There had been a hazy thickness in the air between them that had nothing to do with the shock of seeing each other in a seedier area of town, so far from their normal hangouts. The fear and intensity—and shame? Guilt?—in her eyes that night, when their gazes locked as he walked through the door, was the most intense emotion Oz could ever recall seeing from her. The look on his face was not much different.

“I always knew you were a stalker,” she said coolly as he slid back the old wooden chair and sat down across from her. The music was the usual muffled, static-filled jazz on cheap speakers. The bar was full and no one took any notice of Oz when he came in. This was how he liked it. One look at Ana confirmed she came here for the same anonymous experience.

“Waiting for someone?”

Her eyes were still wide as she followed his movement, but she managed to hide most of the emotion that had initially betrayed her. “In a manner of speaking.”

“Which means?”

Ana didn’t answer him. “It’s a bit past your bedtime, no?” She raised an eyebrow, and he knew she was referring to Adrienne and the kids.

He decided not to answer her question, either. “How about I buy the first round?”

She shrugged, acting indifferent. “If you want.”

He bought more than the first round. They traded off for the next couple of hours, until he lost count of how many they’d consumed, and whether or not they were even on paying the tabs. He didn’t care, either, because he was so caught up in their conversation he didn’t notice the time slowly slipping away. Ana was relaxed and carefree, and he started to see the side of her that, years ago, he had accused her of not having. Her small laugh involved throwing her head back and her whole body shaking. When he would say something she found particularly amusing, she actually took to pounding her palms on the table. He enjoyed this so much that he searched his brain for any jokes or funny stories he could remember, just to see her do it. And in perfect harmony, he had laughed with her so hard that his sides hurt.

Oz saw her once again through the eyes of his sixteen year-old self, and all the love he once had for her was suddenly very real again. It was as if the last fourteen years never happened.

At some point, Ana watched a man walk through the door, and despite Oz’s attempts to keep her engaged in a charming story he was telling, the conversation took a more serious turn. She was not laughing anymore, her eyes fixed on the man as he walked to the bar and ordered a drink.

“I’ve slept with him,” she said, her voice hollow, all the laughter gone. She looked around the room and nodded at another man saying, “Him too.”

Oz did not know how he was supposed to react to that. He didn’t know whether she was bragging, stating plain facts, both, or neither. He could never tell with Anasofiya what her intentions were. He only recognized that the relaxed, playful Ana from earlier in the night was gone. Moments before, Oz had been almost dizzy with drink, but now he felt painfully sober.

“I don’t know their names,” she continued. She scrunched her mouth up and said, “Well, I do know his.” She nodded at one of the three men. “Josh... something or other.”

“I don’t understand,” Oz said. “Why are you telling me this?”

Her face was impassive, but her eyes heavy and dark. “You asked me if I was meeting someone here. I was. I was waiting for another one of them,” she nodded again toward the different men she had slept with, “to show up. A new one. A different one.”

He still didn’t grasp her meaning, but he knew she was crossing that invisible boundary in her mind, which kept her from opening up to others. He didn’t want to do anything to upset this stream of consciousness. He wanted to understand.

“That’s why I come here,” she said. “Or Carl’s, or Voodoo Lounge, or wherever else I end up. To find someone I can take home and never speak to again.” She looked around, her gaze even and steady. “There’s too many familiar faces here now. I think I’ve overstayed my welcome.”

Oz reached across the table and grabbed her hand without realizing it. She didn’t seem to notice, occupied with signaling the waitress her intention to close out the tab. Oz wasn’t ready to leave. He wasn’t ready to go home. He was feeling something he hadn’t felt in so long. Exhilaration? Hope? He knew the night would have to end eventually, but he wanted to delay it as long as possible.

Oz didn’t know why they had happened upon each other in that dive bar, and he didn’t care. He didn’t care about the silly hurts of their past—it was so many years ago, really—or whatever her demons were. He wanted to be in the presence of someone who took his mind off Adrienne. Someone he’d known his whole life, and once loved. He loved his wife so very much, but it was a love that was slowly killing him. Sometimes he thought he might claw his own eyes out in frustration at how hopeless his situation was. While he could not stand living with the constant anxiety of waiting for her to run, or leave, he could not live without her, either.

But this night, Oz wasn’t thinking of any of that.

He watched Ana as she paid her tab, signing her name in one messy line that looked nothing like a signature. She closed the small black book and stood up in one move, gliding toward the door without looking at anyone. He followed her out, and when she turned to say her goodbyes, he put his hands on either side of her soft, pale face and kissed her.

“Adri—” she began, breathlessly, but he pressed his lips against hers to stop the words. He backed her into the wooden building, feeling her at first reluctant, then willingly slipping her arms around his shoulders.

Oz didn’t remember her flagging the cab, nor did he recall any of the details of the drive to her apartment back in the Quarter. He did catch a few suggestive comments from the cab driver, but Ana tipped him well anyway. Oz only faintly recalled the sound of the car driving off as he stumbled with Ana onto the sidewalk, twisted in a sweaty embrace.

“I want you,” he panted, slipping these words into any momentary pauses in kissing as they fumbled up the stairs and into her apartment. “I want you...”

She might have asked him a few times in the cab if he was sure? If this was what he wanted? But by the time they were in her home, and her bed, there were no further objections from Ana. Her experiences with strange men had left her far more commanding and skilled than he recalled from the night of their prom, the night he took her virginity. Back then, she had looked at him with wide, frightened eyes, but this time her eyes were forceful, hungry. Not even with Adrienne had he experienced such a heat and intensity. He realized, as night turned to morning, that his longing for her was so great that it would never be satisfied. Where was this Ana, years ago? Whoever she was now, he could not get enough.

But when, late the following morning, he awoke next to her, the humid breeze sweeping through her open windows across his face, the only thing he felt was horror and regret. His heart leapt into his chest, racing. His palms were covered in sweat. She was already awake and while the look she gave him was blank, her posture was heavy. He sensed her regret mirrored his.

Oz was too consumed by his own feelings to think of hers. His mind was reeling with the events of the previous night—That amazing night, that horrible night—and he was rambling to Ana now. “Oh god, what did we do? Oh god, oh god…” Ana was trying to help him find his clothes but she was too slow for him, so he was snatching them out of her hands. “This... I can’t... no, no, we did not, what is…” She tried to reach for him but he pushed her away, accidentally pushing her to the floor. “I... I’m sorry,” he mumbled but was looking for his wallet, his keys, his phone.

He had twelve missed calls, all from Adrienne. Of course she had called. Oz had never stayed out all night; never not come home.

“Colin!” Ana screamed, using Oz’s given name, bringing him temporarily to his senses. “No one has to know,” she asserted, when she knew she had his attention. “It never has to happen again.”

“No one has to... are you mad? Look at me?” He lifted up his shirt to display the marks from her lips, hands, fingernails. “It’s all over me! It’s all over my face! It’s all over your—well no, nothing is on your face because, as usual, you’re a frigid bitch!”

She slapped him and the sharp sound reverberated through the quiet room. “I didn’t hear you complain last night,” Ana said with an eerie calm, as if he hadn’t yelled at her, as if she hadn’t slapped him so hard his face was stinging hotly. “I’m sorry it happened, Oz, but your life doesn’t have to end because of a mistake.”

Oz was trembling with fear, rage, and confusion as she slowly dressed in front of him, her face only slightly betraying her own inner turmoil. “Tell her you got beat up,” she suggested as if it made perfect sense. “Robbed, left for dead in an alley. She will believe you. She would never suspect you, of all people, of doing something like this.”

He could not believe how calm Ana was, and it only made him angrier. “She’s your cousin, Ana! How are you going to face her? How are you going to face Nicolas? How can we possibly keep this a secret? ARE YOU INSANE?”

She laughed, and he felt his hands ball into frustrated fists. “You’ve called me worse than that, Oz. Hell, you called me worse than that a few seconds ago. You know how I will keep it from Adrienne? And Nicolas? Same way you will... because I love them, and I would rather see them happy than unburden my guilty conscience, causing them pain and possibly destroying their lives.”

“You don’t sound very guilty,” he accused.

When Ana looked at him then, he saw the tears in her eyes. He saw the dark circles; the lines. He saw her toes curling around each other, something he had seen her do years before when she was sad, or frustrated. “We can’t take it back, Oz,” she said softly. “I wish we could, but we can’t. So what option do we have, other than to do our best to keep it a secret?”

Oz softened. He knew Ana was not a bad person. Cold and difficult to connect with, but not bad. She had been his friend for many years, his first love, and in thinking back on her actions after their breakup years ago, she had actually done him a favor pretending nothing had happened. It saved his friendship with Nicolas, and meant his life could go back to normal. With what happened last night, it could have been so much worse. She could have been sick with remorse and, insisting they tell Adrienne. She could have been crying in a corner, asking why he did this to her. She could have responded a lot of damaging ways, but instead she was removing her emotions and seeing it logically, as he should. They made a terrible error in judgment, but she asserted they didn’t have to ruin everyone’s happiness over it. Could she be right?

The tears were flowing down her face now, and she looked away in shame. She never liked anyone seeing her cry. He walked over, feeling remorseful at his earlier behavior, and laid his hand on her shoulder. She still carried the perfumed scents from the night before, but there was also that light, fresh smell he knew as hers. Of clean laundry and a windy day at the beach.

She slipped into his arms, and as he held her he was overcome with the extent of his feelings for her. She had been in his life as long as Nicolas, and was his friend. His good friend. The first girl he had ever loved. She was the woman he might have ended up with had she been able to let him in, past her defenses.

Right then, though, the only woman who mattered was Adrienne, and getting home to her as quickly as possible. He couldn’t tell his wife what had happened. Ana was right, that would be selfish. He could make it up to her by trying to understand her better, and being more empathetic of her situation; less resentful.

Oz walked away from Ana’s apartment that day feeling an unexpected hopefulness he knew was strange given the circumstances. On the way home, his mind filled with memories of Adrienne. Remembering moments when he had loved her deeply, and his worries were nonexistent. Oz would do anything to recapture that magic, and he knew it was in his power now. His complete betrayal of Adrienne had opened his eyes, bringing him out of his numb existence to the realization of how much he still loved her. Of what he would do to see her beautiful smile again.

Adrienne bought his story, as Ana said she would, but that only brought Oz’s guilt back to the forefront, dwarfing his newfound happiness and energy. The more time went on, the more the guilt crept forward, pushing his hopefulness further back. He didn’t know how to recover that feeling of empowered euphoria he had after leaving Ana’s apartment.

He hadn’t wanted to, but he found himself, on several occasions, calling Ana and talking to her. Each time they spoke, he could sense she was growing progressively worried for him. “I can’t do this,” he would tell her. “It’s eating away at me, like a cancer.” He kept remembering that night with Ana, but lately the memories filled him with longing, not shame. He wanted to see her again. Wanted to remember her again, as the love of his youth. When he suggested it once—”Just to talk, you’re the only one I can talk to about this,”—she gently refused.

Oz should have known Ana would leave. He was ashamed of all the cruel things he’d said to her. For all her aloofness, her heart was a mile wide. She had given him an out. With her gone, he might be able to move on and get past that night. Ana had given him a way to save his marriage.

Now there was only guilt, guilt, and more guilt. Oz would not let her suffer any longer for a mistake they had shared together.

 
* * *

34- ANA

 
Ana was speechless. She may as well have been physically frozen for all her body’s unwillingness to move. Her head throbbed with such intensity that her vision pulsed, making the room flow in and out of focus. She stared at Jon in very real terror, a prisoner in her own body. She wanted to scream, talk, anything, and in the end the only word that croaked out was, “You.”

At the same time, both of them realized his hand was over hers. Why on earth… what the hell was going on? She tried to sit up, but her vision throbbed into blackness and her head quickly found the pillow again. Jon rushed to tend to her and, her mouth still uncooperative, she spoke with her eyes. Back off.
“You… you’re awake.” He seemed nearly as flustered as she was. She needed to know what was going on, whose bed she was in, how she had gotten there. Questions... she had so many questions, so many that her head could not wrap around all of them so they spun there, unasked, making her head pulse and ache all the more.

Ana looked at the IV in her arm, and her hand grasped at the tube in her throat. She pawed at it like a wounded animal and Jon rushed to her side again. He asked her to calm down so he could remove it. She nearly threw up as the tube brushed the back of her throat.

“I’m sorry if that hurt...”

Ana opened her mouth to respond but no sound came out, only dry, heaving gasps. Her throat felt full of cotton. Jon seemed to realize that at least, and he made a clumsy move to grab what looked to be his water, bringing it to her. She wanted to snatch it from him and help herself, but her body was stiff, the tingling telling her it was still trying to wake up. Warily, she let him put his hand behind her head, and tilt the glass toward her dry lips.

“Thank you,” she said, surprising herself at the sound of her voice. Sound, feeling, sensation. How long had she been here? So many questions…

Nicolas. She needed to talk to Nicolas.
When he put the water down, she closed her eyes to get control of herself. She did this when the world would spin out of control around her, but it wasn’t helping this time. Her toes tried to curl, but her muscles rebelled. What was the last thing she remembered… dinner with Finn? No, it was after that, but her head hurt so bad…

“Easy,” Jon encouraged tentatively, as if he was a visible witness to her internal struggle. “You’ve been asleep for over a week, you need to take it slowly.”

Ana watched him, unable to do anything else. He looked terrified. What does he have to be so worked up about? she wondered. It couldn’t be that he was frightened of her, could it? She was a helpless girl who couldn’t even prop herself up in a civilized manner.

The familiar ache in her chest started, spreading throughout her body. Her dead limbs came to life at this new sensation, but the ache was overwhelming. Nicolas, where is Nicolas, she wanted to say. He had always been there when she needed him. Where was he?

New Orleans. And I am in Maine. And I have been asleep for—what did he say?—over a week? Shit.
Ana wanted her own bed, her own surroundings. She needed to feel in control even to breathe, and had not gained her beloved sense of control since awakening.

She remembered that accident from her youth, that horrible accident. I don’t understand how your daughter can sleep for a week and wake up perfectly fine, the doctor kept saying.

Do you remember sleeping for a week, Ana? her father had asked, when they were home again.

No, Daddy. The doctor’s questions had terrified her.

Don’t be scared, darling. It’s how your body protects itself against bad things. You go to sleep, and when you wake up, you’re all better. That’s not so scary, is it?
No, I guess not...
Jon was still staring at her, but when she started to take heavy breaths, he moved to sit on the edge of the bed and began examining her. He had his hand on her forehead, then pulled a stethoscope out of the nightstand. His close proximity was worsening her physical reaction. Go away, go away, go away. “Go away!”

He sat back, blinking. He is so strange. “I have medical training,” he explained, his eyes pleading for understanding. “I’ve been taking care of you while you were asleep.”

“You’re a vet,” Ana panted through her panic attack. Her toes were curling harder and her tongue was fixed to the roof of her mouth. Breathe.
“I know people medicine too,” Jon insisted. “I trained for years with my father. It’s a long story.” He sat back further, allowing her space. “We didn’t know when you were going to wake up. He would have been here, but he went to get food. I’m sure if he had known you were going to wake up he would have waited—”

She cut off his rambling. Jon was as terrible at small talk as she was, but that didn’t make it easier for her. “He?”

“Finn. My brother.” He looked concerned, as if he might need to ask if she knew her name and who was currently president.

“Oh.” Of course. Finn. Things were still fuzzy, but the connections were coming back. “I had been coming here to return his keys…”

“When you fell?”

Ana looked at the bed. “I guess that’s what I did.”

“You don’t remember?”

“It’s not that I don’t remember, but it happened so fast.” The rocks were slippery and the snow was whipping around her so furiously she couldn’t see her hands in front of her anymore. Her breathing was rapid again, and this time he didn’t ask for permission. He propped her head back up, offering her some more water, and then coaxed her, “You have to breathe.”

No shit.
Ana curled her toes tighter and slowed her breathing, forcing herself to calm down. She didn’t want to pass out again in this house.

“I should go,” she said, pushing herself up.

Jon laughed. It sounded unnatural coming from him. He was looking down, trying to hide it.

“Is that funny?” she asked, offended.

“No, it’s… here, let me show you something.” He came to help her out of bed. She wanted to refuse, but was still shaky and didn’t want to humiliate herself by falling on her face in front of him. He walked her to the window and her breath caught in her throat as she looked outside.

“Holy… mother of…” She started to fall, and Jon’s arms quickly righted her again.

“Yeah,” Jon said. “Over two feet deep. Roads are closed, the ferries are shut down, and we ran out of food because the storage tanks spilled.” He helped her back to the bed. She hated feeling weak, but appreciated the strong arm. “That’s why Finn went to get food.”

“How is he out getting food if the roads are closed?” Ana asked, as he helped lower her back onto the bed. For as much as she had wanted out of the bed, she felt exhausted and relieved to be back in it now. Then Cocoa jumped on to the blanket, startling her. She gasped as she saw, with relief, how nimble and healthy she looked. The cat rubbed up against her and purred loudly. Ana ran her hands over her soft fur, feeling a lump rise in her throat. He did this, and he’s been caring for her ever since.
“He took the snowcat.” Jon frowned, and Ana could see this disconcerted him. “If he doesn’t make it back tonight, we can expect him tomorrow.”

She didn’t say anything. These guys knew their snow. Certainly more than she had when she foolishly risked her neck to deliver some keys, of all things.

Jon pulled out a leather doctor bag and she resisted the urge to chuckle. I didn’t know those existed outside the movies.
She tried to sit still while Jon checked her pulse, her eyesight, her reflexes, and what seemed like a hundred other things. He asked her a series of questions to test her memory. Growing in confidence that Jon was trying to help, she was patient with the, perhaps overly thorough, exam.

“You seem to be okay,” he said, perplexed, as if he was expecting her to have no heartbeat, or be speaking in monosyllables. “I’ll have to monitor you, of course, but...” He was still touching the side of her head again, checking her neck, the base of her scalp. She wondered if maybe he wanted something to be wrong.

She noticed the large medical books lying open on the desk across the room. Or maybe he’s realized that I’m doing a heck of a lot better than I should be. Whether he had or not, Ana knew she needn’t explain it. He would never believe the truth even if she told him.

“I appreciate what you guys did,” she said.

Jon shrugged, and put his instruments back in the bag. “Are you hungry?”

“Not really,” she said. “And I thought I had to pee, but apparently I already did,” she indicated the catheter bag dangling off to the side, attached to her waist by a belt. She cringed to think of him inserting it. I know people medicine too.
His face flushed crimson. “It was either that or let you soil yourself. Sorry.” They shared another awkward moment as he leaned in and lifted the sheet to remove it. Turning his head to the side, he reached his hand toward the connected tube and pulled quickly. She gasped in surprise as she felt a stinging pain.

“Sorry again,” he said, but was already placing the catheter into a sand-colored plastic bowl.

“I owe you. I probably would have died out there.” Cocoa purred in agreement.

Jon shrugged. He didn’t take compliments any better than Ana did, which didn’t surprise her. “I’ll be back in a bit,” he said awkwardly, and was off before she could say anything else.

She hoped he meant it. Ana didn’t want to be alone, even if it meant the company of someone as sour as Jon St. Andrews.

 
* * *

35- AUGUSTUS

 
Augustus still remembered the day that Ekatherina Vasilyeva showed up at the Deschanel Media Group. Back then, they were preparing to sign a deal expanding the magazine beyond New Orleans. It was 1972, and everything had been much simpler.

Colin Sullivan, of Sullivan and Associates, had sent her over. An attorney friend, Joseph Connelly, came to Colin asking for help in placing her. Colin arranged the meeting between Joseph and Augustus.

“She came to us as an au pair, but she’s awful with children,” Joseph had said. “With people in general, actually. I think she signed up for this because it’s what all her friends were doing, but it’s really not her thing.”

“Why should I take her?” Augustus had laughed. How did he get talked into relieving another man’s burden?

“Because she is good at something. Math. Accounting, specifically. I put her through business school.”

“You paid for this Soviet immigrant to go to business school?” Augustus was incredulous.

“Well, yes,” Joseph had said, nonplussed. “It seemed like the right thing to do for a girl with such talent. Colin says you’re hiring for a junior accountant. I realize you have your reservations, but I can’t recommend her enough, Augustus. I don’t think you’ll be disappointed.”

Augustus did not simply take Connelly’s word for it. He called the business school and asked for her records. Back then, things like that were commonplace. Our very best student, they had said. Very quiet girl. Never any trouble. We hope she can find a company to sponsor her. Would be such a shame if she was sent back to the USSR.
Augustus was twenty-two at the time and it was this youth that Joseph’s words appealed to. He knew what it was like to have obstacles to overcome on the way to the realization of a dream.

She was hired without an interview. When she showed up for her first day, he mistook her for a lost child. She was a tiny thing, with pale blonde hair and big blue eyes. Nearing her twenty-second birthday, according to the new hire paperwork, she didn’t look a day over fifteen.

“Pleasure to meet you, Ekatherina,” he said, taking her hand.

“Please, call me Catherine,” she replied in a tiny voice. Her accent was strong, but her English was crisp. She’s been preparing for this for years, Joseph had said.

He sent her off to work with the accounting department, and mentally moved on to more pressing matters. It was a pleasant surprise when, relatively soon into her employment, he caught wind of the uproar she was causing. Almost immediately, to the angst of his tenured accountants, she was making suggestions. Proposals that saved the company money, but also ideas on how to wisely expand, and where to invest.

The CFO came to Augustus, complaining, “She is impossible to work with! She has an idea, and expects us all to listen, but if someone else wants to present, she zones out. You need to talk to her!”

But Augustus challenged, “You need to find a way to work with her, Stephen. Her ideas are better than yours, and that’s the way it is.”

Catherine was the hardest worker at Deschanel, leaving as late as Augustus each night. He grew used to seeing her in the evenings, and often escorted her out well past dark. Though he asked about her personal life, she would say very little. She didn’t want to talk about her family, or her life back in the USSR.

But Augustus did not get this far by letting things go, so he did his own research.

Catherine had been born Ekatherina Aleksandrovna Vasilyeva, in the middle of the communist reign of the USSR. She applied to be an au pair on the pretense of creating a better life for herself, but her real goal was much larger: to make enough money to send for her family: her mother, Elena, father, Aleksandr, and her two younger siblings, Aleksandr Aleksandrovich and Anasofiya.

Augustus was fascinated by this small, quiet girl who had bravely ventured across the sea, on her own accord, to start a new life. He appreciated and identified with her ambition, but could not penetrate beneath Catherine’s façade sufficiently to relate on a personal level. She was well-guarded, living in fear of being sent back; of being a failure.

I know that feeling as well. Everyone, even my brother Charles, expected me to fail. But I didn’t. You won’t either. He wanted to reassure her, but every time he worked up the courage, there were others around. While Augustus was most confident when in his business element, he respected she would not want everyone to know her business.

One evening, after everyone else had left, he found her in the office she shared with the other junior accountants, alone and crying. She wiped her face when she saw Augustus standing in the door, but he had already seen her pain and was determined to fix whatever was amiss.

“What is wrong?” he asked her, several times, before she would answer.

She held up a tiny gold cross, broken into two pieces. “It was a gift from my mammochka. It’s all I have.”

He took it from her and studied it. The gold was of inferior quality, and the chain flimsy. He was not surprised it broke, only that it hadn’t sooner.

“I can fix it,” he said, and slipped the keepsake into his pocket. Her large blue eyes blinked in surprise at his kindness.

Several days later, he returned the cross to her. Her eyes marveled, a hint of moisture giving them a nearly luminescent quality. Augustus had not simply repaired the heirloom, he had improved it. In addition to augmenting with extra gold, in the center now sat several brilliant emeralds.

“Your birthstone,” he explained.

“This is too much,” she half-heartedly protested. Tears forged a wet path over her porcelain cheeks to her brilliant smile. She clutched the cross in her hand, the way a child would hold a beloved toy.

“I want to help you send for your family, Catherine.”

Her smile faded and her eyes narrowed. “I’m saving my money. I can do it.”

“But I can do it faster.” He didn’t know anything about romance. Nothing about sensitivity, nor the subtle language of love. He only knew he was drawn to her. “Marry me, and I’ll do anything for you.”

It took months to convince her, but the following year she accepted his proposal. They were married in a small ceremony at Ophélie. He gave her a third of the company, and made her the CFO, despite objections from his peers in the business community that she was too inexperienced, and he was thinking with his heart.

Unfortunately, getting Catherine’s family to the States was harder than Augustus imagined. A year into their marriage they had made little progress, and tragedy struck. Catherine’s young sister, Anasofiya, died from pneumonia complications, at the age of fourteen. Catherine was heartbroken, feeling that she had abandoned her family, while she enjoyed her new, opulent life.

Soon after, Catherine became pregnant. There was no question they would name their daughter after Catherine’s late sister, but that offered little comfort. Her spirit was broken. She was ashamed of her decision to come to the United States, and blamed herself for Anasofiya’s death. She stopped taking care of herself, and the last few weeks of her pregnancy she was ordered to bed rest. She refused.

“If you won’t do it for yourself, do it for our daughter!” He was angry, not understading how she could completely shut down… how she could shut him out.

“I don’t want my child born into this world!” She would wander the house in her nightgown, wailing, crying, and cursing the gods. Her blonde hair was a rat’s nest, for she had refused bathing or brushing of any kind. “Rather she be with God than live like this!”

Augustus’ younger sisters, Evangeline and Colleen, answered his call for help. Both had been born with special abilities, like most Deschanels. Both were healers.

“This isn’t a medical issue,” Colleen tried to explain. The women did their utmost to comfort him, but the situation was beyond hope. “She’s given up on life, Augustus. We can’t fix this.”

“Maybe seeing her daughter will snap her out of it,” Evangeline offered, but behind her words was unmasked skepticism.

“How can you not fix this?” he demanded. “You’re supposed to be healers! You’re Deschanels!”

Colleen shook her head sadly. “It doesn’t work that way. We can’t cure afflictions of the mind and the heart. That’s not magic; that’s a miracle.”

And though Augustus had a skill of his own—the skill of persuasion—he could not pull his wife back to the living either. He endured slowly watching her lose her mind, spiraling further into the hopeless recesses of melancholia.

Catherine died, from severe toxemia, a few days after Ana was born. She suffered in silence, said nothing, and died alone. She didn’t want me to call my sisters. She didn’t want to be fixed. She was punishing herself.
 
 
Augustus planned Ana’s 16th birthday for weeks. He knew what he wanted to give her, but he was nervous about presenting a gift that once held such significance. It represented the chance he once took, and the dreadful results of that choice.

He wondered if Catherine would have wanted him to pass it on to their daughter. Whenever Ana asked about her mother, Augustus would say that Catherine was so excited about becoming a mother... that she would sing to Ana in her womb, and make plans for their life once she was born. But none of this was true.

Catherine had cursed her daughter’s existence and threatened to throw herself down the stairs, to end it all. She once tried to stab her belly with a steak knife, and another time he caught her reading the warnings on a bottle of drain cleaner. How much of it had been the melancholy, and how much the real Catherine, he would never know. The truth was that he had never known his wife at all. He chose her because of a few admirable traits. In retrospect, it felt more like a business transaction.

That decision affected Ana even today. Ana was smart and focused like her mother, but she also inherited the same darkness that swallowed Catherine whole.

When she was little, he cast himself as the overprotective father, never letting her out of his sight. But as she grew older, he found himself actually encouraging her to go out with friends, including boys. He often found her in her room, writing. Why aren’t you out with your friends? he would ask. She would only shrug, and go back to composing her thoughts.

He wanted to plan something large and exciting for her 16th birthday, but she flatly refused to take part. “Dinner, just the two of us would be nice,” was her emphatic request. His guilt for spending so much time at work overpowered his desire to force her into something more social. And dinner would be the perfect chance to give her this gift he had agonized over.

“I want to give you something,” he began that evening, once food had been served. She was looking at him with her mother’s big blue eyes. He could see both sides of Catherine reflected there: both the light and the darkness. “It was your mother’s.”

An unusual smile spread across Ana’s face as she awaited the gift. He pulled it from his pocket, remembering both the sad look on Catherine’s face when she handed the necklace to him, broken, and the light in her eyes when he brought it back, better than before.

Ana walked around to his side of the table and lifted her hair up so he could help her with the clasp. He fastened the sturdy lobster-claw, then kissed the top of her head. She surprised him by turning, wrapping her arms around his neck, and squeezing tightly. It was sweetly reminiscent of when she had been very little.

“This is the best gift anyone has ever given me,” she whispered. She was crying. He could feel the hot tears on the side of his neck. His eyes welled up at seeing this unusual display of emotion from his normally reserved daughter.

“She would have wanted you to have it, my dear. She loved you so much. Happy birthday, Anasofiya.”

He would give her another gift, though it was one she would never know about. The gift of believing her mother had loved her with her whole heart and had wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of her life, side-by-side, with her daughter. He would give this to Ana because to do otherwise would be cruel. And in giving her this memory, he would be doing himself a kindness as well. I will share Catherine as I wanted her to be, not the way she was. We can both remember her thus.
 
 
He could not allow himself to dwell on how the melancholia devoured his wife’s soul; her very will to live. Nor would he compare the circumstances, because then he might find that Ana’s trip to Maine was another version of Catherine’s wandering the halls in her nightgown.

 
* * *

36- OZ

 
“Fuck me sideways, it’s cold here!” Nicolas exclaimed. On the pier, several heads turned to look, although he was oblivious as always. It wasn’t the first time he had remarked on the climate. He had been griping ever since they stepped off the plane an hour earlier.

“What were you expecting?” Oz asked, his hands deep in the pockets of his new coat. It most certainly was cold, and entirely unlike the weather in New Orleans. They were still wearing shorts this time of year. Prior to this, he had never owned anything heavier than a windbreaker. Their first stop had been to a sports equipment store near the airport, to purchase the proper outerwear.

“Do you even know where we are going?” Oz inquired.

“Ozzy, when I need you to know, I’ll tell you,” Nicolas retorted.

“So… you’re saying you have no idea.”

Nicolas scoffed and looked at him peripherally, trying not to move too much in the cold. “Of course I have an idea. I just don’t know exactly how the idea is going to play out. Humans are a fascinating species like that,” he said with sarcasm.

“Right. Well, should we get something for breakfast then, while the forces of the universes align, or whatever it is that we are waiting for while standing here freezing our asses off?”

They ducked inside the lounge of a hotel near the waterfront and both of their moods improved instantly with the rush of warmth.

On the plane ride to Portland, Nicolas hadn’t said a word. He sat in his seat fidgeting the whole way. First he chewed his nails, then the sides of his mouth, then started with obnoxious clucking sound effects, prompting the guy in front of them to ask Nicolas to shut up. Your mom likes it when I do that, Nicolas said, but the man in front already had his headset back on, and Nicolas returned to fidgeting with his pen. His focus was all over the place.

On the drive into town, he started going on about the price of gas. Oz let him ramble, nodding occasionally.

This was a good thing for Oz, whose thoughts were also all over the place. Having Nicolas distracted meant he could disappear into his head without drawing attention to his mental absence.

He was thinking about Ana, going further back than that night in Treme. She had always been the girl all the guys were in love with, but completely afraid of. He saw the haunting intensity behind her eyes, the unspoken thoughts behind her lips, the way she would gaze off into thoughts shared with no one. She was prettier than his Adrienne, but with Adrienne you almost always knew where you stood, and more importantly, where she stood. Only in her most desperate moments did his wife retreat inside herself and shut the world out. Ana always had what seemed like a permanent fortress guarding her thoughts. Some men found that sexy, but Oz found it intolerable.

Nicolas said the two women were a lot alike. Oz couldn’t see it, and Nicolas speculated that was because Oz refused to see Adrienne without taking off the rose-colored glasses first. Oz told him to look in a mirror. Nicolas insisted he was well aware of Ana’s flaws and loved her for those, not in spite of them.

“I don’t ignore Adrienne’s issues, if that’s what you mean,” Oz had said defensively.

“Ignore, overlook, pretend they don’t exist. Semantics, Ozzy. When you see Adrienne, you see her potential, and that makes her beautiful to you. You see who she would be if she could get over her shit. When I see Ana, I see that who she is now is who she will always be, and that is what makes her beautiful to me.”

Nicolas was wrong. He did love Adrienne for her faults. They didn’t suddenly spring up overnight. He had loved her for over ten years now, after knowing her since the day she was born. She was the same person now as then, and if he hadn’t loved her for who she was, then he would have walked away a long time ago.

“Love,” he reaffirmed.

“Addiction,” was Nicolas’ answering retort.

Oz realized there was a young woman sitting at the table with them, in the restaurant they had ducked into. Blonde, plain, wearing a nice grey wool sweater, jeans, and riding boots. He had no idea how or when she joined them, but Nicolas had her engaged in conversation.

“I don’t think in terms of limitations,” Nicolas was saying, leaning over the table in her direction. Oh, this act. The tough, no-nonsense, rogue without a cause.

“That’s a great philosophy to live by,” she was saying. Oz thought her head might fall off from all the nodding. She was trying to be coy, but was clearly already hooked. Why does this always work? “But Mother Nature is one hell of a force to reckon with.”

Nicolas sat back in his chair, unperturbed. His hair hung down into his eyes in messy waves. “People are cautious. And they should be. The cost of human life is… far… too dear,” he was saying, sounding not unlike William Shatner. Oz bit his lip, studiously focused on the bread and butter, trying not to give in to laughter.

“But,” he continued, leaning forward again, “caution is for the masses. Caution is—how should I say this?—smart, and it should be followed. Most of the time.” She was hanging on every word. “Rules are made for wise reasons, but every rule has an exception. I know that someone will be willing to take me to Summer Island. And if good sense gets in the way, cash is always a worthy motivator.”

She frowned. “How much cash?”

Nicolas sat back in his chair again. His bored expression implied he was done with the conversation, but Oz knew better. This was where she was about to get reeled in. “If you haven’t figured out by now that money isn’t an issue for me, then I doubt you can be of much help.”

She looked around, then lowered her voice, leaning forward. “I need to know some figures. I can’t exactly go to my father and ask him to turn the ferry lines back on.” She looked around, lowering her voice. Ah, so Nicolas did have a plan. The daughter of the man who runs the ferries. Slick. “But I do know some fishing boat captains, and a couple of them… well they might be interested if the price made it worth the risk.”

Nicolas and the young woman transitioned to full whispers after that and Oz only picked up bits and pieces. No matter. Nicolas would be filling him in soon enough. She left, returning ten minutes later, and they resumed their whispering.

Oz looked out the window at the grey, hazy skies and he could see nothing farther out than the docks. He’d be seeing whatever was beyond soon enough. He wondered again where Ana was, what she was doing. If she was okay. He tried not to think about how she would feel upon seeing him. There was a sinking shame anytime he thought about her leaving her home and friends so she could put his filthy mind at ease; how he had let her. He could have called, or written, asking her to come back... he could have done many things that he didn’t do. It’s why I’m here now. It matters. It has to matter.
“We’re in business,” Nicolas said after the girl left. “We leave tomorrow.”

That was easy, Oz thought as they finished their breakfast.

 
* * *

37- ALEX

 
Alex heard Finn before he saw him. The snowcat rumbled from a distance before the headlights flooded Alex’s back room. He worried for a while that Finn might have gotten lost, or broken down somewhere, so he was relieved, in a sense, to finally have him arrive.

He had time to think, and had decided what he wanted to do. Although the phones were down, Alex’s radio still worked. But contacting the sheriff was out of the question. Sheriff Horn had been a good friend of Andrew St. Andrews. The man was blindly protective of both boys, and was certainly not fond of Alex. He had no close or trusted friends on the island. He had half a mind to call the Coast Guard, but their first call would be to Horn, and then Alex would get an earful, or three. Horn would want proof, and Alex had none, other than his gut feeling.

And ‘sides, Lexie Lou, this is yer moment to shiiine. Cain’t be letting others steal your thunder, right? They were his father’s words, but he no longer heard the whiny intonation of his father’s voice. He had hated him so much when he was alive, and hated him still. Now when Alex heard his father speak he heard his own voice, one that was mature and in control. Are you gonna be yer mother’s little sniveling Lexie Wexie Woo, or are you going to be a maaan, Alex?
Don’t call me that...
But it’s your naaaaaame, isn’t it, widdew wexie wooooooo...
Swing, crack, spurt; the shock frozen on his father’s face. All the taunting in his expression gone. The way his father’s eyes stayed wide and horrified even as the axe carved into his skull, the blood pooling so fast Alex nearly slipped in it.

Alex’s mother—his weak mother, who was really no better than her husband at all, when it came right down to it, that weak-minded, pitiful slut—was huddled in the corner, crying. Alex nooooooo... whyyyyy... I looooovvveeeed himmm...
It’s no wonder he loved to smash your face in, you stupid, pitiful bitch, Alex had said, swinging the axe at her this time. He missed, and half her face lay flapping as she screamed and screamed, arms flailing, slipping in her and her husband’s blood. The next swing had done the trick. And when Alex was sure they were both, finally, gone, he went into his room and closed the door and the blinds, welcoming the silence with all his heart.

But his father was right. If he wanted to help that sweet girl, he’d have to take control of the situation, just as he had before. Alex slipped into his winter wear, checked his shotgun shells once more, then slung the gun over his shoulder and headed to the food storage.

 
* * *

38- FINNEGAN

 
The snowcat came to a shuddering halt. As the engine sounds sputtered and faded away, Finn was enveloped in silence.

He could not get any closer to the small cement building that held the town food storage. It was possible to drive right up to the big steel door if you were in a car or truck, but the trees on either side of the driveway blocked Finn’s wide approach by a hundred feet. Hauling the food back to his vehicle in two feet of snow would make for an hour or so of work, even with his snowshoes.

The stillness in the air was accompanied by an unusual darkness. Why didn’t the Farnsworths leave the light on? Finn searched through the cab to find the flashlight he packed. The light flickered momentarily, and then died. Shit. I should have checked for extra batteries.
Finn peered out the front window again. He could not see the building, but the moonlight cast a shadow on the trees leading to it, and he hoped that would be enough.

Finn had memorized the access code to the building, but in the excitement had subsequently forgotten it. Reaching into his inner pocket, Finn’s gloved hand fumbled for the old slip of folded paper that he had brought along with him, just in case. He pulled it out. 77877, it read. All residents of Summer Island had it written down somewhere safe. Finn had never been so glad for Jon’s neurotic organizational habits. He’d found it in the Rolodex, taped to a card labeled: Code, Food Storage.

Finn removed his gloves and slipped his hand into his pocket again, finding Ana’s cross. He threaded the delicate chain around his neck, under his jacket, and latched it. The tiny cross clinked against the one he was already wearing.

Pulling his gloves back on, Finn took one last, long deep breath and then opened the cab door. The cold air rushed at his face, stealing the breath from him, as he sunk into snow that came to his knees. The door seemed miles away. I have to remember why I’m here. He dropped his face and started the slow hike to the building.

The complete stillness of the icy air had an eerie quality. Finn was painfully aware of how alone he was. The lack of children’s laughter, or cars moving through the downtown strip, was louder than the sounds themselves.

Suck it up and stop being a pussy. He forged on. His steps were heavy and the snow’s resistance complicated matters, but he knew each trip back to the snowcat would get easier as the path was flattened.

Finn heard a crunch of snow ahead of him, and stopped. Pulling his hood back to widen his vision, he peered into the darkness ahead. He could see nothing at all. Probably an animal.
The snow was starting to soak through his thick layers of clothing. He would have to move faster. The drive home was long and the heater was not working in the cab—another thing his father had left to rot.

The crunching sound echoed again from ahead. This time, Finn narrowed his eyes and tried to focus harder, but the illumination of the snow against the night cast so many shadows he could make out nothing distinct. “Hello?” he called out. There was no response. Of course not. It’s probably a deer.
Finn continued toward the building, but his heart was racing. Then, there was the crunching sound again, but this time it came from his left.

That does not sound like a deer… or a fox… he thought, as he listened carefully to the heavy crunches the footfalls made. They were coming closer, and the pace was quicker. Then, suddenly, they were right beside him, and the shadow grew into the large, tall shape of a man.

He spun around with his hands out in front of him, and a sharp pain shot through his head as cold steel connected. Finn saw a flash of light and then felt himself falling, sinking, into the white, icy darkness.

 
* * *

39- ANA

 
In her dream, Ana was drowning.
She had been running, feeling the cold sweat and force of the wind beating on her. Running away from something… she didn’t know what… running, running, running.
Suddenly, the ice water sprayed up on to her, all around her, the shock of the cold piercing her body as she continued to run… through it… into it… submerging herself.
The release… the sweet surrender.
Then… darkness.
 
* * *

40- JONATHAN

 
Jon was avoiding going upstairs. He had not expected her to wake; not then, not with Finn gone. They had connected for one moment, and then that moment ended, and they were both left with their fear of one another.

He occupied himself by checking on Mr. Jenkins, who no longer needed Jon’s attentive care. This doesn’t make up for the way I’m treating her, Jon thought, but the presence of the dog soothed him, like returning home after a long trip. Angus was Finn’s, and Cocoa was Ana’s. But for a while longer, the little cocker spaniel was Jon’s, and there was no one he’d rather be around.

Jon knew he should go upstairs and make sure Ana was okay. She was clearly unsettled. He was abandoning her. He knew it, and hated himself for it, but he stayed put, running his hands gently through Mr. Jenkins’ soft fur.

An hour after he left her upstairs, he slipped back into the kitchen, putting the kettle on the stove for some tea. Perhaps she will want some too, he thought, but summarily dismissed the idea. When the tea finished, he sat in his usual seat at the kitchen table, staring off into nothing, unsure of what he needed to do next.

What he wanted to do was ask her about her accident some more. He wanted to understand how she had healed so quickly; if this was normal for her. Jon started to wonder if perhaps he had imagined how bad her wound was to begin with. Maybe all the blood had overwhelmed him, and made it seem worse than it was.

No… I stitched her up. I saw it with my own eyes. It was there, and terrible, and now the gouge is nearly gone with no rational explanation.
Jon heard the sound of thudding down the stairs behind him. “Angus, easy!” he yelled. When he heard the door open and the screen door slam shut, he cussed under his breath, realizing Finn must have left the door cracked and now the stupid dog had gotten outside. I don’t want to deal with this right now.
Moments later, Angus came padding into the kitchen and Jon gave him a dirty look. Then Jon froze. Angus had not come from upstairs, and Mr. Jenkins was still in the study.

Jon leapt from his seat, dashing through the house and out the front door, not bothering with his shoes or coat. He didn’t think at all as he ran... didn’t hear the screen door slam shut behind him, didn’t feel the icicles of cold piercing him as his frame smashed into the snow.

His body felt like a thousand pounds as he thrashed, his hands shoving snow aside in frustration. Jon could see the path her body had made, but could not see her. He knew they would both soon go into shock if they didn’t get back into the house, and into warm clothes.

He followed her path, pushing the snow away wildly, focused only of finding her. After what seemed an eternity, he found Ana, half-asleep, crying, and shivering. He picked her up and moved back through his path in the snow toward the house.

When the door closed behind them, he saw Ana’s blue lips whisper something, but could not hear what it was. They were both at risk of hypothermia, both needed warmth immediately. Where was Finn to help, he cursed to himself, as he carried her up the stairs, the heat from the fireplace tickling his ice-cold back.

Both of their pajamas were soaked through. Jon moved quickly, shedding first his own clothes, and then helping Ana with hers. She started to come to her senses, but she was not moving near as fast as she must have been when she sleep-walked out the door and into the snow. He rushed to start the shower, quickly returning to her side, holding her close as he helped her toward the tub stall. Jon stepped in, and then pulled her into the shower with him, yanking the curtain closed behind them as the hot water poured over their freezing bodies.

Ana pressed her cold body up against his, shivering, her discomfort and pride forgotten entirely. Jon wrapped his arms tightly around her, sliding them up and down her back, her body, all over her, to spread the warmth of the water, to fold her into it.

She lifted her head up to face him as the water rushed over her face, between her lips. Jon’s heart was racing as he stared into her wide, blue eyes. His mind swam with thoughts in those brief moments, but none escaped. Pushing his thoughts aside, he pressed his lips against hers, kissing her roughly.

“Ohh,” Ana whispered, as if for the first time realizing they were both naked, their bodies already wrapped around each other for comfort. Jon forgot his own unease and lifted her swiftly into his arms, pressing her body against the shower wall as he pushed harder against her, kissing her all over, everywhere. I know you, Ana Deschanel. And you know me.
Jon wound his hands through Ana’s wet hair, holding on tightly, afraid if he stopped to think she would disappear entirely and so would he.

Ana wrapped her muscled legs around his waist. Jon felt her hips rise, and his own movements matched hers as he entered her, the shock of his action forcing him further into the moment, and away from reality. They both gasped, soaked, and consumed with the moment, relinquishing to each other the control they had both held onto so dearly in the past. He thrust into her, against her, kissing her, devouring her. He was not Jon anymore. Not the same. He was alive.

Jon shuddered against her, and felt Ana experience the same release. The moment passed almost as quickly as it arrived.

He gently set her down, and they stood in the shower, watching each other, panting and speechless. Ana’s chest rose and fell rapidly, and her eyes were wide with shock. Her wet hair framed her pale, pretty face, and he reached out with one hand to touch it. She closed her eyes and let her head fall to a rest in his hand, and with his other he pulled her close to him. They remained that way as the water rained down on them and their silent, private thoughts.

 
* * *

41- ANA

 
What in the hell just happened? She released a deep sigh that felt like it had been building for hours. Jon. Wrong brother, Ana.
Jon had gingerly helped her into the bed, glancing back at her as he moved toward the door. He said nothing, but his gaze stayed on her until he switched off the light and she heard the door close.

The night she brought in an injured Cocoa, he was repulsed by her. When she awoke and he was sitting by her bedside, he was terrified of her. Even Finn hadn’t disagreed when she remarked that Jon didn’t like her. Well, she didn’t like him either. He was cold, reclusive, odd, and she felt his eyes always on her, silently judging.

And who does that remind you of, Ana?
She curled into a fetal position under the blankets. Her body was sore from sleeping, and she found herself experiencing another familiar soreness between her legs. She couldn’t believe she had sleep-walked. How many years had it been since she last terrified her father with nocturnal wanderings? She thought she was past it. Hers was the variety of sleepwalking that often got her in trouble, and even put her life at risk. Her neighbor once found her jogging around the block in her bra and panties at two in the morning.

Each episode had been unique, though this was the first time one of her walks ended with rescue sex. Wrong brother, Ana.
Wrong brother, indeed. She should go downstairs and talk to Jon about what happened, sort it out, put a label on the unplanned encounter. But she didn’t, because she knew how she would react if Jon tried to pin that conversation on her. And he’s like me.
That realization made her dislike him even more. For as guarded as she might be, she was never cruel to others. She never hurt people because of who she was. But that’s not entirely true, is it? How many times have my words or actions mistakenly hurt my father, or one of my friends? Or even Nicolas? What about the reason I’m here in Maine?
Ana missed Nicolas so much she felt an ache deep in her chest. She wanted to call him, but Jon told her the phones were down. It’s probably for the best. He would listen to my fuzzy, convoluted story filled with holes and fly his ass out here to rescue me.
Eventually Ana would have to tell him about Oz. She had no doubt Oz was still struggling with his actions and would eventually have a meltdown, spilling the truth in all directions.

Considering Nicolas and Oz gave her faceted mind time to decide how best to resolve the situation with Jon. It would be better not to put off the conversation with him any longer, for the awkwardness would grow and fester over time. She made her way downstairs carefully, using the bannister for support. Jon heard her coming, and rushed to offer assistance, but she shook her head, determined.

“Coffee?” he offered. He was resisting the urge to help, but was one step behind her in case she fell. The gesture was uncomfortable in spite of, or maybe because of, their recent intimacy.

Ana nodded. “Jon?”

“Yes?” She almost laughed when she saw his face. Bless his heart, he thinks I’m about to get girly on him.
“We shouldn’t tell Finn about this.” She took the coffee from his hands, their eyes meeting briefly as she spoke. Jon was clearly relieved at her suggestion.

“For sure,” he said with a hollow chuckle, and she thought again how unnatural, but nice, it was to hear him laugh. “This never happened.”

Well, I wouldn’t go that far… but if that’s what it takes. “What never happened?” she gently teased back.

The atmosphere in the room lightened after that. They both relaxed as they sat in rockers in the family room, looking out the large bay window toward the cold sea. She recalled the afternoons that she would sit out and wait for Finn, for that brief exchange of waves. Like a silly girl. But no one had ever accused Anasofiya Deschanel of being a silly girl.

She could only imagine what Finn thought after everything she had revealed to him, but it hadn’t been enough to chase him away. He didn’t seem put off at all, even going so far as to invite her to come home with him. She wondered how he felt now that they had shared this unlikely trauma together. Well, you did ask me to come over.

He’s so not your type, Muffins, she could hear Nicolas saying.

Maybe that’s why I like him.
“I hope he returns soon,” Ana said and meant it. She did like Finn. At first she thought he reminded her of the life she was escaping, but instead he reminded her that not everything was as it seemed. He gave her a startling hope that life could be different, if she allowed it.

Even in her healing sleep, she had sensed a comforting presence. She knew Finn had not left her side. He could have. He wouldn’t have known she sensed him. But he stayed. When Ana spoke with him again, she would uncover if he had done it out of obligation or something deeper.

She wished she could have reassured him somehow. Don’t worry about me, Finnegan St. Andrews, she would say. I come from a unique family, and the one thing I do well is take care of myself. I’ll be good as new, don’t you fret. But he was across the snow-covered town now, and she didn’t know when she’d be able to tell him any of that.

“If there is a classification somewhere between mortal and invincible, that’s Finn. He’s fearless, but not reckless. He will be home as soon as he can,” Jon reassured her. Ana thought that might have been the second longest statement she had ever heard him make.

Did I really have sex with him? That really happened? Well, according to him, it didn’t.
She sipped her coffee, as the bittersweet remembrance of her childhood romance with Oz came over her in waves.

Dating Oz had never occurred to Ana as they moved from childhood to adolescence, despite how very much alike they were. Neither fit into the greater world especially well.Both preferred the comfort of a book to people, because books provided an innocuous protective blanket, buffering them from reality. Ana felt safe with Oz, in a way she only would have realized if the constancy of his presence were removed entirely. Oz understood her, and more broadly, he accepted the unusual abilities which were scattered about the Deschanel bloodlines. Some called it a “gift,” others a curse. To Ana it was a practical excuse for her personal inclination to remain distant.

Oz intuitively discerned her hesitancy. “Even if you showed them all who you were, they'd never understand,” he said one day, as they studied beneath a tree in his parents' backyard. Ana still remembered the way the sun shone crudely through the fall storm, and how the leaves from the banana tree provided complete shelter from the incessant rain.

“But you do,” she'd replied, nose down in a book.

He had responded by smiling from behind his own book, resting his hand on her leg before resuming reading.

But while he offered Ana acceptance, he reflected his own personal challenges through a heavy resignation, moving from one vapid debutante to another, while Ana chose a full retreat from dating to protect her heart.

It was strangely fitting they finally came together on the night of their junior prom, an event which signified to her all the terrors of her teenage life, culminated in one evening.

They’d both come with inappropriate dates: Oz with his latest experiment in normalcy; Ana with a boy she had no interest in, but accepted his invitation anyway at the urging of her stepmother.

When her date inevitably abandoned her, it was Oz who offered her a lifeline to safety.

It started with a dance.

Ana had never been in the arms of a boy before; not like that. The warmth she felt when Oz put his arms around her waist made her realize how real he was, and the weight of that realization overwhelmed her. His breath was hot near her ear; she detected his heartbeat through their joined hands. She would never forget that feeling: the subtle pulsing transferring warmth through to her in soft vibrations. She wondered if everyone noticed things like this. Or if Oz had always felt like this, and she'd simply missed it.

Nothing had ever felt so wonderful, or so terrifying.

The dance led to an escape to a party upstairs, where Ana finally let go of the fears binding her. All the while, Oz was there, holding her up, physically and emotionally, until she could no longer remember why she’d fought so hard against this comfort.

In her intoxication, she’d made a move on him. Not like this, he’d said, and then gently held her as she got sick, paying the price for her earlier over-indulgence. She later fell asleep beside him, as he watched over her, and woke up the next morning still wrapped in the security of his arms.

Not like this, he’d said the night before, but things were different in the morning light.

Colin, I’ve never done this before.
Woken up next to a hot man in a strange hotel room?
She laughed. You know what I mean.
Me either, Ana. But I want to. With you. I’ve always wanted to.
He protected her once again, by showing her the full extent of his care for her, and how safe she was in returning it. Nothing had ever been more real to her than the sensation of her dear friend bringing her over the precipice of girlhood. She completely surrendered to him, without fear. Understanding then, for the first time, intimacy could be so much more than a burden or something to fear. That her desire to be with Oz could be beautiful, not terrible.

Like everything else in her life, Ana ruined that relationship by slowly forgetting the comfort he had given her and building the wall of solitude back up. She had annihilated it completely by sleeping with him years later, potentially destroying his marriage and family.

And now, with Finn, she was repeating the same mistake. She knew she would not be able to forget about what happened with Jon. It had meant something to her in the same way the first time she was with Oz had meant something. That didn’t simply go away.

But I have to try. I don’t want to be a person who can’t connect with anyone. Someone who callously uses sex like it doesn’t matter. I can’t do this to myself anymore. I can’t do this to the people I care about anymore. I need to make a choice, live with it, and never look back.
And if I’m not capable of choosing? If this is who I am destined to be for all time? Then it really is hopeless...
 
* * *

42- FINNEGAN

 
Finn was still trying to get his bearings. In the movies, when someone had a gun held to their head, he would think, Well that sucks, but I bet there are 100 ways they can get out of this situation. In real life, all he could focus on was the sensation of the cold metal against his skin and how badly Alex’s hand was trembling.

“Alex, come on,” Finn coaxed, carefully. He was afraid to even move his head. He knew how a shotgun worked, and didn’t want one unloaded in his skull. It was alarming how Alex’s hands would not stop shaking, and Finn couldn’t see how close his finger was to the trigger.

“Did ya get all the food ya need?” Alex stuttered. He kept shifting from one foot to the other, and Finn felt the barrel of the shotgun correspondingly move left and right. His head ached from where Alex had smashed his skull.

“Yes.”

“Then let’s go. I’m going back to yer house with ya.”

Finn started to ask questions but Alex interrupted him with a rough nudge of the gun. Finn imagined the round exploding and decided as little movement as possible would be best. He had yet to actually analyze what the hell was going on. Having known Alex all of his life, nothing about this situation made any sense. Jon thought Alex was a bit twisted, but Finn knew the man was harmless. He would have thought he was dreaming if not for how real the steel of the old shotgun barrel felt pressed against his bloody, achy skull. I bet the crazy ass put rock salt in it so he has an excuse to shoot me. But that would still hurt like the devil.
Finn was not confident about driving back in the dark. The streetlights on Androscoggin were on, but they lit up very little of the actual road. Compounding the darkness, all the shop lights that would have helped illuminate the street were off. He hardly knew how to drive the temperamental beast. And as if that weren’t enough, while he had been making a path to the food storage, the new storm had started, with a vengeance.

Once they were settled into the cab, Finn said, without turning his head, “Alex. Can you please take the gun off me? I’m not going anywhere.” Where would I go anyway? I couldn’t outrun a shotgun in this snow.
“Nah, I’m sorry, but I can’t trust ya, I can’t.” Alex was stammering again. What in the hell has happened to him?
“Alex,” he tried using his father’s calm, rational voice. “I could not outrun you in this if I tried. If you don’t take this damn gun from my head, you may as well shoot me, and then yourself, because I am not driving this gigantic goddamn snow beast with a steel bomb about to go off. We can sit here and freeze to death.”

Alex thought about it a moment and then lowered the gun, slowly. He was shivering so badly that the barrel was making a clickity-clack noise as it bumped up against the buttons on his coat. “I’ll take it away from yer head, but I ain’t putting it down,” he said, sounding more like a stubborn child than a middle-aged man.

“Fine, just don’t point it at me,” Finn compromised, starting up the snowcat. Alex jumped next to him as it roared to life. Finn pictured the news after they found the two of them in pieces all over the cab from a rogue shotgun pellet. “Relax, outlaw!”

“There’s only one outlaw in this rig, and it ain’t me.” Alex’s eyes burned holes in him as he maneuvered in reverse and then forward toward home.

Finn thought again of Ana. I’ve kept Jon safe from the world, and I can do the same for her.
He glanced to his right and wondered what he might need to do to keep Ana safe from this trembling madman.

 
* * *

43- NICOLAS

 
Nicolas never had any doubts that Jennifer would come through, but the longer they waited, the more he worried. The money had already exchanged hands, but he had felt good about trusting her—hoping his sense wasn’t wrong this time—and had been waiting with Oz on the pier for over an hour, in the pitch black.

At first she told them they would leave at first light in the morning. She called back later and said the fishing boat captain was too nervous about the prospect of being caught and thought night would be better.

“Isn’t that less safe, even, than the already unsafe daytime trip we were planning?” Nicolas asked.

She sighed. “Those are his terms. I even offered him more of your money, and he wouldn’t budge.”

So be it.

Nicolas asked Oz if he was sure he wanted to come. You can stay here in the hotel Ozzy. I won’t think less of you, he said, and meant it. If captains who were raised in this weather wouldn’t run, then the risks were real. He felt bad enough dragging Oz to Maine with him, and away from Adrienne and the kids.

Oz snickered at that. Our hotel doesn’t even have cable.

Nicolas and Oz exchanged no words standing on the pier, but they both had enough thoughts to keep themselves occupied. Nicolas watched his friend and thought, Well now we really have been through everything.

On the flight over, a specific memory continued dancing around the tip of his thoughts, until he finally allowed himself to explore it. It was Ana’s senior year of undergraduate studies at Tulane. Nicolas had discovered a letter, peeking out from under her textbooks. We are pleased to extend an invitation to the English program at Oxford University.
“What is this?”Nicolas had asked. It was the first time she had hidden anything from him.

“It’s nothing.”Dropped gaze, lowered voice.

“Um, the fuck it’s nothing, Ana! You were accepted to motherfucking Oxford, and you say that it’s nothing?”

“It’s nothing because I’m making it nothing.” Her eyes were distant; he hardly recognized her in that moment. He detected a sadness. But more so, a resolve. She’s forced herself to come to this decision. She wants to go, but she’s not going to. “I’ve already declined the offer. I’m staying at Tulane.”

Nicolas stared at her then in frustrated amazement. “But… why?”

Ana sighed. She was still unwilling to meet his eyes, and Nicolas wanted to take her face in both hands and force her to look at him. “I don’t… want to leave you,” is what she said. But what Nicolas heard beneath her words was: I don’t want to leave you alone.
“That is the most ridiculous fucking thing I’ve ever heard you say, Anasofiya Aleksandrovna. And you’ve said a lot of ridiculous shit.” Perhaps if he belittled her feelings, she would reconsider. She’s doing this shit for me, and not because she can’t bear to lose me. It’s because she knows I can’t bear to lose her.

“Seriously, Ana. All fuckery aside. You need to do this.” You need to do this, but a part of me is overflowing with gladness and relief that you aren’t. And I hate myself for it.
But she had simply shrugged. “I’ve made my decision. Can we talk about something else?”

Nicolas had dropped the issue, and it never came up again. But that didn’t mean he forgot about it. Nor did he forget why she had done it, or the knowledge that his indignant persuasion was weak at best. I could have made her go. I had the power to make her go, and I chose to pretend she couldn’t be swayed.
He rarely allowed his conclusions to travel down a philosophical path, but part of him wondered now if somehow all of these decisions had brought them to where they were now. How every decision they made affected every subsequent one. How one choice could start a spiral of events that determine the course of your entire life.

Please be okay, Ana. I know I’m a selfish fuck, but goddamnit I need you. You are the only one who has ever loved me. Protecting and loving you has been the only thing that has given my sorry ass a purpose.
Nicolas forced himself to keep his mind away from thoughts of what they might find when they reached Summer Island. Since the moment he decided to come, he had only allowed his thoughts of Ana to play on the surface, where it was safer. Whatever they faced, there would be no formal preparation for Nicolas. He would simply face it, with Oz by his side.

We’re coming, Muffins.
 
 
“Peacock,” They heard a low voice say from behind. Oz sniggered.

“Brown booby,” Nicolas replied with a sigh, and this time Oz outright laughed. “Yes, we’re both twelve, now where do we go?”

The captain led them to a small cabin cruiser at the end of one of the dock arms. The boat was smaller than Nicolas expected, and his stomach dropped. Based on Oz’s expression, he felt the same. He wondered if this guy really knew what he was doing. Perhaps there’s a reason he was so willing to accept cash for suicide.

“He might not be all here,” Oz said quietly, so only the two of them could hear. Nicolas pursed his lips, wanting to disagree but not sure he had grounds to defend his opinion.

The ship’s lights were turned off. The closest lighting was about fifty feet away, and penetrated little more than twenty feet effectively. Between the insufficient lighting, and the increasing snowfall, they could see only a vague outline of their transportation.

Oz grabbed onto the rope and pulled himself up first, Nicolas hoisting himself after. The captain said they should both go down into the cabin and relax, because the ride would be rough. Nicolas asked how long the crossing would take, but apparently his generous payment didn’t include the answering of questions. There was a low rumble, followed by harsh vibrations that rattled the entire cabin. Then, a sudden jerk, which hilariously caused Oz to nearly lose his footing, and they were off. Nicolas peered hopefully out the tiny, murky window into the darkness, but was unable to see anything at all.

“Ana once told me it’s about an hour from the island to the mainland, and since this is the Super Secret Spy Ferry, I’d guess we can expect it to be longer than that,” Nicolas speculated. Oz was gripping the small rusted pole near the bench he was sitting on, with his face touching his knees.

“Goody,” Oz grimaced.

Nicolas rolled onto the bench across from Oz. The hard metal was poking his back in cruel synchrony with the strong vibrations of the ship. All internal power was off, so not only were there no lights, but also no heat, and Oz was curled up in a ball, shivering dramatically. Nicolas rolled his eyes with a stifled laugh, then rummaged through a nearby drawer looking for matches, or anything that might give them some light. Finding nothing, he gave up after a few moments. He heard Oz mutter something like: Not so prepared after all.
What they were doing was reckless, but Nicolas wasn’t bothered. In the grand scheme of things, paying for a small fishing boat to cross the stormy Casco Bay was pretty low on the scale of scandalous things he’d been involved in over the years. Had the reason not been serious, he would have been up on the deck enjoying the thrill!

But the reason was serious, and as Nicolas was no good at dealing with serious things, he decided to lighten the mood.

“Ozzy?” he asked, as they both lay on the flat, uncomfortable benches.

“Yes?” The annoyance in his friend’s voice was amusing.

“Hypothetically speaking, if Captain Jack up there came down and said to brace ourselves for imminent death, would your first instinct be to have sex with me, just once, before we died? Hypothetically speaking, of course.”

The pillow whistled across the room and smacked him in the face. Nicolas smiled, satisfied. If he was going to die, this was the man he wanted to die beside.

 
* * *

44- ALEX

 
They were officially headed to the St. Andrews house, and Alex still had no plan.

It had been easy enough to decide to pull out the gun. Granted, one he barely knew how to use, but that was beside the point. And it was obvious he needed to go to the house with Finn and get to the bottom of what was going on. But what would he do once he got there?

Are you really going to shoot someone? What if you get there and everything is fine? Or, what if you get there and everything is not fine, and you have to take action? Are you going to take them both down? What precisely are you going to do now that you’ve gone rogue? You put these plans in motion, and now there is no going back. As soon as you put the gun to the head of Finn St. Andrews, a man you’ve known twenty-seven years, there was no pretending this didn’t happen. The wheels are moving forward, whether you’re ready or not.
His internal dialogue was obnoxious—on a positive note, at least it was not in his father’s voice—and it seemed to continue no matter what he did to stop it. He tried responding, ignoring, and thinking about something else. Nothing helped. His mind continued to throw questions at him… challenging him, making him doubt his decision to get involved. Too late now. Time to man-up. But what did that mean?

Finn wasn’t talking, but he wasn’t trying to run or get in the way either. At first Alex was afraid he might, but when he saw Finn’s face as the young man started to wake up—first the shock, the anger, shock again and finally, worst of all, the betrayal—he knew Finn would not be a danger to him, for now. It would be a different story once they arrived at the St. Andrews house. Given the intensity of the storm outside, Alex wondered if they would even make it.

When they did, they would catch Jon by surprise. Even if Finn managed to signal him, by the time he did it would be too late. There was no cell service and the land-lines were all down. Alex vaguely recalled Finn mentioning their house radio stopped working last year, and knowing how flaky the boy could be, he doubted if Finn had bothered to get it fixed. You better hope he hasn’t.
The silence in the cab was almost worse than the debates raging untamed in his head. He had killed any chance of conversation in putting a gun to his neighbor’s head. Oh well, he wasn’t ready to ask Finn questions or start talking about what he thought might be going down back at his house. Even if he came out and asked Finn if they were keeping Ana Deschanel as a sex slave, torturing her and making her bend to their every whim, would he admit it? Alex chuckled at the thought of how that conversation might go.

“Nothing funny about this shit, Alex,” Finn observed beside him.

“Was just thinking about something else,” he said, apologetically. He mentally punched himself. Don’t be weak Wexie Woo, he’s the psycho here! His father’s voice was back.

“Well, better start thinking about what you’re gonna do when I get this thing home, because I am not keen on being cornered without an explanation,” Finn warned.

“Oh, you’ll get your explanation,” Alex promised with a sinister laugh. Try to sound scarier, and confident, he told himself. “You and Jon both.”

Finn laughed. Christ almighty. He can see right through me. I hate him. “Laugh now, while you can,” Alex threatened.

Finn kept laughing, shaking his head. “I wish you could see yourself, Alex. I really do.”

Alex’s face was scalding. He wanted to hit Finn, but he was afraid he might swerve the vehicle, and any wrong move could be a disaster. “Like I said…” he started, and left the rest to interpretation. He didn’t want Finn to see how angry he was at not being taken seriously. I have a gun, for the love of God!
Yes, you do have a gun. Once you know Finn isn’t going to kill you both in a freak accident, you can use it to your advantage. And you have the element of surprise. Jon doesn’t know you’re coming, and walking in with a gun to his brother’s head won’t leave him with a lot of options to defend himself. Let Finn laugh now, because the feeling of satisfaction when he sees what a tough guy you are will be that much greater.
“Can this thing go any faster?” Alex asked, making his voice sound tougher than he felt.

“Depends on if you want to get there in one piece or not.” Finn was straining to see. “As it is, we might need to stop somewhere until this storm passes.”

“We’ll stop if I say we stop,” Alex commanded, but internally he conceded that Finn was likely right. They would need to seek refuge soon if they did not want to end up stranded inside the snowcat, freezing to death.

You shouldn’t be in a hurry, anyway. You need a plan. And it better be good, because it isn’t just the girl you should be concerned about. You could be in a serious pickle if this backfires.
Aye, his father’s voice responded, you best remember you ain’t cut out for what waits for you in the pokey, though come to think of it, it might make a right man out of ya, fer once...
Alex shivered, shaking off the disdainful voice. Hateful or not, his father was right again. If I sense things are going south, I ain’t going down alone.

 
* * *

45- OZ


“Do you even know where we are going once we reach the island?”

Nicolas looked up from his cell phone. He had been trying to get a reception, but as Ana’s cell phone hadn’t worked a day since she got to the island, Oz thought it was a futile effort. Nicolas, being stubborn, insisted he only needed to find the “sweet spot.” Even if it worked intermittently, it would be useful.

“I have the address, if that’s what you mean.”

“And how is that going to be helpful, exactly? Do you have a map? GPS? The roads are closed and the island is covered in snow.”

Nicolas was still fiddling with his phone. Waving it around, squinting his eyes, and in general being annoyingly obtuse. “We’ll figure it out, don’t worry!”

Oz had always been exasperated by Nicolas’ laissez faire approach to life. We’ll get there when we get there. We don’t need a plan. Oh, let’s see where this road goes.
“Nic,” he said evenly, “please, tell me you have a better plan than that.”

“No, not really Ozzy,” he replied casually, moving around the small cabin with his arm outstretched. “But the island is small, so how hard can it be?”

Oz laughed, followed by a weary sigh. “We’re screwed.”

He was tired and cold, and consumed with worry. On top of that was guilt, and no small measure of fear about what might have befallen Ana. Nicolas was free to label what they were doing an adventure, but by all sane measures, this was very high-risk behavior. Nicolas’ whole life had been one “adventure” after another. Oz had hoped this time he might have a different approach, given what was at stake.

Nicolas gave Oz a peculiar look. “I’ll ask Captain Jack up there. Maybe he can help. I know that she has a dock outside the property, so maybe he can drop us off at her front door.”

Oz laughed again. “Oh right, ferry valet. Make sure you have an appropriate tip ready.”

“Ah, fuck off, we paid him well enough. Why wouldn’t he help?”

“Because he doesn’t have to? Because Ana’s ‘dock’ is likely only big enough for small, personal use? Because you can’t put a square peg in a round hole? Because this is already dangerous enough without adding more levels of difficulty? Because he’s a jerk? Because the sky is blue? Because—”

“I get it. I get it.” Nicolas put the phone away and Oz felt immediately better. At least he was paying attention and not blowing off what Oz saw as a very critical point in the success, or failure, of their mission.

Hah, mission. Now I sound like Nic.

“What do you suggest then, Ozzy?” He sat on the bench, leaning forward attentively, with his elbows on his knees.

“Well, I would have come prepared. I would have known what side of the island we were going to dock on, and I would have had a map of the island with Ana’s house on it so we could at least make our way there if we have to walk through a bunch of snow.”

“Thank you, Captain Hindsight. That’s really helpful for the next time we are in this situation. But since I didn’t do any of that, what do you suggest now?”

Oz didn’t have a clue. People always looked to him for ideas, but he hated making decisions. He wanted Nicolas to be better prepared, not to have to figure it out himself. Adrienne always looked at him like he should know the answer, too. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I think you better start sweet talking our friend up top.”

Nicolas sighed. “Fine.” He stood up and motioned Oz toward the stairs. “Ladies first.”

The captain was on deck, having a cigarette. Oz got his first good look at “Peacock.” He was in his fifties, rotund, and had terrible, weatherworn skin. His pockmarked face blurred his features, except for a scar that ran from his middle forehead to the tip of his nose. His skin sagged around his mouth in a way that would disguise a smile, had he bothered to try one on.

“Almost there,” he said gruffly, without turning around. He was pretending they had walked away.

“Awesome. So where are we going to be putting down anchor?” Nicolas asked him. He positioned himself in front of Peacock, against the railing, so the man was effectively cornered.

“Where the ferries dock,” he said, still looking out to sea.

“And where would that be?” Nicolas prodded.

“Where they dock,” he repeated in the same even tone.

Oz stepped up, sensing Nicolas’ growing agitation. “Sir. We need to get to the Deschanel property.” No response. “The property that’s normally overseen by Alex Whitman. It’s on the southeastern corner of the island. Can you at least give us some general direction?”

Peacock took a long, deep puff on his smoke, then flicked the butt out to sea. It disappeared quickly into the fog. Oz had no idea which way was north, let alone where the nearest land was.

“I can’t drop you off there, if that’s what you be askin’,” he answered finally. He coughed and spat off the side of the railing

“That’s fine,” Oz said, trying to sound amenable. “We just need to know which way to go in relation to where we are being dropped off.”

Peacock grunted and walked away.

“What… the… fuck!” Nicolas kicked the railing. Oz ignored him and followed the man, into the tiny, glassed-in, captain’s room. The equipment was rusted and showed signs of disrepair. Oz tried not to think about what that might mean for their safety.

Peacock was bent, leaning over a small table, drawing on a map. He drew a circle, a crazy line, and another circle. He stood up and handed the map to Oz. “Here,” he pointed at the first circle, ”is where I am droppin’ ya off. Here,” he pointed at the next circle, “is where ya wanna go.”

It didn’t look far on the map, but Oz couldn’t see a marker for distance. “About how far is that?” he asked.

“A mile, er so, by roads, but ya know they’re closed. Less as the crow flies, but you won’t be moving so fast with two feet of snow under ya.”

Oz folded the map and thanked him. “We appreciate this.”

“My family appreciates the extra year’s salary,” he said with a nod, then sat down and said no more.

“What a cock,” Nicolas said, when Oz returned. Nicolas was shivering and jogging in place to keep warm. “You’d think with the scratch I threw at him, he could at least say a few fucking words.”

“He did. Say a few fucking words.” Oz pulled the map out of his pocket and unfolded it, smashing the wrinkled paper into Nicolas’ face. “Who’s the cock now?”

Nicolas’ face erupted in a big, contagious smile that Oz couldn’t help but return. “Ozzy, you are such a bitch, but goddamnit, I love you!”

 
* * *

46- FINNEGAN

 
Finn unlocked the door to Jon’s office, doing his utmost to ignore the cold steel pressed against the back of his neck. Alex had stopped shaking, at least. Finn suspected the man had no idea how to use the gun, and that worried him more than almost anything else. There were few things more dangerous than putting a loaded shotgun in the hands of an inexperienced man.

“No funny business,” Alex said from behind him. The tiny bell jingled as the door swung inward. The air that greeted them was only slightly warmer than what they had faced outside. “And we’re only staying ’til the snow dies down. I mean it!”

“Trust me, I don’t want to be here with you any longer than I have to,” Finn insisted. He walked ahead of Alex with his hands showing, lest the man accidentally mistake his actions for rebelliousness and shoot him. I don’t have a clue what crawled up his ass, but he is in over his head.
Finn’s eyes scanned the room, taking measure.

“Hmph,” Alex replied. “You’re awful cocky fer a man who ain’t got the upper hand.”

Finn faced away from Alex, smiling into the darkness. “You’re right, Alex. I’ll remind myself to be sufficiently respectful of your position going forward.”

Alex missed the sarcasm, and instead chuckled appreciatively. “That’s a good boy. It ain’t gonna save ya, but it may cause me to have some mercy, when the time fer reckonin’ is upon ya.”

“All right, Alex,” Finn muttered low, under his breath. He couldn’t begin to fathom what bizarre illusions were fueling this behavior from the old overseer, but he had no patience. If Alex didn’t want to explain himself, fine. Finn didn’t require an explanation. He had come to Jon’s office not for shelter, but to end this ridiculous game.

Finn found the wall thermostat and switched on the heater. The relief would be slow in coming, but perhaps it would at least take the edge off the deep chill in his bones.

Alex followed him into the back room, past the examination tables and into Jon’s office. Finn had charged ahead, leaving Alex struggling to keep up. “Stop!” Alex exclaimed, as Finn reached for the office door. “Stop now!”

Finn raised his hands again. His tone was even, but annoyed. “Alex, do you want food and blankets, or not?”

The gun still resting on his shoulder, Alex looked down at his soaked gear, and then back up at Finn. He hates that I’m right. “Slowly.”

Finn did not need to be told to go slowly. He was pretty certain that any surprise would be excuse enough for Alex to send a spray of pellets straight through him, and he was not ready to die. Especially not at the hands of this ridiculous old man who had decided that the middle of a storm was a great time to play cowboy.

Finn didn’t care what Alex’s motivations were. He only needed to buy time. Food and blankets were the furthest things from Finn’s mind, despite the fact that he was indeed cold. He needed Alex to be thinking about the incoming warmth, and to stay focused on it.

“I don’t see no blankets,” Alex accused, as they entered Jon’s tiny office. Damn you for being so neat, Finn thought, as he glanced around at the bare room. There was only Jon’s organized desk, a cupboard, a small fridge, and a bookshelf.

“They’re in the cupboard,” Finn lied. He fingered through Jon’s keychain, searching for something to unlock it. Please have blankets in here. And something else.
“Check the fridge for food,” Finn ordered, as he fumbled with the cupboard lock. Alex gasped in indignation from behind him. Good, let him be annoyed with me. He can’t possibly be half as pissed off with me as I am with him.
“You can check it yer own dang self,” Alex said. Finn imagined that if Alex did not have a gun in his hands, he would have his arms crossed, pouting. I’m ticking him off more, by funning with him. He knows I’m not taking him seriously, and it’s possible this is going to backfire.
Eyeing the fridge, Finn suddenly recalled that was where Jon kept most of his animal medicine. Including pre-filled syringes. I know for sure he keeps tranquilizers here.
Finn abandoned the cupboard, kneeling down in front of the fridge. Alex was rambling on behind him about something, but Finn was single-mindedly focused on trying to locate the medicine before Alex caught on to the diversion.

“Well, is there food in there or not?” Alex demanded. Finn was intentionally blocking Alex’s view of the fridge’s content, his heart racing as he read through the labels in a rush. Atenolol. Enalapril. Ketamine. Ketoprofen. None of these names meant a damn thing to Finn, and he wished, for once, that he had occasionally paid attention when Jon talked about his job. One of these has to be a tranquilizer. Jon uses those a lot, and I swear it started with a K…
When Finn felt Alex kneeling down for a better view, Finn quickly grabbed the syringe marked Ketoprofen. Sliding it under his sleeve, Finn stood, revealing the lack of food. “Guess I was wrong,” Finn said, as Alex leaned in for a closer look.

And then Finn found his moment. Alex’s focus was entirely on the fridge’s contents. Finn sprung to life, pulling the syringe out and stabbing it into the side of Alex’s neck in one fluid motion. In Alex’s shock, the gun fell to a startling clank on the linoleum, and Alex went flying into the cupboard. The vase on top wobbled, then shattered to the floor in a dozen pieces.

Alex stared at him in shock, his hands pressed against in neck. His look quickly switched to rage, as he realized Finn had injected something in him. “You little son of a whore! I was gonna go easy on ya, but now I’m gonna wring your neck!”

Finn did not wait for Alex’s retaliation. He flew into Alex, shoving him hard against the cupboard again, the cabinet trembling at the connection. Alex cursed at him, winded, and Finn threw a punch at his face, wincing as his hand connected and blood flew from Alex’s nose in a long, arcing spray. Finn punched him again, and when Alex sprung back, Finn grabbed Alex by the shoulders and threw him across the room, sending him sailing into the wall with a thud. Alex gripped the bookshelf, wobbling.

“We’re done with this bullshit, Alex,” Finn panted. Why is he still awake? “Are you ready to stop now?”

“Yer gonna rot in hell,” Alex seethed through bloody teeth, and charged Finn. The move was so unexpected Finn did not react in time. The push into the cupboard knocked the wind out of him. Oh, crap. Ketamine is the tranquilizer, not Ketoprofen. Dammit!
“I am not fucking around with you anymore!” Finn raged, and tackled Alex. They both fell to the floor in a mess of jumbled arms and legs, with Finn quickly gaining the upper hand. He had his forearm pressed against Alex’s neck, choking him. “Alex, calm the fuck down!”

To his surprise, Alex went still beneath him. The man’s eyes were wide and wild, studying Finn. As they considered each other, their heated, panting breaths the only sounds between them, Alex’s eyes filled with tears. Unexpectedly, Finn no longer saw a crazed gunman, but simply the sad, old man that Alex was: age spots, thinning hair, and a lifetime of loneliness. This got way out of hand, and he doesn’t know what to do. He’s a lonely old man who got a bug up his ass, and now he’s in over his head.
Finn relaxed his hold, and some of the color returned to Alex’s face. “If I let go, are you going to stay calm?”

Alex nodded ever so slightly. His eyes were large, and remorseful. I almost feel sorry for him. “Okay. I’m letting go…”

Finn’s head filled with stars, and his stomach turned inside out as Alex threw a powerful knee to his groin. He rolled over in pain, struggling to breathe and right himself, but he once again felt the cold steel of the shotgun against the back of his head.

Finn slowly looked up at Alex. The man no longer looked nervous. He no longer seemed the sad, old man with age spots and thinning hair. A wide, blood-filled, clownish smile, spread slowly across his face, and he was every bit the crazed gunman. He played me like a fiddle. Jon was right about him. Holy shit, he was right all along. Oh, god.
“Now, do you take me seriously?” Alex demanded. Finn nodded, realizing, finally, that to do otherwise might be an authorization of his own death warrant.

“Good,” Alex continued. “Because you are going to die tonight, Finnegan St. Andrews.”

 
* * *

47- NICOLAS

 
Nicolas wasn’t sure what he had been expecting, but it wasn’t this. All he could see clearly was snow, forest, and a mass of land. Houses were scattered sparsely along the tiny coastline, with few lights on at this time of night. He could barely make out the dark outlines of the town itself. Above town, a lighthouse beacon seemed to float and twinkle as it turned slowly. The red and white stripes along the tower’s exterior contrasted against the whitewash of the snow, reminding him of a Christmas candy cane.

“How many people live here?” he asked the captain.

“A couple hundred,” the captain responded as he squared them up to the port. “Most o’ the folks live near the center of the island. That’s where the town’s at.”

“But that’s not where we are going,” Nicolas mumbled. Oz had studied the map and tried to roughly sketch their plan of attack as well as two boys from south of the Mason-Dixon line could. The Deschanel home was on the eastern shore, and they were docking on the far west. Between the two points was a large wildlife preserve they would need to cross, but it would be no easy trek. There was over two feet of snow on the ground, and the snowshoes they had bought only seemed like one more hurdle to overcome.

The captain lowered the clunky ladder onto the old pier. It was unsteady, but he insisted on avoiding the main dock. Finding a relatively empty area, he maneuvered in the cruiser.

Their descent was done under the captain’s impatient direction. “Go, go, I need to get back,” the captain urged, his hands gesturing for them to hurry.

“Could be nicer, for the money I paid you,” Nicolas chided, but started to climb down. His feet met the icy dock with a quick slide, but he was able to right himself as he backed away.

“Won’t mean nothin’ to me if I die out here,” he said, pulling the ladder back as soon as Oz’s second foot hit the deck. Oz suddenly stumbled into Nicolas, who shoved him straight into the snow.

“Ass,” Oz complained, as Nicolas helped him to his feet, chuckling. The boat was already departing for the mainland. Oz scrambled to his feet, shouting and waving, slipping across the deck trying to get the captain’s attention.

“What the fuck?” Nicolas asked. “Change of heart?”

Oz stopped yelling long enough to say, “No, dumbass! We need a way to get back to the mainland once we find Ana. A smaller detail that, you know, we might want to work out!”

Nicolas exhaled and stared blankly ahead. It was true, he was never much of a planner. He took vacations on a whim, partied whenever the mood hit, and never remembered important dates. “Oz, stop,” he said finally, when the boat continued on its course. “He won’t help us even if we double the pay.”

Oz sank back against the wooden rail of the dock, deflated. Nicolas thought maybe he was experiencing his first feelings of regret at offering to come along. Coming out for a few days to find Ana was one thing, but knowing they could be there for a very long time seemed to hit them both at once. Nicolas felt guilty anew for bringing Oz along.

“Look, once we find her, I will try to call Jennifer, and maybe she can hook us up again. Doesn’t have to be the same guy,” he consoled Oz. Nicolas was always hopeful. Things had a way of working out. He might suck at planning, but he believed there had to be a solution.

Oz nodded but said nothing. Nicolas didn’t press it. He knew Oz shut down when he was upset, and talking wouldn’t help.

He pulled the map out of Oz’s pocket and spun around to get his bearings. “We need to go east… which is… that way,” he said, pointing to his right, and the opposite direction of the lighthouse.

Oz shoved his hands in his pockets and started walking. Nicolas followed.

 
* * *

48- JONATHAN

 
Jon tried to relax and not think about what was taking Finn so long. There were so many unknowns. Maybe Finn found a way to stay the night, or he might be on his way back. Maybe he had gotten lost in the storm, or had vehicle troubles. The food storage had a code that they all knew in case of emergencies, but what if Finn had forgotten it? So many possible ways for things to go wrong. It was eating Jon up, but he couldn’t pry his mind from the worry.

Walking away from his rocker, in front of the window, he went to clean up around the kitchen, but it was already clean. He tried busying himself around the house in other ways, like checking on his furry patient, but his mind would start to wander no matter the room. Having Ana around made it worse, although he appreciated her outlook on what had happened.

Jon expected Ana to come downstairs, wanting to “talk,” about what happened; to dissect it, break it down…make sense of it. He anxiously awaited the sound of her footsteps on the stairway, even practicing what he might say when she came to him.

But then she had said, hey, look, nothing happened. Jon was relieved at how easy that went, but later he wondered, Was it really that easy to forget?
I should be grateful she was willing to let me off the hook. I knew as soon as I left the room the two of us had nothing beyond our crazy, spontaneous moment in the shower.
Jon couldn’t help having a bruised ego. He’d feel differently if he had been the one to lay it out clearly for her instead. He looked forward to telling her, gently, that he wasn’t interested. She was a nice girl but he wasn’t looking for anything serious. It was hard to imagine the courage he would need to say those things, but that’s what people usually did in these situations, right?

In retrospect, it wasn’t a surprise to him that Ana let him off the hook. She really does like Finn. Enough that she panicked at the thought of losing him, even this early along.
What was a surprise, though? Jon’s jealousy. His mind betrayed him, recalling the feeling of her wet, soft bottom in his hands; the way her cheeks filled his palms; how, when he squeezed her hips, they responded by lifting higher, her long arms winding around his neck and down his back.

Jonathan shivered. Stop. It’s just been awhile. And she’s not hard on the eyes.
Resigned that any distraction he tried to concoct was not going to be sufficient, he headed back to his rocker. Ana was sitting in it now, gazing out the bay window, into the glowing darkness of snow and sea.

He wanted to ask her to move. To tell her that was his rocker, and he always sat there. He needed to sit there. But talking was harder than adjusting, so he gritted his teeth and pulled up the other rocker.

Ana didn’t say anything when he sat down. She was lost in her own thoughts. He relaxed a bit as he sat next to her and let his thoughts take over. Not even Finn was capable of sharing this kind of solitude with him. Only Ana would understand the way for people like them to experience true closeness and comfort was to do exactly what they were doing… losing themselves, together, in the place they each felt safest.

This disturbed Jon, but it also aroused another sensation within him that he had not felt in many years. Rather than dwell in that dangerous territory, he focused on what should be his first concern.

Finn, where are you?
 
* * *

49- NICOLAS

 
Nicolas was not the outdoors type. He was fine at a party, or on a yacht, or doing something wild and interesting. He didn’t mind the heat, if he was on a nude beach in the south of France. He didn’t mind the cold if he was skiing in the Swiss Alps. No one had to tell Nicolas how lucky he was to be born into such wealth that he’d never have to labor a day in his life. But while it was no surprise to him he didn’t enjoy their trek through the snowy island, it caught him off-guard how badly out of shape he apparently was.

Oz was still grumpy, but cruising right along. He was a distance runner, so his heart and lungs were well equipped for the grueling slog through knee-deep snow that threatened to bring Nicolas to his knees. Every few feet, Nicolas had to stop, leaning up against a tree, and catch his breath. Oz, several paces ahead, would patiently stop as well, doing so without turning around or saying a word. He’s mad at me. He’s mostly mad at himself, but he’s disappointed in me for being such a slack-ass when it came to planning. The best way Nicolas knew to make it up to him was to ensure they met their goal, found Ana, and brought her home. That would appeal to Oz’s tragic hero complex. When it was all over, and they told the story to the family back home, he would even highlight Oz’s quick thinking and military-like prowess in unfamiliar territory. He chuckled to himself.

“I’m glad you find your thirty-year old ass panting and clutching a tree funny,” Oz said without turning. They were his first words since Nicolas had stopped him from nearly throwing himself into the freezing waters flagging the captain back.

“What else could it be?” Nicolas panted.

“Embarrassing?”

“Sexy?”

“False.”

They continued on. Occasionally they would see lights from houses, but they were further inland, and the house they wanted was on the shore. They trudged through the snow, every step a new effort, every breath wreaking havoc on their lungs. Even with the expensive winter gear they had bought in Portland, Nicolas felt completely exposed.

Eventually they came to an outcropping, where three houses sat. The space between them was enough for a football field each, but they were the only neighbors each other had for quite a distance, if the captain’s sorely deficient drawing was correct.

“Ana’s house is the middle one, according to this map,” Oz noted. The house on the left, closest to them, had several lights on. The one on the far right had only a small porch light lit. The Deschanel home was dark as night.

Nicolas’ heart was thumping even faster now. He worried about the lights being off, but it was the middle of the night…

The cliffs were treacherous. Snow obscured any hint of where the road might be, so the men took the only route available: an arduous climb down to the shore. They passed the first house, where the ocean had cleared a graveled path. This course forced them back up the craggy demarcation in several places due to the way rocks created natural jetties out into the frigid north Atlantic water. Oz kept looking back to make sure Nicolas was keeping up. Nicolas felt no shame for being out of shape, but he would have felt like an idiot if he fell to his death because he couldn’t handle a basic, albeit slippery, climb.

Oz urged them toward the house. “If nothing else, it’s warmth until we can figure things out,” Oz said. Nicolas realized Oz did not expect to find her at the house. Neither do I, he grudgingly admitted to himself.
The door was unlocked, so they let themselves in. The house was nearly as cold inside as the outside had been. Nicolas’ breath appeared in front of him. There was a sour smell, like something old and forgotten. “She’s not here,” he finally allowed himself to admit, before they had even looked around. If they searched the house, they wouldn’t find her.

“Hasn’t been for a long time,” Oz concurred. He held out a glass of curdled milk. “Found the smell.”

Where did you go Ana? Her light blue cardigan was draped over a chair at the kitchen table and he held it, smelling her. If something had happened to her, he would know it. He’d feel it. But I do feel it, that’s why I’m here.
“I think we should try the neighbors,” Oz suggested finally. He eyed Nicolas clutching the sweater and Nicolas put it down.

“Which ones?”

“The ones whose property we already passed through,” Oz said. “There were lights on all over the house. We could try the other neighbors, but they only had the porch light on, and it’s the middle of the night. I say we start with the ones who are awake.”

“Three in the morning,” Nicolas said. “What do you think is going on next door at this hour? Key party?”

“That would be the lamest key party ever. No one can drive.”

Thank god he’s joking back. I didn’t realize until now that I can’t do this without him. “The house is big enough. Maybe they can pretend,” he quipped. Eyeing Ana’s kitchen wistfully, Nicolas conceded, “I could really use some coffee right about now, but I guess we should head over and introduce ourselves.”

“Wait. Before we go over there, there’s something I need to tell you,” Oz said.

Nicolas already had his hand on the door. “Seriously? There’s nothing about you that would surprise me anymore, Ozzy, so can we get on with finding Ana?”

But Oz’s face was not playful. His eyes had the same wild, faraway look they had when he’d come over for that weird visit, and the color built up from their snowy exercise had completely drained from his face. “No… I should have told you this before we came to Maine, but I didn’t know how and, well, I don’t know what’s going to happen next door, and what this night has in store for us. I can’t hang on to this anymore. It’s eating me up, and I have to get it off my chest.”

Nicolas did not like the sound of Oz’s words, or the look on his face. The last time Oz had looked so pained was when Adrienne went missing all those years ago. “Say it, then.”

Oz motioned for him to sit, but Nicolas shook his head. “Spit it out so we can get going.”

Then Oz took a breath and started talking. He had always rambled when he was nervous, and he did so now, fumbling through the first part of his story and losing Nicolas entirely. It wasn’t until Ana’s name came up that Nicolas perked up.

“What does Ana have to do with anything?”

“I know why she came to Maine,” Oz said with a weary sigh.

“We all do, Ozzy. She’s fucked-up, has daddy issues, and needed a break. Can we go now?”

Oz was chewing on his lower lip and looking toward the spoiled milk glass on the counter. “She came to Maine because… we had a thing.”

Nicolas didn’t catch what Oz said at first because he was waiting for another long, rambling story. But when Oz stopped there, Nicolas processed his words. We had a thing.
“What the fuck does that mean? You had a thing?” Nicolas demanded.

“We slept together. Had sex,” Oz attempted to clarify. “It was only one time—”

“You had sex with Ana? Recently?” Nicolas repeated. There was no way he heard that correctly. Ana would never do that. Not to Adrienne… not to him.
“Yes,” Oz confirmed, in a low voice barely above a whisper. “Not long before she left.”

“Shut the fuck up and tell me you are not serious!” Nicolas kicked the chair he was leaning on across the room. “Tell me you are fucking kidding, Ozzy, tell me this is a joke…”

But Oz did not have to say a word. The truth was written all over his face. I need to get away, Ana had said, quickly. Too quickly.
Nicolas’ body was pulsing with rage. He paced behind Oz, processing, thinking. Oz and Ana… no, it could not be. It cannot be. She would never do that. She would never sleep with my best friend; my married best friend. Her cousin’s husband. My heart.
Nicolas knew this was different than those men in the Quarter. She told me about those. She was ashamed of them, but not so ashamed that she’d keep it from me. All this time, she had said nothing. She betrayed not even a glimpse of her real reason for going away, leaving him wondering if he was the problem. I am such a fool.
Oz stood up and tried to put a hand on his shoulder, but Nicolas shoved him into the counter. “Stay the fuck away from me.”

“You have no idea how hard this has been—” Oz was saying, and those words put Nicolas over the edge. His hand was already in a fist, and, without any thought or planning, he pulled his arm back and swung as hard as he could. His fist connected with Oz’s face so hard he thought he might have broken his hand. Oz flew back into the counter again, then crumpled to the kitchen floor.

Oz was clutching his bloody face in the corner, and Nicolas felt a small, cold satisfaction in seeing his pain. Oz was always the good guy; the martyr. He was the self-sacrificing masochist who everyone felt so bad for. This put Oz in a new light. Oz could use any excuse in the world for his behavior, but it was unforgivable to Nicolas, and he no longer felt that old, aching sympathy for his best friend. Anyone but Ana, Oz.
“I don’t know what I was thinking, Nic,” Oz pleaded for understanding. “The whole night was a blur, and I felt horrible afterward.”

“Oh, my heart fucking cries out for you, Oz! Life has been so unfair to you, gifting you with a beautiful wife and two awesome fucking kids!”

Oz shook his head, still clutching his nose. He had pulled a towel off the counter and was trying to stop the bleeding. “You’re my best friend Nic. I didn’t do it to hurt you, or her, or Adrienne, or anyone—”

“That is such bullshit, Oz! You knew how this would make me feel!”

“You mean Adrienne, right Nic? You mean, how it would make Adrienne feel?” Oz’s words, though timid and searching, felt like an accusation. He has no right to judge me, the stupid, selfish prick.
“Stop fucking talking!”

“It was a mistake, and I wish I could take it back. But I can’t.”

“You made this choice, Colin. YOU. You are not the victim,” Nicolas said, as calmly as he could manage. He reached his hand out to Oz, who looked up in surprise. “I’m not going to throw you across the room, though you deserve it.”

Oz warily took his hand, and Nicolas pulled him to his feet. Oz looked pathetic, the blood dripping down his broken nose only made Nicolas want to hit him again. Fuck you.
“I’m sorry—” Oz started to say, but Nicolas lifted his fist, warning him to stop. Not now. I can’t do this now, or I am going to completely fucking lose my ever-fucking mind.
“You’re a worthless excuse for a human being Oz, and when this is all over, you can go fuck yourself,” Nicolas said. “But, right now, we need to help Ana. We owe it to her. You really owe it to her. So, we’re both going to suck it up and finish this.”

 
* * *

50- ANA

 
Ana was the first one to see the headlights wash over the front window and alight the living room.

Jonathan was reading a medical journal. He’d shown Ana Finn's book piles and invited her to pick out whatever she wanted. She chose Anna Karenina, but she had read the book a dozen times, so her mind wandered before she made it through a paragraph. She was anxious for Finn’s return, worried he might have run into trouble, and then further worried about what would happen when he did come home.

She would not be able to come out and show what she was feeling inside. When had she ever? She only knew she wanted to see him. Her betrayal with Jon still burned inside her, but Jon wanted to forget it even more than she did. The secret would die with both of them most likely. And even so, it was hardly a betrayal when she and Finn did not have a relationship yet. Yes, but I know that’s not how he’d see it. Or how I see it, or I wouldn’t be spending this much time worrying.
Ana had so many regrets that were piling up. She no longer knew which of them was the worst. Her mind was heavy with images of random moments. Finn’s surprised smile after she healed him. Jon’s wide-eyed panic when she awoke in his house. Oz’s face when he realized what a horrible mistake they had made. And then there is Nicolas. What face will he make when he learns about all the things I’ve hidden from him?
Her thoughts were interrupted by something entirely unexpected. “Jon,” she whispered. She didn’t have to point; the headlamps were so bright that by the time the vehicle turned to face the house head-on, the entire room was glowing like full daylight.

Ana set her book aside and jumped out of her seat, but Jon’s hand clamped down firm on her arm before she could go any further.

“Something’s wrong,” Jon said. His voice was deep, and hollow.

She wrenched her arm free, but stayed by his side. “Why? He’s home.”

Jon shook his head, and slowly stood. “Look inside the cabin. There are two heads, not one.”

Ana squinted and finally saw what he was looking at. “What…” She swallowed. “Maybe he found someone from town, stranded.” His silence told her that he didn’t believe whoever was in Finn’s passenger seat was some poor stranded local. She could not wrap her mind around what kind of danger he could possibly bring back, though. This island was full of people Finn had known his whole life, and it was closed to everyone else.

They stood together, unmoving, watching in slow motion as the vehicle inched closer to the house. The approach felt like an eternity.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“I want you to go upstairs,” Jon said, slowly. “And stay up there.” He moved from her side and went to a cupboard in the kitchen, with Ana on his heels. He pulled out a small box, and inside was a handgun. She could not tell what kind, as she knew nothing about guns.

“No,” she said. Her eyes were fixated on the gun. She had only ever fired one once, when she was much younger. Her father, seeing how much it bothered her, never took her to the range again. “I don’t understand what has you so worked up Jon, but I’m not leaving.”

“Please,” Jon pleaded.

“I don’t understand what is going on in your head!” Her mind held thousands of words swimming around that she wanted to say, needed to say, but all that emerged was nonsense.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” Jon chanted and Ana saw he was trembling. The gun was bobbing up and down in his hand. She wanted to reach over and steady it, but she was afraid, and so she watched it continue to bounce around. Hell, she wondered if Jon even knew if it was loaded, or cocked, or whatever the terminology was that made the damn thing ready to fire.

If it does go off? It’s not like I can save anyone except myself, maybe.
They stood like that in a deadlock until the sound of the rumbling engine faded, followed by the small cab doors opening and shutting. Feet crunching in the snow. Two pairs. She saw sweat beading at Jon’s brow.

Ana scanned the kitchen, looking for anything to defend herself with. She pulled the largest knife out of the block. Could she actually stab someone with it? She highly doubted it, but she felt more secure holding something. Who is going to come through that door? For the love of god, this is terrifying and I don’t even know what to be afraid of.
Their hearts jumped in unison at the sound of the back door opening. Two voices argued, loudly. Jon opened his mouth, then stopped, and put his finger to his lips as he met Ana’s gaze. No shit.
“We’ll bring the food in later. Go,” she heard a very familiar voice say as a man stumbled forward onto the linoleum in the next room. His wet boots squeaked and the sound was piercing in her heightened state.

She knew that voice. “Alex,” she whispered, quietly enough that only Jon could hear. He didn’t show surprise. That concerned her almost as much as whatever danger they were in. What the hell is going on?
Seconds ticked by painfully. Their shadows fell over the kitchen before she saw them emerge, and she heard a small click beside her as Jon raised the gun. I guess that means it’s ready. Is this how things happen in real life?
Finn stepped into the room first, Alex quickly behind him. Ana’s eyes fell on his gun, which was significantly larger than the gun Jon was holding out in front of him. Jon’s trembling had intensified, his arms now shaking so violently she thought he might fire by accident. He has no idea what he’s doing any more than I do, except he somehow isn’t surprised to see my friendly overseer with a gun to his brother’s head.
“Jon,” Alex greeted. He was almost as nervous and fidgety as Jon. “Ana,” he then said as he finally noticed her. There was relief in his voice. “Thank God.”

“Alex, what is going on?” She surveyed the situation again, taking it all in. She still had the knife clutched firmly in her hand, but it was at her side. Jon was to her left, the gun out in front of him, still shaking. Alex was standing behind Finn with his gun trained on Finn, the snow melting and pooling beneath them. Alex was nervous, but he looked far more resolved about what he was doing than Jon did.

And Finn… his cheeks were flushed, and the snow ran down his bruised, bloody face. My god, what happened to you? His eyes were heavy, with exhaustion, but it was still evident he was happy to see her.

“I’ve come to get you out of here,” Alex announced. There were no sounds in the house except the dripping of melting snow and the occasional gasping breath from one of them. “To rescue you.”

“Rescue me?” She laughed, and the hand holding the knife relaxed. She almost cried with relief. This was all a misunderstanding! Alex and Jon could put down their guns, and they could bring in the food and all would be well. “Alex, you can put the gun down. These two saved my life!”

But Alex didn’t put the gun down. Nor did Jon. Finn’s face remained unchanged. What is it these two know about this situation that I don’t?
“Stockholm Syndrome,” Alex sighed, shaking his head. “I saw a special about it on Dateline.” He shoved Finn forward into the kitchen, forcing her to step out of the way as they both came further into the light.

“Alex, I don’t have Stockholm Syndrome. When I say they saved me, I mean they literally saved my life. They found me in the snow outside after I fell and hit my head. I would have died if not for them.” She lifted her hair back to show the wound, but then remembered with a start it was mostly healed. There was only a light scar where there should have been a nasty, healing wound.

“You poor girl,” he said. “It’s worse than I thought.”

Ana wanted to scream in frustration. How could he think these two would hurt her? Jon was grumpy, but his job was to heal others, and Finn was the kindest person she had met on the island. I would have described Alex that way too, but apparently I would have been very wrong.
Neither Finn nor Jon said a word. Was Alex insane? Did he normally do these kinds of things? He had always been so kind, and helpful to her, but clearly neither brother was surprised he had snapped. Finn was frozen in place, and Jon’s hand continued to shake, his face impassive.

Ana took a very wary step forward. Jon hissed at her to step back, but she ignored him. “Alex, please. I appreciate that you were worried for me, but there’s nothing going on here that need concern you.” She put up her hand with the butcher knife. “Would they let me have this if they were hurting me?”

Alex flinched and the gun shifted. Finn’s face tightened and he squeezed his eyes shut. Sorry. “False sense of security, child. Notice they didn’t give you the gun?” he remarked, nodding toward Jon.

“I wouldn’t even know how to use one if they did,” she argued. “This is ridiculous, Alex! I’m telling you, I’m fine!”

“No, my sweet child, you are not fine. You are not fine at all.” His eyes were boring holes in her, and she realized there was something else different about him. He’s speaking so succinctly now. His voice is confident and his words are clear.
Finn spoke up. “Alex, I told you earlier that you should figure out what it is you mean to do with us. You don’t want to hear what we have to say, so I think maybe you need to do what you came to do.” His voice sounded far steadier than his face looked. She realized he had to weather an entire ride back with this man. And more, she thought, eyeing his battered face.

Jon tensed beside her. Her head was spinning. This is it. Finn invited him to kill us. What if he does? What if he is a remorseless killer? What if he’s not here to save me, but kill us all? What if he kills one of the brothers? Will I have to stand there and watch them bleed to death on the floor, unable to do anything?
Nicolas, I want Nicolas.
 
* * *

51- ALEX

 
You had the balls to start this Wexie Wooooo. You better find the balls to finish it.

No, I was doing the right thing. I didn’t set out to hurt anyone.

Stupid, idiot, weak boy. When you put a gun to someone’s head, someone has to die. You saying you’re ready to die?

No. No one has to die. I will just take Ana and leave.

And go where prissy boy? Laughter. The second you head out the door, they will be after you. Did ya forget the snow around you, and the fact that the only vehicle available is something a pansy little shit like you don’t even know how to drive?

So what do I do then? Shoot them both?

Do you see another way out of this, you worthless little shit? She’s sympathizing with the two men who have been keeping her hostage, and she ain’t gonna leave willingly. They not only have a gun but it’s out, in that sissy vet’s hands, probably loaded. Finn is a strong kid... would have made a finer son than you. You won’t get two steps before one or both of them takes you down, if you try to flee with her. Notice who her knife is pointing at now? That ungrateful little bitch would kill you too if she had the chance...

The light in the room was blinding him. Everything was flowing in and out of focus with his heartbeats, each thump causing the room to wash in bright light. Ana was breathing heavily, and yes, the knife was now aimed at someone: him. Jon and Finn were saying something, but Alex wasn’t listening. He needed silence to think and they wouldn’t shut up…

“Alex, put down the gun.” Ana was talking to him now. In his mind, he heard the girls laughing at him. All of them. When he had asked them out, and then when he had actually been trying to do right by them.

Carla Edgewater. He loved her. He followed her, everywhere. He wanted to learn her patterns and her likes so he could know more about her, so he could surprise her. He knew she liked cherry cola from the soda fountain, and that she listened to classical music when no one was watching, dancing to it in her room by moonlight. He knew that once he came to her and told her all he had learned, she would see what a devoted boyfriend he could be. Did it matter he was almost twenty years her senior? She would see how much he adored her, and how he would do anything to please her. How observant he was. She would forget about that cad Lionel Shepherd.

That night he had followed her all the way up to the lighthouse. I’ll tell her now. She’s alone and the stars are so beautiful tonight. Then he had shown up, and ruined it. Alex watched as Lionel pushed her clothes aside, and Carla was moaning, in pain, lying back against the steel grates with her legs spread as Lionel went to violate her. Alex had come up behind them at just the right moment and shoved Lionel off the edge, between a gap in the railing. Lionel tipped right over, and as he did, his face rolled upward and he looked confused for a moment. That look froze on his face forever as he smashed into the rocks below.

Carla started screaming then, and wouldn’t stop. She was backing away from him across the deck, her canary yellow sweater unbuttoned, her breasts bouncing in the cold air. Her skirt was still hiked up, and he could see her lady parts in between the soft white skin of legs and her knee socks. Alex could hardly hear her cries above the fierce whipping of the wind. He kept saying It’s okay, I’m here for you! but that made her scream more and more and more until Alex’s head swam with a blinding light and his heartbeat was throwing everything into whitewash. Minutes later, when Alex could feel his heartbeat slowing again, and the world come back into focus, he first saw the empty deck before him, then felt the ache creeping into his fists. Peering over the edge, he finally saw what remained of Carla Edgewater’s broken, twisted body. It lay next to Lionel’s, the corpse bride and groom.

Alex had run then, and kept running until he was far enough away. Once he found a safe place, he cried and cried, rocking himself in the comfort he remembered from his mother before she had given up on helping herself. Why did Carla have to go and do that? Why did she not understand how much he loved her? He had saved her from Lionel’s pawing, and she had taken the side of the person who had been trying to hurt her. He only wanted to dance with her to classical music by moonlight. How could she turn on him?

He could not save someone who did not wish to be saved, but he could at least save her from herself. Carla was in a better place now, where God could teach her the lessons in kindness and love that she had been unwilling to learn from Alex.

She was just like Alex’s mother, and he had set them both free.

Then there had been the girl in the bar, Sandra Finnerty, and that widow from church, Emily Caldwell. Alex wanted so badly to go to the funerals of these women and tell the family he had tried. Lord Almighty above, how he had tried. No one could say Alex Whitman had not tried.

As he had tried when Ana fell into his charge. She was alone, new to the island, and such a nice girl. Unlike the other girls, he saw himself more as her custodian than her protective lover. But it hadn’t taken long at all before he felt that familiar throbbing in his temples, the blinding white, and the feeling—that insistence—that this was another one he needed to help. No one but him could do it. The system would fail her just like it had failed his mother, and the other women, and that knowledge burned deep within his soul. He had accepted his calling a long time ago, even if the price was sometimes a cross too heavy to bear.

Ana was still pleading with him to stop, to leave them alone. Just like Carla. Just like Sandra. Like Emily. Like mother...

 
* * *

52- OZ

 
Oz had known from the beginning he would have to tell Nicolas about the situation with Ana. He had also known that Nicolas would not be happy about it. But he had not expected the rage. And he definitely hadn’t expected the broken nose. Oz had somehow managed to go his whole life without ever being punched in the face. Now he could say with certainty that it hurt like hell.

He had never seen Nicolas so angry, but it was that moment of calm, before they left the house, that stuck with Oz. We’re going to suck it up and finish this.
There were a thousand things Oz wanted to say to Nicolas—a thousand apologies, a thousand explanations—but Oz knew this was not like other arguments they had over the years, where Nicolas would pout or throw a fit and ignore him for a few hours. Nicolas had very calmly called Oz a worthless human being, and then pulled himself together so that he was more calm, and rational, than Oz had ever seen him. We owe it to her. You really owe it to her.
This isn’t only about Ana. Nicolas needs me. He’s never needed me before, but he’s always been there when I needed him.
When Adrienne went missing, Oz cut Nicolas out of his life. The one person who had supported him in this was also the one person he could not bear to face upon losing everything. Although they reconnected when Adrienne returned, there was always a part of their bond that had never truly repaired. Oz wasn’t even sure if it needed to be, or if it was like a ring in a tree trunk; one event or step in their long lives and long friendship. He owed something big to Nicolas, some gesture to even the score. Nicolas did not hold a grudge, but Oz felt the burden of a debt unpaid. He might hold a grudge this time.
And then there was Adrienne. Nicolas joked that Oz had a hero complex that simply must be satisfied, but the jab had some truth to it, didn’t it? In Adrienne, he had always seen a damsel in distress. She had been a woman trapped in a girl’s body, with the mind of a genius and the aspirations of a prodigy. He wanted to remove her from the world she had grown up in and show her the bigger world she so desired. His goal was always simply to love her as she deserved to be loved. But how much of that was real and how much of it had he created to exonerate himself from being in love with a teenage girl when he was a man grown?

Yet, Nicolas’ rage had not been for his wronged sister. You mean Adrienne, right Nic? Oz had challenged, but he dared say no more. Oz had always wondered about the deeper nature of Nicolas’ feelings for his cousin, but he had never, ever spoken a word about it. Maybe he truly doesn’t know.
Oz had to fix this for his friend, like Nicolas had helped him fix things. It would be the only way Oz could forgive himself, for both his treatment of Nicolas and his treatment of Ana. He may never forgive me, but I love him as a brother, and I will make this right, somehow.
He had a sinking feeling that Ana was not okay, and they were already too late.

 
 
They were standing outside the neighbor’s large house, near the kitchen. It faced east, toward Ana’s, and had several very large windows, through which Oz could see figures moving around.

“Stop,” Oz said and put his arm out. “Look.”

They both looked, and what they saw left them speechless. Ana was standing in the middle of the floor, holding a knife out toward a man who was holding a shotgun to another man’s head. Aimed at the man with a shotgun was another man holding out a handgun.

“Is this real?” Nicolas asked.

“It’s some sort of Mexican standoff,” Oz noted, trying to make sense of the scene before them.

Oz heard the questions neither of them was voicing. What do we do? Do we go in there and try to take them down? Do we try to get ahold of the authorities, even though the roads are down? Do we sneak in, or go in loud? Do we stand here with our mouths gaping open?
“At least she is alive,” Oz said finally. He started to put his hand on Nicolas’ shoulder, and then stopped. “I don’t know what to do. We aren’t armed, and we have no idea what this situation is. It doesn’t look good. I can only presume the man with the shotgun is not a good guy, since both Ana and another dude have weapons aimed at him. But who is that other guy with a gun? What is his story? Who knows who any of them are? If we storm in there, we might get someone killed. Maybe even Ana.” And did we arrive in time, or too late?
Nicolas nodded, and reached into his backpack. He pulled out a handgun, and as Oz was formulating how to ask where he got it, Nicolas volunteered the information. “I bought it in town.”

“Aren’t there waiting periods for these things?”

“Not when you do it my way.”

Oz sighed. He wasn’t sure if he felt safer, or more concerned with Nicolas packing heat. “Do you even know how to use it?”

Nicolas reached for Oz’s gloved hand, opened it, and placed the gun in his palm. “No, but I know you do.”

Oz turned it over in his hand. “We need a plan. If we barge in there, things could get very crazy, very fast,” he said warily. He felt like he was on pins and needles with Nicolas; that whatever conversation they were having on the surface, there was a larger one brewing beneath.

“We need the element of surprise,” Nicolas agreed thoughtfully. Oz wasn’t sure if Nicolas really understood the gravity of the situation.

“We can’t go in there and subdue them with witty banter. What is more likely to happen is that we go in, chaos ensues, weapons start firing randomly, and someone, or a few someones, get hurt.”

“I know,” Nicolas snapped. He’s doing his best to keep it together, but he would love to hit me again. “I actually have an idea that I think will work.”

“I’m all ears.”

“We don’t barge in. We go in politely.”

“Excuse me?”

“We get invited in. As a guest.” Oz was still confused. “Oz, we knock on the damn door.”

Oz laughed; it was a nervous laugh, and one that he feared might get him decked again, but it was genuine. “You ass, that might actually work.”

 
* * *

53- JONATHAN

 
Jonathan was indifferent about his existence. He had never thought about life as a choice, merely something that happened, or didn’t.

He found himself thinking about this very thing as he stood in the room, on the verge of catastrophe, with the only people in his life that mattered. Before, he would have only put Finn on that list, but watching the brave, quiet girl face up against Alex with only a knife clutched in her hand, he realized he cared about her, too. If something happened to her tonight, it would affect him. He would feel a lot more than indifference.

For all of the things Jon tried not to care about, most of them did actually matter to him. His home, his job, and even the other islanders. He may never be at the point where he embraced them, but he couldn’t pretend anymore that they didn’t matter.

Even with a gun in his hand, he felt emasculated. Finn had to feel even worse. He was afraid to use the handgun because Alex’s shotgun was still pointed at Finn, and Jon was frozen with the fear that Alex might actually shoot his little brother. He couldn’t live with being the cause of Finn being shot. He realized, in increasing panic, that inaction might cause the same result.

Jon couldn’t follow what was happening anymore. Ana was trying to reason with Alex, who actually started to look crazier by the minute. Jon was attempting to make eye contact with Finn, to try and form some kind of a plan, but even when their eyes met, neither could process anything except confusion. Then Finn was talking over Ana, and Alex started talking, and it was all a mess of words and fear.

During the whole encounter, Alex had looked at no one but Ana. He was studying her, and then at times, it was like he was seeing right through her. His eyes were frantic and his words stumbling, but his face was perfectly stoic and focused on her; crazy, but focused. Jonathan was almost glad he could not read his thoughts, but as he watched Alex, the more worried he became this situation might move beyond what any of them could handle. Jonathan noted Alex’s hands were shaking less.

Finn was watching Ana with desperation. He really does care for her, Jonathan realized. He could almost understand.

“Alex, please, this is all a misunderstanding,” Ana was still pleading. Her words were useless with Alex, and Jon wanted to say, Can’t you see it’s not working? He’s insane.
And then, the strangest thing happened. “Is that the doorbell?” Finn was the first to voice it. His voice was drowned out by the loud barking of Angus, who had padded into the kitchen to announce the visitor. Alex pointed the gun at the dog for a moment and then quickly put it back on Finn, deciding that the drooling canine wasn’t a threat.

“I don’t know... at this hour…” Jon left the rest unspoken. They were all confused.

The doorbell rang again. Angus continued to bark, and now Mr. Jenkins had joined him, chiming in. “Alex, I think we should answer it,” Jonathan suggested He asked his permission, as he had read somewhere that if you were ever taken hostage, you should treat your captor like they were in charge.

Alex nodded, clearly glad to be the one making the decision. “Jon, you go answer it. I will stay here.” He nodded at Ana and Finn. “My insurance. So no funny business. Get rid of whoever it is.”

Jonathan took a deep, calming breath and went to the door. When he answered it, standing before him were two young men that were completely unfamiliar to him. They’re not from Summer Island. One of them was holding a handgun, his face covered in blood. Jon’s medically trained mind was unable to resist identifying a crooked and swollen nose, clearly the source of the blood. The other man put his finger to his lips. If they’re not from Summer Island, how did they get here?
Jonathan stared at them, wide-eyed. He couldn’t stop looking at the man with the bloody face. While he held the gun with a sense of purpose, Jon wondered if the man even knew his nose was broken. It was pointing slightly to the left. An ice pack to reduce swelling, then a simple tug and snap should right it. No visible contusions. Did he fall on the rocks like Ana?
He would have to do or say something soon, as Alex might wonder what was going on. Jonathan wouldn’t know what to say even if Alex asked for an explanation. He wasn’t entirely sure that he wasn’t imagining the whole thing. Hallucinations wouldn’t be the weirdest thing to happen to me tonight. I bet that guy’s nose hurts.
“Where is Ana?” the one without the gun whispered, low enough only the three of them could hear.

“Who the hell are you?” Jon whispered back, quickly.

“Here to help. Pretend we are a neighbor.”

Jon had to think fast. “Oh, Mrs. Auslander, what brings you all the way over here in the middle of the night?” Jonathan said loudly, so Alex could hear.

“We don’t have time,” the one with the gun and broken nose asserted, followed with a short, tender sounding snuffle. “Is the one with the shotgun dangerous?”

Jonathan nodded, and at the same time realized he trusted them. Wherever they had come from, they had come to help. This might be the moment that would turn the tide in their favor. He quickly offered his gun over to show he was not going to harm them, but they both shook their heads.

“Hurry up!” Alex shouted from the kitchen. “We need to finish our… card game.”

“Pretend to get rid of your neighbor, and then we are going to come in quietly,” the black-haired one with the gun and broken nose directed in a voice that, while very low, was not lacking in authority.

“You’re so kind, Gertrude, we will make sure to bring back your pie dish as soon as the weather clears. Now get back home and get warm!” Jon scolded the invisible neighbor, good-naturedly. The one with the gun shook his head and sighed, but Jonathan didn’t have time to ask him why.

The two men hurried in quietly, and Jonathan closed the door. They gestured for him to return to the kitchen. Jonathan felt a surge of hopeful energy. He had no idea who these men could be or why they were here, but he trusted they would be able to help.

When he returned, he realized suddenly why the man had been shaking his head.

“Where’s the pie?” Alex asked, calmly.

That’s when the first shot was fired.

 
* * *

54- NICOLAS

 
Nicolas stared at Oz in grudging, bemused amazement. When Oz accepted the gun from him, a change came over him. He put on his game face, is what Nicolas would have said if the situation hadn’t been so difficult, and his fear for Ana not so tangible.

Oz had taken complete control of the situation. He handled the front door instructions like a professional, and without any hesitation. The man at the door was in awe as well, and clearly in need of someone to take over. He trusted Oz right from the start, for no other reason than how confident Oz had seemed. Dude, you were totally like The Wolf from Pulp Fiction, Nicolas would have said to Oz later, if Oz had not completely betrayed him.

Even Nicolas immediately understood the problem with the pie excuse. He didn’t blame the nervous guy with the pistol, though. Everything had happened so fast. They had no time to plan, or even really think things through, so they’d have to make the best of it. Resigned, he knew things were going to start moving, and fast.

“Where’s the pie?” he heard a voice from the kitchen. Everything came together. Alex Whitman. The calls, the wild goose chase. Alex Fucking Whitman.

That’s when Oz fired a shot, into the air. The blast was deafening, and Nicolas crouched, covering his head, as pieces of the ceiling sprinkled down over him. He had not been expecting it. There was a commotion in the kitchen as they tried to figure out what was happening. A dog started barking, loud and deep, repetitive woofs adding to the general bedlam. Then, suddenly, there were two dogs, creating a dysfunctional melody of noise.

Oz’s face was neutral but Nicolas could see him trembling and his breathing, while not fast, was deep and heavy.

“Dude,” Nicolas whispered, panting.

“Yeah,” Oz whispered back, and Nicolas was relieved to feel a piece of the old Oz back, no matter what the circumstances were.

He followed Oz into the kitchen, apprehensive but committed. The wheels were in motion and there was no slowing them down now.

The man with the shotgun—who Nicolas now knew to be Alex Whitman—had one hand on the back of the neck of another man who was on his knees, Alex’s other hand still holding the shotgun. Ana was screaming, waving the knife out in front of her toward Alex. The man who greeted them at the door was gesturing at Alex with his gun. Alex threatened Ana and the man with the gun, forcing them to back off.

“Anasofiya,” Nicolas calmly interrupted the chaos. When she turned, her face reflected her shock. Her lower jaw trembled and the knife slipped out of her hand and crashed to the floor

“Nicolas?” she whispered, her voice childlike. She loves me. She needs me. I know she does. His heart felt like jelly. He wanted to rush to her side, but that could end badly for one or both of them. Alex looked ready to snap.

“I’m here, Muffins,” he soothed, trying to sound reassuring when all he could feel was uncertainty, fear, and a good measure of anger. He wasn’t thinking about her betrayal, or the secrets she had kept. “I said I’d always be here when you needed me.”

Ana gaped at him, lips slightly parted. She started to cry. Nicolas couldn’t imagine what she had been going through. The blonde guy on the floor was eyeing them both oddly, and a new kind of understanding came over Nicolas. Another secret? Oh, he is so not your type, Muffins.
“Nicolas Deschanel,” Alex said, looking up from the man he had been holding at gunpoint. “I have all sorts of questions for you about how you managed to get on to the island, but this hardly seems the right time for them.” Alex’s voice was clear and commanding. All of the country dialect was gone. This was a man in control.

“Hardly,” Nicolas agreed, the anger bubbling up to the top of his jumbled emotions. Uncle Augustus had trusted Alex Whitman first to be their overseer, and then to care for Ana as she ventured out on her own. He had lied to Nicolas on the phone. “What is it you want Alex? Money? I have endless amounts. Say a figure, and it’s yours.”

Alex laughed, and the guy on the floor flinched as the gun shifted rhythmically at his neck. “What is it with rich people offering others money to solve a problem? Is everything about money with you people? I don’t want your money. It’s probably tainted anyway, so it would taint me too. There’s nothing you could give me that I would want. None of you,” he looked around the room.

“Then tell us what it is you do want,” Oz interjected, evenly.

Alex took the hand that was on the guy’s neck and pointed at Ana. “I came for her. I was rescuing her from these two.”

Ana shook her head frantically. “Don’t listen to him, he is crazy! Finn and Jonathan have not touched me,” she said and then blushed, as if that were only partly true. He looked over at the guy on the floor. I thought you came out here to escape this, Ana?
Jonathan spoke up. “Stop trying, Ana, there is no reasoning with him. He’s lost his mind.”

“Stockholm Syndrome,” Alex said airily. Ana’s hands were balled into fists.

“Well, then that makes everything simple,” Oz said, resuming command. “We’re here now, so you are welcome to leave and we can take over.”

Nicolas could see this was not going to work. He wished more than ever he was not a benign Deschanel. He would have given just about anything to blast this man off the face of the earth, but he would have happily settled for something simple like mind control.

He locked his eyes on Ana, and she looked back in childlike desperation. I want to hate you, but I can’t. I want to hate you so badly but the only thing I can think about is taking you in my arms and getting you out of here. Oh, Ana, why?
“Then I am sorry you wasted your time coming all the way out here, because that’s not going to happen. I’m the only one who can help her,” Alex said, as if it were obvious.

“Like fucking hell!” The man on the floor suddenly sprung to life, ending the temporary cease-fire.

 
* * *

55- ANA

 
Finn grew increasingly upset as Alex held the gun to him. Ana forced herself to ignore his tension because she feared she would lose her focus if she stopped to consider something bad could happen to him. Then he decided to fight back.

Finn shoved Alex back, and as he fell, the shotgun went off, hitting the large stained glass skylight featured in the coved ceiling of the dining room. The shotgun blast tore into the colorful mosaic no differently than it would have a thin sheet of glass, obliterating it into pieces of various sizes spread in a surprisingly large, if irregular, diameter. One huge shard of glass hit her on the head. Ana fell, more in reflexive shock at the loud blast, than from actually being struck. More glass, sharper because of their smaller sizes, had shattered with the blast, raining around the old wood flooring. As she fell, her head hit the floor with a crack, while slivers of colored glass pierced all over her body. The pain didn’t register immediately with the adrenaline coursing through her.

Before Ana could move, she heard another gun go off, but this one was quieter than the shotgun blast that had left her ears ringing. Angus was barking in a panic, another dog going nuts beside him. Finn screamed, then Jonathan. One more gunshot, then silence.

Jonathan yelled, “Help me!” Which was immediately followed by the sound of wet boots on linoleum as Nicolas and Oz rushed over to where Alex and Finn had been. She struggled to sit up but felt like she was swimming, the floor was so slick. She tried to use her hands but they would slide out from under her, and she could get no traction. Lifting and turning one hand, she saw that it was covered in blood. My blood.
Not again, she thought. She started to feel queasy, then dizzy. The room moved in and out of focus. Her ears were still ringing so she didn’t hear Nicolas approach her, but when she looked and saw the horror on his face, panic overtook her.

 
* * *

56- FINN

 
Finn was tired of sitting back and letting the dysfunction unfold around him.

Ana was in danger and he was left feeling useless beneath the cold barrel of a maniac’s gun, screaming inside. Finn desperately wanted to do as he would normally: take action, think later. He imagined dozens of scenarios that would disable Alex and resolve the matter, but in none of them could he completely eliminate the risk to Ana or Jonathan. He could reconcile himself to his own demise if it saved the two of them, but he would not risk their safety.

Finn watched as Ana tried, and failed, to do his job for him. She tried to reason, then negotiate, with Alex. Finn longed to tell her that she could talk until she was blue in the face, Alex was not going to change his focus. He was ashamed of his indecision, but glad for it at the same time if it kept them all safe.

Then those other two guys had shown up. He didn’t know who they were, but Ana sure did. She went all soft and teary-eyed at the one named Nicolas, and Finn’s heart sank clear to the floor, wondering if this situation could get any worse.

While everyone was attempting civility, Finn quickly shifted his body weight up and backward, catching Alex off-balance. When the shotgun went off, his ears burned with the pain of the sound so close, but then another shot came and a different kind of pain rocked him when a fist of fire punched him in the abdomen.

“I’m hit,” he tried to say but what came out was a squeak. He heard Alex go down behind him as another shot was fired. He reached down to his side and his fingers came back blood-soaked... he didn’t have to be a doctor to know this was very, very bad. There was only one other time in his life that he had felt himself in such mortal danger. His father wasn’t here to save him this time. Don’t forget Jon. He helped save me too.
Finn tried to sit up but he was overcome with a sudden rush of dizzy weakness. He lay back against the cold, bloody floor, and focused on willing his heart rate down to a more normal tempo. He knew from his father that a person would bleed out faster if their heart was racing, and so he needed to stay calm. Breathing purposefully, Finn rolled his head to the side and caught a glimpse of Ana lying in a pool of her own blood.

Not again. Please God, not again, not Ana.
I love you, he mouthed.

Finn closed his eyes.

 
* * *

57- OZ


What was the expression about smoke clearing?

Oz took a moment to take stock of all that had happened, but he would not allow emotion into the equation. He was still running high on adrenaline, and the moment he stopped to think about the potential losses of the night, he knew he would completely and totally lose touch. His brief glance at Nicolas confirmed that he still needed to be in control. Nicolas might hate me when it’s over, but he needs me now.

The smoke had, literally, cleared. Nicolas was kneeling next to Ana, crying by her side, while the dark-haired guy was hunched over the blonde one in a panic. Three people were down, one probably dead, and the other two were in no state of mind to think clearly through to any kind of resolution.

So, what was his plan? Oz was no doctor, and could not assess the severity of either injury. He did know they would have no way of reaching medical help in this weather. And even if they did, neither Ana nor the blonde guy were likely to survive the time, distance, and cold required for travel. He needed to think fast.

Deciding some action was better than no action, Oz approached Door Man. “Who are you?” Oz inquired calmly. “And who is that?”

Not looking up, consumed with the blonde guy’s injuries, the man responded in a clipped, yet somehow still professional, manner, “Jonathan St. Andrews. This is my brother, Finn.”

Oz nodded. They were brothers, which would make calming Jon down harder. “I’m Oz Sullivan, and that’s Nicolas Deschanel. We came to help Ana.”

Jon grunted something unintelligible, still focused on his brother. Oz took a deep breath.

“Jonathan,” he said firmly, “I need to know if there is a doctor anywhere nearby, on this island, that we could get them to, or bring here.”

Jonathan did not look up from his brother, but said, “I am kind of a doctor.”

Well, this was a convenient turn of events. Kind of a doctor was certainly better than no doctor at all.

Finn’s eyes were closed and there was blood bubbling at his lips. Oz didn’t know much, but he knew that was not good. “Jonathan, I need you to look at me.” He waited and when Jonathan did not, he put his hand on the man’s shoulder. There were tears coursing down his cheeks. “If you’re a... kind of doctor, then you should have training in how to remain calm in situations like this. I really, really need you to do that for me right now. You’re the only chance we might have of saving these two.” Oz gestured to Ana, and Jonathan’s eyes followed. He was probably realizing her injuries for the first time. Jon’s mouth dropped open and the tears rolled down harder.

“Do you understand?” Oz asked, forcing Jon to make eye contact. “I need you.”

Jonathan looked slowly down at Finn, his lips parted in grief. He shifted his gaze to Ana, his mouth slightly open, throat moving up and down as he swallowed hard. He’s in shock, as I probably am. He turned back to look at Oz with tortured eyes. “Yes,” he said. “I understand.”

“Good. Now I need you to tell me in the plainest of terms, no medical jargon, what the situation is with these two. I need to know how badly they are injured, if we can save them, and if we can, what we are going to need to do.” Jonathan nodded, but still looked dazed, and so Oz added, “Right now.”

Jonathan reached over his brother and said in a shaking voice, “Shot to the abdominal cavity, may have punctured a vital organ, probable massive internal bleeding. I don’t know if he can be saved.” Jonathan bent his arm to wipe the tears on his sleeve, but then began to sob with silent shakes.

Oz put his hand out, firmly but kindly. “Jonathan, please.”

Jon lifted his head, nodding again. “I have… some equipment here... I don’t know what’s there.” He looked upward, thoughtfully. “He will need a blood transfusion…”

So, Finn’s situation was not good, but at least Oz understood it better. “Now Ana,” he directed. Jonathan hesitated to rise, loathe to leave his brother. “Put your hand here,” he instructed Oz, gesturing to where Jon was trying to subdue the abdominal bleeding. “Don’t let up pressure, not for a second.”

“I won’t, I promise.”

Jonathan used his bloody hands to lift himself up off the floor and make his way to Ana. Nicolas was holding her hand, crying. “Heal,” he was whispering. “You can do this.”

“Ana…um…” Jon took a deep breath, looked up at the ceiling again to collect himself, then looked back down. “Ana has sustained a head injury that will need to be tended to quickly. She is bleeding a lot.” He stopped, took his shirt off, and wrapped it around her head, tying it tightly. He looked at Nicolas to ask for his help, then thought better of it. He delicately lifted her arms and legs, and a choked sob escaped from his chest. “She has sustained cuts over multiple parts of her body. Most are superficial, several are deep. The bleeding is almost uncontrollable.” Jon continued to examine her, tearing off pieces of his shirt to tie up the larger wounds and slow the bleeding. “Deepest cuts are: one near her liver, one in her upper right thigh, and one in her shoulder.” He looked at Oz. “She will also need a blood transfusion, and I don’t know if I have the tools... I don’t know if I can do this... I’m a vet…”

“Jon,” Oz said, “they are dying now. Anything you can do might save their lives. Doing nothing will surely be the end of them.”

Jonathan seemed to respond best when Oz was as direct as possible, and Oz made a mental note of that. “I have two very important questions for you. The first is, if we had the blood available to us, do we have a way to transfer the fluid? Second is, there are two of them and one of you. You’ll need an extra set of hands. Can you give me instructions so that I can help?”

Jonathan thought for a moment about both things, and then replied, “I might still have something of my father’s, but that only helps Finn because I don’t know Ana’s blood type and the wrong one will kill her. As for the instructions, yes, I believe I could, on at least some of it, maybe.”

“Nic,” Oz called, and Nicolas cocked his head slightly as he registered the sound of his name. “I need you for one very important thing. To save Ana’s life,” he added.

“Tell me.” Nicolas’ voice was cracked, distant.

“I need to know her blood type. Not a guess, but actually know it, as giving her the wrong kind could—”

“A-positive,” Nicolas said confidently, without looking up. “Not a guess.”

“What else do we have here Jon? What are you?”

“We are both B-negative. I can give Finn my blood, but not Ana.”

Oz was B-positive. “Nic?”

“I am a universal donor,” he said, and looked at them finally. He gazed at Oz like he was a stranger. “Tell me what I need to do.”

Jonathan said moving them could cause more damage, so they would have to do everything on the floor. He gave Oz a list of things he needed, from sheets, to blankets, to boiling water, and random kitchen utensils. Now that they had a plan, Jon seemed to calm some, and had a sense of purpose about him. Oz quickly retrieved all of the items on the list, and by the time he came back, Jonathan had finished tying up all the open wounds with kitchen cloths. He had also procured some additional equipment that looked as if it had been taken from a hospital. There were two machines for IVs, bags of saline, gauze, needles, and many other things that Oz did not recognize but knew were not found in an ordinary home.

Don’t ask, he thought. There’s probably an interesting story here but now is not the time.

Jonathan told Oz how to sterilize all of the items in the bowl, and Oz did. He watched as Jonathan worked to set up the transfusions, moving quickly, but deliberately. Finn and Ana were both still unconscious, but he had slid Ana next to Finn so he could work on them together. He saw that Finn and Ana’s hands were atop each other.

“Don’t tell them about her,” Nicolas whispered to him, without looking up. “She wouldn’t want them to know.” He was looking at Ana and Finn’s hands, and Oz realized it had been Nicolas who arranged the contact. He thinks she can heal him... heal them both.

Oz nodded, saying nothing. He did not want to voice his fear that she may be too injured even to heal herself, this time. For purposes of what we are doing here, I’m operating on the assumption that medicine is the only way to save her. We can’t count on her unreliable ability.

Jonathan chased Nicolas off, and assigned him to ripping apart sheets for more bandages. Good thinking, Jonathan. Keeps him busy, and we will need them later.

When Oz brought him the bowl of now sterilized equipment, Jonathan announced, “I need to remove the bullet from Finn.” Oz nodded, and came to his side to assist. Jon extracted a thin pair of tongs from the bowl. “Once we do this, I need you to re-apply the pressure for me. I am going to start drawing blood from Nicolas. While I am doing that, you need to keep Finn’s bleeding down. Once we have enough blood for Ana and Finn, I am going to stitch up my brother. I need you to watch carefully because you will need to do exactly what I do, to Ana. Okay?”

Oz nodded again. Jonathan was starting to sound like him. Rational. He was relieved to not feel so alone. “Okay, go.”

It did not take long for Jon to remove the bullet. He found it quickly, and Finn let out a small gurgling cough but did not wake up. He dropped the misshapen and surprisingly small metal ball on the kitchen floor, and it rolled slowly away, under the counter. “Apply pressure.” Oz did.

Jonathan called Nicolas from his sheet ripping and had him sit in a chair nearby. After sliding the needle into Nicolas, the blood moved through the thin tubes and into a large clear pouch. Jon decided that all of the blood would need to come from Nicolas, as Jon needed to be strong and alert enough to handle the medical needs. Nicolas would be left very tired, and weak, but would recover.

Oz tried not to look at Ana. He could still feel the rise and fall of Finn’s heartbeat, but he was afraid he might look over at her see her lying still. She had been alone and unattended for a while now. I can’t think about her. I have to focus on what is immediately in front of me.

“There is a bottle of water in the fridge, and crackers in the pantry. Take both and go lay on the couch for now,” Jonathan advised Nicolas when he was done with him.

Nicolas looked at Ana wistfully, then nodded and went to go do as Jon instructed.

Jonathan came back over to the two patients on the floor. He set the pouch of blood on the sheet and checked both their vitals. “Okay, we need to do this fast,” he said. “This isn’t nearly enough, but we couldn’t take more without hurting your friend. So it will have to be enough for now.”

He handed Oz a thin needle and a box of threading. When Oz looked surprised, Jonathan said, “It’s not as hard as it looks.” He positioned himself on Finn’s left side and motioned Oz to sit between the two. “Watch me very carefully. I am going to start stitching up Finn, and I need you to do the same for Ana. Once I finish with his abdomen, I am going to move over and help you finish hers. Start with her head, then her abdomen, then her thigh, then shoulder, in that order. Keep it shallow.”

“Will she feel this?”

“If she wakes up, yes,” Jon said. “I didn’t dig through boxes for pain medication. They don’t have a lot of time.”

He handed Oz a thick wooden-handled spoon that Oz had sterilized earlier. “Put this between her teeth,” Jon said, as he demonstrated with Finn. “So she doesn’t hurt herself if she wakes up.”

Oz felt fear rise in him, but he fought it back. He watched Jon carefully, and his hands shook as he went to tend Ana, but after the first few stitches, he found it was not so hard. She did not wake up, but winced a few times, so the spoon handle turned out to be useful.

Jon was good as his word, switching to help him with Ana after finishing Finn. He was much quicker than Oz and finished each closure twice as fast. When they were done, Jonathan started hooking up the IV needles to each of them, and then the blood quickly flowed through the tubes.

“You said it won’t be enough?” Oz asked.

“I don’t know,” Jonathan admitted. “We’re going to have to figure out a way to get them to a real hospital as soon as we can. But I don’t know yet how without working phones.”

“So now what?”

“Now we wait,” Jonathan said. “And hope.”

 
* * *

58- JONATHAN

 
Jonathan had taken Oz’s lead. His emotions were running high at the sight of at first his brother, and then Ana. Although he was the only one there qualified to help them, his state of mind made him highly unsuited for the task. Oz had known that, and had understood what he needed to say to get Jon’s focus.

He was amazed at how well he had done, “operating” on those two. His father would have been proud. It was not perfect, by far. Both of their wounds were grievous and potentially mortal. The equipment he used was old and dusty, and he only hoped Oz had sterilized everything properly because he hadn’t had time to check. Even trace amounts of bacteria getting in could cause infections that could kill them in their present state. And they would definitely need a blood transfusion—a better one—soon.

They cleaned up the area and gently moved both patients on top of layers of blankets, spreading even more covers over the top. Both were resting now, and stabilized, for the moment. They would have to be watched closely as this would be the most critical point of their recovery. Jon tried not to be overly critical of his work. To not worry that all he did might not be enough, and that one or both could still die. Neither was out of the woods. Infection was still a high likelihood, even if things had been sterilized correctly.

He glanced at Ana, wondering if her wounds would be healed as miraculously as they were before. He had seen many things in his career, but never anything like that. If she makes it, I will have to ask her.
As he had told Oz, it would be a waiting game. Watch closely, wait for things to pass, and hope that soon they could get out of the house and off the island. The phone lines were still down, and their old radio stopped working years ago. The internet had gone out before the phones.

Jon asked Oz how they had come to the island, and all Oz had said was, We can’t get back the same way.

Nicolas was resting on the couch. Jon had not been sure what to make of his display at Ana’s side. Jon felt protective of Finn when he saw this new man fawning over Ana, but it had hardly been the time to figure things out. Later, as they were cleaning up, Oz did explain beyond the brief earlier introduction. Nicolas and Ana were cousins.

“Aren’t they a bit…” Jonathan let the question trail off.

“Close?” Oz finished. “Ana doesn’t open up very easily to others. Nicolas is her best friend.”

Still odd, Jonathan thought, but didn’t say it. He had been judged long enough to know it was a hurtful and unfair practice. He had certainly judged Ana quick enough. And then I slept with her. What a mess.

They were done cleaning up, but there would be no relaxing. Jon prepared to start his vigilant monitoring of the two patients, when Oz reminded him of one huge, glaring, important detail that would have to be dealt with.

“Oh, Christ. Alex,” Jon said, hanging his head. He had been aiming for him when he hit Finn instead. Oz finished it with one of the cleanest shots Jon had ever seen. Alex likely died immediately. “What should we do?”

Oz’s look said, How should I know? But then he asserted, “I’m the one who killed him. I’ll take responsibility.”

Jonathan shook his head. “No. You would not be in this mess if it were not for us. If I hadn’t been such a terrible aim, it would have been me, not you.”

Oz didn’t argue. They were both clearly tired. “We can’t leave him here in the house. I don’t want Ana waking up to this,” Oz said. “Is there anywhere we can put him? Until the storm passes?”

“We can try the storehouse. It’s worse for wear after the storm, but I imagine it will be good enough for this.”

Oz nodded. “I imagine so. Though I have to admit, I’ve never had to give much thought to proper methods of storing a dead body,” he said, and then surprised Jonathan by letting out a small chuckle. We’re both so stressed, but we are repressing it.
Nicolas appeared in the doorway. The color was drained from his face, but he looked calmer than he had earlier. “I want to help.”

 
* * *

59- NICOLAS

 
They didn’t want him to help. They said he should be resting, that he was too weak to be up and about. He argued, and they argued back. Finally, as a compromise, he was allowed to help by cleaning the kitchen after they removed Alex. He didn’t mind that so much, because it meant he could still be near Ana. No one knew yet if she was going to be okay.

Oz and Jonathan put on their snow clothes, and sloppily wrapped Alex in a handful of trash bags. Nicolas could hardly register the fact that there was a dead body in front of him, or that Oz had been the one to kill him. It should have been me. I should have pulled that trigger, and then kept pulling it.
He cleaned up as much of the blood as he could, but ruined most of the dishtowels in the kitchen doing so. He hadn’t realized until now how much blood was in the human body. And this had only been Alex’s. They cleaned up after Finn and Ana earlier.

Nicolas threw the dishtowels away and looked toward the dining room. Ana and Finn were asleep in a sea of blankets. Above them, Oz had duct-taped garbage bags over the hole the stained glass skylight had left, but the cold wind slipped through anyway. We’re going to have to move them before long.
Jonathan had been over to check their pulse fanatically, every few minutes, and each time he had come back with relief on his face. But now Jonathan was outside with Oz, attempting to figure out what to do with Alex.

Nicolas started to take Ana’s pulse, but realized he had no clue what normal was. Her chest rose and fell with each soft breath, and she looked peaceful, although he doubted she felt that way. He prayed she was healing herself. She had never made it work on another, but her ability had saved her own life several times.

When he had made up his mind about coming to Maine, he wasn’t sure what he had expected exactly, but he could say confidently it was not this. He never made predictions about outcome. As with everything in his life, Nicolas Deschanel had simply forged ahead, confidently assuming everything would work out.

We might have actually saved her. When we came to the house, the situation was already dire, and Alex could have killed all three of them. Instead of lying on the floor in critical condition, Ana could be dead. I probably could have fucking planned a bit more, but the fact of the matter is, if we hadn’t showed up when we did, this could have been a completely different kind of party.
Nicolas took Ana’s right hand, the one that was not entwined with Finn’s. He could not shake from his mind the look on her face when she saw he had arrived. Her lip had trembled, and the look was one she had only shown to him: one of complete vulnerability, and loss of control.

“I am so sorry I wasn’t here sooner. I knew something was wrong, and I hesitated,” he admitted to her, keeping his voice low. He almost laughed at his attempt at privacy.

“I am kicking myself for not fucking coming with you. The truth is, though, my feelings were hurt that you didn’t invite me. I started to wonder if maybe I was smothering you, and that… well… that part of why you wanted to get away from New Orleans was me.” He almost stopped here, but continued on. “We always laughed at the fact that everyone wondered why we never married, and why we did our own thing, and I always thought that was something we shared together, our own private joke at the world. I felt like I was laughing with you at some of the guys you would date. When you broke up with them, I assumed you didn’t care because you never seemed to. But… Oz…” No, not now. I can’t do this now.
It felt good to get that off his chest. He hadn’t let himself think these things before. Action had always come easier than thought. Even when he decided to reason out a problem or situation, he rarely considered any one perspective for very long. Deep thought simply wasn’t in his makeup. Even when it came to Ana... if he saw she needed him, he was there. He didn’t need to know why, or to brood on it for long.

“Did I force my own beliefs on you, Ana?” He turned her hand over in his. The scratches were still red but already starting to scab over. Yes, heal darling. He wanted to ask her about what had happened here. What had happened between the last time he talked to her, over a week ago, and the point at which he and Oz joined the insanity they witnessed in the kitchen. Did you run away? Did you run away to be with Finn? I can understand wanting to be away from your father… but how could you run from me? You knew it would break me, like you knew moving to Oxford would. I know that’s selfish, dammit, but you’ve always stayed before. Why did you leave me this time?
But that was the paradox of the situation, wasn’t it? Instead of staying to protect him, as she once had, she was leaving to protect him. Or am I just telling myself that, when in fact it has nothing to do with me at all? That this time, Ana made a decision about her life that did not include me?
“I guess I don’t understand, Ana. I’ve never turned my back on you, or judged you. I’ve never made you feel bad about anything you’ve done.” And you could have had anyone in the world and I would have supported you, but Oz? Their indiscretion brought Ana’s behavior, and Nicolas’ conflicted, bottled feelings, bubbling to the surface.

No, Nicolas would not think about it. Not yet. Not until she was out of the woods. Right now, he would focus only on her recovery.

Her long red hair looked even more beautiful contrasted with her pale, ashen skin. He used to braid her hair, as long as she promised to never, ever tell anyone. He wished he could see her eyes right now, those piercing blue eyes that cut right to your soul. Have I never married because no woman can ever measure up? Because, truly, I could never love her more than I already do. I would never want more from her than I have now. But being with someone else means that I can’t share this closeness with her the same way. Nicolas would not think about how tonight’s bombshell might impact this closeness. Goddamnit Oz, why did you have to tell me? Why couldn’t you have taken it merrily to your goddamned grave, so Adrienne and I could continue living in blissful ignorance about the people we love?
He looked over at Finn, in contrast. Finn had rough, ruddy blond hair (So not her type, she likes dark-haired guys), a strong jawline (She always liked the softer types), and dimples that did not require a smile to come out (Too obnoxious). He had a scar above his lip, and his cheeks had a slight red flush to them (Too roughneck). He was handsome, but simply not her type.

Apparently, he is. Apparently I don’t know her type. Apparently she had her reasons for keeping this from me, just as she kept her fling with Oz a secret. Maybe her shock at seeing me was actually guilt.
Maybe she’s worried that my love is conditional on her never changing. Maybe she’s been changing this entire time and I haven’t shown her it’s okay.
“I am so sorry,” he said to her, still holding her hand in his. He curled up next to her and closed his eyes, smelling a trace of copper and rubbing alcohol. “I really am.”

 
* * *

60- JONATHAN

 
Jon was guilty of murder. It mattered not who pulled the trigger. When he hit Finn, he had been aiming for Alex, with intent considerably more than a warning shot. He would never let Oz take responsibility for something that, in his heart and in his intentions, he was equally guilty of.

They worked quickly, but quietly. He didn’t mind Oz, and thought that in better circumstances, they might even get along. He didn’t think there would be a better circumstance for them, though. While bound for life with this experience, this was hardly the activity that created friendships.

“Did you realize your nose is broken?” Jonathan finally asked, as they hauled Alex’s body through the snow and out to the shore. It was a slow haul, with the second storm still in full swing around them.

Oz laughed. “Yeah. I’m aware of it.”

“I can set it for you if you want. It might heal properly that way.”

“Thanks.”

There was no good place to put Alex, so in the end they placed him closest to where the tanks had spilled. They shoved him under a low bench, wedging him in. The sound of the garbage bags crinkling against the snow made Jon cringe.

“The roof looks unsteady,” Oz noted warily.

“The whole thing is unsteady,” Jon agreed. “But there isn’t anywhere else to put him. You were right, he can’t stay in the house.”

“How long are we going to be stranded here?” Oz asked, with a glance back up at the house.

Jon hesitated before speaking. “I’m going to try to figure out the snowcat, and drive it down to the ferry station to radio for help.”

“I’ll come with you,” Oz offered.

Jon shook his head. “You’re the only one who knows what I did to keep them stable. Her cousin in there isn’t in any shape to take care of them alone.”

Oz nodded, but it was clear he didn’t like the idea of splitting up in the storm.

“One thing we will need to figure out,” Jon broached, “is what we are going to tell the police.”

Oz stopped, hand on the back door. He couldn’t be much older than Finn, but in that moment he seemed a hundred years old. “The truth, I suppose. I mean, it’s not like a lie could be any weirder.”

Jon laughed, his first laugh in a long while, and the sound was foreign and coarse to his ears. “You are most likely right.”

“What will people here think?” Oz pressed. “About what happened to Alex? Will they miss him? Think it’s all a misunderstanding?”

Jonathan frowned. “A mixed bag, I suppose. Most residents thought him harmless.”

“Not you, though.” It wasn’t a question.

“I suspected he had a hand in his parents’ deaths all those years ago, and the Sheriff thinks so, too.”

“Well, he certainly had murder on the brain tonight,” Oz concluded. He turned to look at Jon. “If Ana wakes up before help arrives, I don’t want her to know about what happened with Alex.”

Jon started at him, not understanding.

“She’s probably going to blame herself already for what happened tonight, but I don’t want her to blame herself for Alex. I did it. That was my choice, and I’d do it again.”

“So we tell her…”

“That we took care of it. And leave it at that.”

Jon had so many questions, as he was sure Oz did, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask any of them. The situation was still so tenuous, and they were a long way from small talk and story time.

When they had left the two patients lying in the dining room, Jonathan had found himself looking back over his shoulder, but it was not his brother he looked at. His stomach was in knots, a feeling quite unfamiliar to him, and he had felt it earlier, before she had woken up. He felt it the moment she brought that stray animal to him, and again in the shower. It wasn’t until he turned to look over his shoulder that he connected those feelings together.

No. It doesn’t matter if you have these feelings. She could be your soul mate, and it wouldn’t matter, because your brother has finally found something other than his own stubbornness and the sea that makes him happy. You know you are the reason he has stayed on this island. He will not admit it, but you know. You will not take this from him.
They stepped back through the door and found Nicolas curled up next to Ana. Jonathan’s heart stopped for a moment until he could see both Finn, and Ana, were breathing, and only then he was able to step into the room.

“I tried to check their pulses, but I don’t know what is normal and what isn’t. They didn’t stop breathing though, so that must be a good sign,” Nicolas said lightly, a half-hearted jest.

“Thanks,” Jon acknowledged and dismissed Nicolas with a hand. Kneeling by Ana’s side, and then Finn’s, he took both their vitals, finding nothing out of the ordinary. After a deeper search of his father’s office before they’d ventured outside, he found some morphine, and it was the only relief he had been able to give them for the pain.

“We need to find a way off this island, quickly,” Jonathan pressed, as he faced the other two men, who were strangers before tonight but now were bonded to him in a way even he didn’t understand yet. “They both need proper medical attention. I’ve done all I can for them.”

“Is there a hospital on the island?” Oz asked.

“No,” he said. “Only the stuff I have here, from my father’s old... clinic. We need to get to the mainland to get them the right help.”

“Does your phone work?” Nicolas wondered. “Or was that more lies from Alex?” He seemed to have a bit of his spark back.

“It did for a few days, but the lines have been down for nearly a week. Internet is down, too, and the nearest radio is at the ferry station a mile west.”

“What about that big thing outside?” Oz asked, pointing toward the snowcat.

“I’m going to try and get it to the ferry station, and see if their radios are up,” Jon replied, suppressing his annoyance at having to repeat the plan.

“No, Jon. I mean, doesn’t that thing have a radio?”

Jon’s hopes rose. How could he not have thought of this on his own? The situation has been too much. I’m not thinking clearly. There should be a working radio, and perhaps they could reach the Coast Guard. If not, he could still take the snowcat down to the ferry terminal and try the radios there. But if this worked, it would be much quicker.

Before Jon could say anything, Oz asked Nicolas to join him to see if the radio was functional.

As the door clapped behind them, Jon realized he was alone for the first time since the world had come crashing down around their heads.

What would he do if Finn died? Finn was more than his brother. He was his anchor. Jon had long believed he needed no one, but was allowed the luxury of such nonsensical thoughts because Finn was at his side. Finn protected Jon, bringing him closer to humanity.

Jon didn’t understand the nature of Finn and Ana’s relationship. How could they have such a bond? He hadn’t ever seen them together, and Finn had hardly mentioned her until the night she ended up half-dead on their beachfront. How could that kind of love have grown while Ana was sleeping? He remembered Finn spending every waking moment by her side, talking to her, reading to her. Could she have known? How could you love someone so fast?
He wished he knew, because that feeling was back as he watched her, and he realized with both guilt (for Finn) and resentment (for himself) that he should not have pushed her out that night she came to his office with Cocoa. If he had opened his eyes he might have seen her, really seen her for who she was: someone like him, his female equivalent. His habitual attitude closed out one who might not only accept but understand him. Had he been open to her, he might have finally found something to give his life the meaning he pretended to not crave.

She was The One. The problem was, Finn thought she was The One, too. And he wouldn’t keep holding his little brother back from happiness.

 
* * *

61- AUGUSTUS

 
Augustus was displeased with the hospital staff. They were properly courteous and attentive—they visited Ana regularly and responded quickly when called—but he did not feel they were nearly experienced enough. She had been in the hospital for five days, and they were still not ready to release her. And now they were annoyed with him. He had thought they would be pleased he was willing to send for doctors from New Orleans to take over.

He resisted the urge to tell them her sleeping was normal, that she was healing herself. He was the only person who knew how to care for her in such a state.

Your daughter and her friend should both be dead, the doctor said. It’s a miracle. Unlike anything I’ve ever seen.
Yes, thought Augustus, I’ve seen a miracle or two in my time.
When Nicolas had called him from the hospital, Augustus was already making arrangements. He had traveled north with the family doctor, and their lawyer was also staying nearby. His niece, Adrienne, was a complete mess, so his first order of business upon arrival had been to send Oz promptly back home. The police wanted Oz to stay longer, but Augustus had seen to it that Oz was released and there would be no further questioning in Maine.

Now it was only Augustus and Nicolas standing vigil in her room… and occasionally that tall, quiet fellow, Jonathan. The nurse said he had medical experience, but wasn’t a doctor.

“Tell me, what kind of person has ‘medical experience’ but is not a doctor?” Augustus had demanded.

“The kind that is as unique and different as Jonathan St. Andrews,” she simply said. “But he saved your daughter’s life, so I’d say his ‘medical experience’ came in handy.”

This was true. If not for this odd, quiet man, Ana might not have survived long enough to heal herself. Although, if not for him, she might also not be in this situation.

Oz had laid the entire story out, with Nicolas, and Jon backing him up. Even with their matching accounts, the Portland police had been skeptical that the middle-aged overseer was capable of all they were suggesting. Then the sheriff of Summer Island had stepped in, insisting that Alex Whitman had long been on his radar for several heinous crimes, and he was not the least bit surprised. This was followed by Sheriff Horn’s ceremonious visit to Alex’s house, where a room was found, filled with peculiar artifacts and articles about a number of women who had died mysteriously. Ayuh, I knew it all along, the portly sheriff had insisted.

“In that case, I will look for you to assume culpability for the injuries inflicted upon my daughter,” Augustus snapped, promptly shutting the sheriff’s prideful boasting.

One evening, Jonathan had walked in. Augustus felt distrust for him, mainly originating from doubt of their story. Whatever had actually transpired, he had saved Ana, and for that reason alone, Augustus did not ban him from visiting.

The man’s brother, Finn, had not woken yet. Ana had been in and out of consciousness, but Augustus was not worried. This was her body’s healing process, and she was long past the point of mortal concern.

“We should really consider moving them into the same room,” Jon tentatively suggested.

Augustus rejected the idea. If the boy was the reason she had neglected her family, then he wouldn’t encourage or reward their behavior.

When Augustus didn’t respond, Jon added, “They say she will be able to go home soon.”

“They say a lot of things,” Augustus said, venting a small measure of his ire, “but I have little confidence in the care she has received in this facility.”

“It was the best we could do under the circumstances,” Jon apologized. His hands were in his pockets, looking uncomfortable and out of place in the room. Augustus watched Jon gaze at Ana, and a disturbing realization came over him. Both brothers? For shame, Ana. I raised you better than this.
“Your brother is coming along, I assume.” Augustus was not eager for conversation, but he was at least skilled in finding words when he needed them. Conversing with someone you weren’t fond of was slightly less offensive than waiting in awkward silence with them.

“Not as well as we’d like,” Jonathan admitted. Augustus realized he hadn’t followed the other boy’s progress, but had naturally assumed he’d be doing well enough. “The infection has spread and they may need to operate again.”

“I’ll pray for his recovery,” Augustus dutifully responded. That’s what everyone said in the South. I’ll pray for your health, for your finances, for your children, for your new job. Augustus never said prayers, himself. He knew it was your duty to say you would, nonetheless.

“Thank you.” Jon sat on the other side of Ana’s bed. He pretended to look out the window, but Augustus was old, not blind. He could see the pain in Jon’s face as he watched her. “If you wanted to go stretch your legs or get a bite to eat, I could stay here for a bit,” Jon added.

And leave you alone with her? I think not. “Thank you, but Nicolas is tending to my dinner and I got a walk in earlier.”

Jonathan nodded as if to say, very well. He stood to leave, but Augustus did not miss him graze her arm with his hand and the small, sad smile on his face. Augustus never missed much. He realized there was far more to the story with these two. “Please, reconsider the request to move them together. They might both heal faster,” Jon speculated. The look he gave him made Augustus wonder how much Jon St. Andrews knew about the Deschanels.

“Tell me exactly, why is it you are with moving them together, when you are clearly in love with my daughter yourself?”

Augustus had taken Jonathan off-guard with that. The boy first blushed, then pursed his lips, looking almost angry. “With all due respect, Ana is a great girl. But I am not in love with her.”

“With all due respect, yes, you are.”

Jonathan’s face showed his range of emotions quite clearly. Augustus had a lot of experience reading people, and he read a tremendous amount of conflict in the boy. Jonathan spoke slowly, carefully selecting his words. “She is not mine to love.”

“My daughter belongs to no one,” Augustus said evenly. “Not you, not your brother.” Not even me.
“I understand, but she has made her choice. I can and will respect that.”

Augustus could not help feeling a twinge of pitiful admiration for the boy. His concern for Ana was apparent since the day Augustus had arrived, and yet he cared enough for her that he would give her up for the happiness of another. That was an admirable trait. Selflessness was so rare these days. “Very well, then. I’ll have them moved together, if the doctors will allow it.”

“Thank you,” Jonathan said quietly, and left.

 
* * *

62- ANA

 
It had been a week since they released Ana, but she had not left the hospital. Her father was angry with her, but she could live with that. He did not understand why she wouldn’t return home to New Orleans. He had cautioned her that Finn may have a lengthy recovery. And now he had slipped into a coma. She was angry that no one had moved Finn into her room sooner, but how could she tell people that she might have healed him?

“He matters to me,” is all she would say. Her father shook his head so much over the matter she thought it might fall clean off his shoulders.

“He might never come out of that bed. You have a life to lead, Anasofiya. You have a future think of. You hardly know that boy,” he alternately cajoled and bullied, until he was near blue in the face. “We both know your abilities are... rather one-sided.”

“I healed him once before,” she declared boldly. “He might be dead if not for me.”

“He’s not your responsibility. Or your future.”

“My future is here. At least for now,” Ana insisted. “This is what I need to do.” I know you don’t understand. I don’t expect you to. I’ve done a lot of things... terrible things... because I didn’t understand myself. Now I have a chance to put that all behind me. I care deeply for Finn, and when I was in a coma he never left my side. I will not repay that kindness by leaving him now. I can save him. I have saved him. And that means something.
But she would never say all of that to her father, ever.

“Your choices are entirely illogical,” her father capitulated. “I will not pretend I agree with them. But you are thirty years old, and I am under no illusion I have any authority in the matter.”

And so he had left. Not necessarily on bad terms, but there would need to be some healing there, for both of them. Ana loved her father very much. If he had raised her with more warmth, she might have thrown herself into his arms and told him as much. Instead, she took his hands in hers, squeezed, then let him go.

She still had trouble wrapping her head around the events of that night. Especially Alex’s transformation. It was fuzzy and surreal, as if recalling a dream from long ago. She knew one day it would hit her, and that she would be traumatized all over again, but she was grateful for some relief now.

No one would tell her what happened to Alex. Jon would only say, “We took care of it,” but refused to elaborate. A part of her knew. The other part of her was glad not to know.

At least her father had agreed to fund the lighthouse restoration. Her request had not been fueled by her care for Alex, as she had once envisioned, but her desire to give the island community some needed closure.

Seeing Nicolas and Oz appear at the house in their moment of need had been strangest of all. She should have known Nicolas would not sit back idly without hearing from her, but seeing him was no less shocking. And Oz, why had he come? Guilt?

Oz stopped by her room before he left to go back to New Orleans.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, taking a seat near the bed. So casual… as if there wasn’t this sordid history between us.
“You know me. Good as new.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Oz said, distantly. Ana sensed there were things he wanted to say.

“Thank you for coming out,” she offered. “I appreciate what you did. You didn’t have to.”

“I did have to,” he asserted. He looked at her, his green eyes large, and sad. “I’m sorry, for everything. I didn’t mean for things to end up like this.”

“We never do, Oz. But all we can do is try to move forward. And there’s nothing to be gained from dwelling on mistakes.”

He nodded, but there was more behind his eyes. “I care deeply for you, Ana. I love you. I always have, so I’m sorry for making you feel like you weren’t good enough, or that there was something wrong with you. We all have our demons.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “You’ll always be a part of me. I guess I needed you to know that.” His voice was hoarse. He got up from the chair and leaned over her, his lips brushing hers in the briefest of kisses. Then, he stood and moved toward the door.

Pausing with a sigh, he looked at her one last time. “You should know that Nicolas knows about us now. I couldn’t keep it to myself anymore. If it helps, I think he blames me.” Placing one hand to his lips, he added, “Heal, Ana.”

Then, Oz bowed his head and left, leaving her staring at the door in shocked silence.

 
For a week, Ana had sat by Finn’s bedside. She had read to him, talked to him, told him all the stories of her childhood. She did all of the things he had so selflessly done for her when she had been hurt. And she did not do them alone.

Jonathan had not left his brother’s side. When it was time to eat, they would rotate whose turn it was to go get food. They found ways to ensure that Finn was never alone. The hospital had brought in a couple of fold out chairs for them to sleep in. Finn was moved into a larger, more private room, once the worst of the immediate concerns were resolved.

And still, Nicolas didn’t visit. You should know that Nicolas knows about us now. The words haunted her, and hung heavy over her heart. He should have been my first visitor. He should have been here the moment I woke up.
Jon told her that Nicolas hadn’t left for New Orleans yet. That he was harassing the doctors regularly, and generally being obnoxious. But he had not come in to see Ana.

She was fooling herself to believe she ever intended to tell him about what happened with Oz. It was a lovely thought, that she would come clean one day and clear the air. But deep down she knew it would never happen. Her advice that Oz take it to the grave was for her, too.

Ana should feel better with that heavy lie no longer between them, but instead she felt as if she had lost the only thing that ever mattered to her. Whatever else had come at her in life, there was always Nicolas, holding her hand, believing in her, understanding her, encouraging her. Loving her.

Please come see me. I need to know what you’re thinking.
His silence spoke volumes.

 
* * *

EPILOGUE- ANA

 
“It is a far, far better thing that I do now, than I have ever done. It is a far greater rest I go to now, than I have ever known,” Ana whispered, closing A Tale of Two Cities. “I am determined that you will get all the classics as long as I am here, or until they kick me out,” she joked.

“Finn always did like to read,” Jonathan revealed, his gaze still fixed on the movie that was playing.

“Really?” Ana was surprised, but pleasantly so. She smiled to herself. Maybe we do have a few things in common.

Finn was still wearing the two crosses around his neck. The nurse wanted to remove them, but Ana insisted they remain. They weren’t hurting anything and she thought maybe they even helped him.

“I know you said he probably doesn’t know I am doing this, but I can’t help myself. I can’t sit around and do nothing,” Ana explained. She stopped herself, remembering that Jonathan was one of the few people she didn’t have to explain herself to. She was so used to having to rationalize everything with others that it was habit.

“He’s very lucky,” Jon affirmed, but there was something in his voice she couldn’t quite detect. It had been there a lot since she decided to stay, and she wished he were an easier read. Or maybe I really don’t want to know.

“I’m doing no more than what he has already done for me,” Ana insisted.

“You love him,” Jon stated. It wasn’t a question, but he was watching her closely for her response.

“I don’t know what it feels like to be in love,” she admitted, a shock even to her.

Her response surprised him. “I don’t believe that.”

“Don’t you?” She met his gaze squarely. “I’m not the only one.”

Jon held her stare for a moment, and then dropped his eyes. “People like us... maybe we aren’t meant for that.”

“What a lovely sentiment.” She laughed it off, but the comment hit close to home. Had that not always been in the back of her mind? She was afraid of sharing herself. Afraid that the other person would expect more from her than she could give. She didn’t know how to change, and realized, as she grew older she didn’t want to. Not if that was the price of belonging to someone. She would be content belonging to herself.

Finn was such a nice person, and the extent of their connection had been born from unfortunate circumstances. Ana knew he loved her, but why? Did he see the darkness inside her? Did he understand her craving to be alone more than with others? Did he understand the sides of her she kept closest to her chest? Maybe he did; he did live with Jonathan, after all. But was that what he wanted from life? To escape one for another?

Am I trying to sabotage this, before it even gets off the ground? Am I trying to convince myself this will end up the same as the others, so I can walk away without feeling remorse? What is it I am doing here? Why did I stay?

Jonathan reached out and took her hand in his, a gesture that both surprised her and brought more comfort than she would have guessed. He didn’t say anything, and neither did she, both enjoying quiet understanding.

Then, suddenly, his hand felt like poison. Ana exhaled, closed her eyes, and realized she did know the reason she stayed, and had known all along.

Jon is my darkness. To accept him is to accept that part of myself, and if I do that, I’ll never be rid of it. He would accept the things about me I desperately want to change. I would slip deeper and deeper into the dark recesses of my own mind, and so would Jon.

But Finn could accept her darkness without allowing it to grow further out of control. He could live with who she was, because he had lived with someone like her, his whole life. He knew what to expect and would help her find a way to come to terms with it, and, maybe… hopefully… change. Be whole.

With Finn, she could be herself, but she could also be free.

 
 
Finn was finally ready to come home. He would need some additional care, but Jon was capable and Ana would help. She would stay by his side forever, if that was what it took. “I’ve never been so happy to see a face in my entire life,” Finn had said when he awoke, and found her at his side.

“I know the feeling,” Ana shared and kissed his hand. She wanted to do more, but Jon was nearby and she felt him wince at even the small amount of shared affection. This is going to be a complicated arrangement, but we will have to figure it out.

Ana packed up Finn’s things while Jon helped him complete the necessary paperwork. As she shoved his clothes into the white plastic bag, she felt a presence behind her. She turned and Nicolas stood before her.

Her heart caught and she flew into his arms, burying her face into his chest. “Thank god,” she whispered. “I’ve missed you so much.”

Nicolas didn’t embrace her back, instead remaining rigid, his arms held stiffly at his sides. Stubbornly slow to accept his indifference, she finally pulled back. The expression on his face pierced her heart.

“I came to say goodbye,” Nicolas said. His voice was flat and void of emotion. His eyes were cold and distant. He took another step back, putting more space between them.

“I guess my father told you I’m staying then,” she said. Her heart was racing. She knew this wasn’t what he meant with his goodbye, but she couldn’t bear to hear what she knew was coming next.

“I don’t give a fuck what you do anymore, to be honest, Ana.”

The tears welled in her eyes, threatening to spill. This was real... it was happening. This was her punishment. Not what she expected, but it was no less deserved.

Ana felt her sacred control slipping away. “Nicolas, I didn’t do it to hurt you—”

“Fuck you. You might not have done it to hurt me, but you knew it would and did it anyway.” He laughed brutally, running his shaking hands through his dark hair. “I’ve always bent over backwards to accommodate your feelings and I’ve never asked you to do anything for me. Ever. But if I expected loyalty from anyone, it was you.”

“This had nothing to do with you!” She moved toward him but he pulled back, flinching.

“It had EVERYTHING to do with me!” Nicolas thundered.

His words hung heavy between them, as well as all the other ones left unspoken. The beeping sound from the monitor in the next room pulsed in Ana's ears.

“Have you asked yourself why you're so hurt by this?” she asked quietly. She realized she did not want his answer, though she continued blindly anyway. “I’ve wronged your sister, and in a way, I have wronged Oz, by being an equal party to hurting Adrienne. I've certainly wronged myself through my terrible judgment. But you're the only one in this whole situation that was not wronged, yet here you are acting as if I've betrayed you!”

Nicolas took a deep breath. “You could have fucked anyone in the world, Ana, and I’d have sat by your side and laughed and cheered you on. I knew those assholes never meant anything to you. But you had feelings for Oz. Hell, maybe you still love him, after all these years? Please, don’t tell me, because I really don’t fucking want to know. Were you pushing me to see what it would take to break me?”

“It wasn’t like that,” Ana said, the tears flowing now, streaming down her cheeks. She didn’t have the energy to fight. “I’ve made some really messed-up decisions, but this had nothing to do with you.”

He laughed, and it was a cruel, cold sound that pierced her heart. “We’re all fucked-up. That is such a bullshit excuse for doing fucked-up shit. Both of you seem to think you can do whatever the fuck you want and it will be okay because you’re just really messed-up and obviously that makes it all right!”

“I didn’t say it was okay,” she cried. “But why are you so hurt by this? Have you stopped to ask yourself why you're so angry when in fact I've done absolutely nothing to YOU?”

“You are not going to play dumb with me,” Nicolas said, through gritted teeth. “Damn you, Ana, we have been close for too long for you to pretend you don't fucking know.”

Ana didn't want to think about what his words meant. She wanted to feel his comforting arms around her, longing for everything to be okay again. In her mind’s eye, suddenly she saw him in that pink shirt he wore to her graduation; his goofy, warm smile. I will always be here for you, Muffins.

She fell at his feet then, tugging at his hands. She did not care how desperate or ridiculous she looked. “I love you! I am so sorry, I never, ever meant to hurt you…”

Nicolas pushed her off, and she tumbled back. “It took me years to realize this, but you don’t give a shit about me. You ruined my only friendship that ever mattered, and you…” His voice trailed off. He drew a deep, stabilizing breath. “You’re the most self-absorbed piece of work I have ever met, and I deserve so much better.”

Ana was on her knees, the tears streaming down her face, looking up at him. “You know that isn’t true. You know I would do anything for you.”

“Get up off the ground, you look pathetic,” he spat, and turned away, disgusted.

She pulled herself up in shame, moving to stand in front of him again. Searched his face for any signs of warmth, of the old Nicolas. She found none.

“I want you and Oz both to leave me alone. Don’t call me wanting to talk about whatever ridiculous shit is bothering you at the moment. Don't drop by. Don't invite me to family reunions.” Nicolas moved closer then, and she cringed, reflexively. He laughed. “How long have you known me? Would I really hit you? Fuck’s sake, Ana.”

“I didn’t think—” she started to say, and then stopped herself. He didn’t want to hear her whimpering and her pandering. This would be her last chance to say the things she wanted to say. She should not waste it. “I can't say I understand your feelings, or your hatred. You are wrong when you say I never cared about you. I’ve always needed you. And I’ve always loved you.” She reached her hand out and touched his arm. He looked at her hand the way he might look at a mosquito that had the audacity to land on him.

“Whether you do or not is irrelevant,” he snapped. She dropped her hand. “I almost hate myself as much as I hate you. It’s my own fault for loving you so fucking much. It’s not natural.”

Oh, Nic, why did you have to say it out loud? Why couldn’t we have gone our whole lives without addressing our feelings? Now they can never be unsaid.

“Please don’t go,” she croaked, but the plea was weak. There was nothing she could say, after that admission. I love you, but not like that. I need you, but not the way you need me.

For a moment his eyes were filled with the warmth she had known from him her whole life. But as quickly, the tenderness was gone. “I can’t. And I won’t.”

Nicolas turned and left without another word.

She sat on the hospital bed and sobbed, emotions flooding her. The tears came with short, choking sobs, and she gripped the bed frame, struggling for breath. The control she had always held so dearly was escaping her entirely, and was replaced by the first real emotional pain she had ever known.

You are not going to play dumb with me. Those words had driven a wedge between them that was bigger than any imagined betrayal. It’s my own fault for loving you so fucking much. It’s not natural.

Ana would not dwell on his words. She could spend hours dissecting their meaning, but the truth would leave her emptier than she felt watching him walk away, and out of her life. And if she was honest with herself, she had always known the truth.

How much of her life had she given up, in order to live in the comfort of his unconditional love? How many experiences? How many relationships? It is not your fault, Nic. It is mine. I chose this path because it was easier to be loved by the wrong person than to be hurt by the right one.

A ray of sunlight splashed through the dark storm clouds, penetrating the grimy window to light up the floor near her feet. The light danced and sparkled on the cold linoleum, as the clouds moved across the sky.

She stared at the dancing patterns for a while, focusing on the details. Her tongue found the roof of her mouth, and her toes curled tightly in her tennis shoes. Breathe, Muffins.

For the first time in my life, I am entirely on my own. Ana never realized how much she relied on Nicolas to keep her stable, and secure. How she had taken for granted not only his presence, but his unwavering support and loyalty.

I never want to rely on another person that much ever again.

Ana continued to watch the light flood the room, and as the clouds left the sky, so they also left her thoughts. I am my father’s daughter.

Slowly, her control was restored. Her breathing calmed, her heart stopped skipping, and the heat in her face subsided.

Jon popped his head into the door. He pushed Finn in a wheelchair, and his passenger was smiling at her. His eyes were filled with love, but also with understanding and acceptance.

“You ready?” Jon asked.

I am ready to leave the past behind and start a new life. To make up for my mistakes by giving myself, selflessly.

In letting me go, Nicolas may have given me the greatest gift.

Ana smiled. She took a deep breath, standing straighter, Finn’s bag of clothes tucked under one arm.

Yes, she was ready.
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INDIGO DAWN

by Elle J Rossi


 
Chapter One
 
Josie

 
 
Somebody is going to die tonight.

“Oh, lucky me. It’s Josie. I see you’ve joined the living.”

I stop and squint into the dark interior of Wolfie’s, where I tend bar five nights a week and sometimes on Sunday. Annoyance wraps its prickly arms around me, instantly changing my mood from thoughtful to combative. Perhaps the cocky bartender has a death wish. So what if I’m a little late tonight and didn’t show up for work last night? I don’t have to explain my reasons or whereabouts to this knob. At least I’m here now. Sore, but here. As for the living part, I can’t really claim to be completely alive—not in the human sense of the word—but no chance will I be sharing that bit of juice with the tool behind the bar. The less he knows the better. Same goes for most of the general population.

Ignorance is bliss. Especially this time of year. Ostara—the Spring Equinox—is one of only two times a year when light equals dark. When the secluded lore creatures come out of hiding to wreak havoc on the innocent. When daywalkers and nightwalkers co-exist for a full twenty-four hours. A recipe for disaster, also known as: My Busiest Season.

Even now, I’m scanning the crowd, alert and ready to protect. Humans are so unassuming, so blasé when it comes to their safety. In their defense, they don’t know what lurks around the dark corners at night. I do, and it isn’t pretty.

I’m Josie Hawk.

I’m a killer. Literally. Technically I’m classified as a huntress (even though I’m only a half-breed), but the ultimate outcome of any given hunt is death. Be it by hand or weapon—I prefer blades with blinged-out handles. It isn’t easy, but it’s who I am. My father taught me how to hunt and how to live. My mother, God rest her soul, taught me how to love fiercely. But then she died and took most of that love with her. The fierce part I kept though. I hold it close, like a baby clutches a blanket, security in the purest sense. If I’m fierce, I’m alive. If I’m alive, I can hunt. And if I can hunt, I can protect the people of my city.

To most, I’m just another bartender in another bar. Friendly enough, even if a little off with my over the top opinions and fashion choices. I don’t mind being off. I suppose some killers might prefer to blend, become part of the scenery. Not me. I prefer to be the brightest flower in the bunch. The red rose stashed in a white bouquet. The lone neon sign on the dark street.

As I sashay by in my zombie stompers and ripped fishnets, I try hard not to limp from my recently injured ankle, because let’s face it, limping totally ruins the whole sashay effect.

But I can’t be that flashy all the time. Not when I’m hunting. The time between last call and dawn, I become part of the shadows, part of the night. I spend so many hours there, it’s no wonder I prefer the spotlight in my off time.

It’s a little quiet in Wolfie’s tonight, and that has the fine hairs on my arms standing on end. A quiet country-western bar is like a hamburger joint with no fries. I quickly note the lack of a band. They must be running late. Not cool. I’ll need to make a phone call and get a replacement if they don’t show up soon. For the life of me, I can’t remember who I had scheduled to play tonight. I did schedule someone, didn’t I? This whole Ostara business has my mind muddled, and I don’t like it.

“Nice outfit, by the way,” Tool Boy says before averting his attention to a rag and the bar, rubbing the pungent cleanser in circles and then wiping it away.

My squint turns into an eye roll and I know I’ll never be able to stop the words that are only a breath away from tumbling out of my mouth. I have the habit of throwing sarcasm more often than a pitcher throws a ball in the World Series. A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth while I run my finger across the gleaming oak.

“Yeah, go ahead and polish your wood, Wes.” I arch a brow. “You’re really good at it.” His eyes widen and I know I’ve hit a mark. I’m not usually this combative with him. Maybe now he’ll back off. Personally, I rather like tonight’s attire. After waking from the longest stretch of sleep I’ve had in six months, I took an even longer shower before carefully choosing my ensemble. I paired a white tee embellished with ropey chains with a black tutu. Chances are, the chains will come in handy at some point in the night. The glittery earrings I’d added as a pick-me-up. Anything to add some sparkle to my dark world.

Wes mumbles “bitch” under his breath and quickly turns away. I couldn’t care less and don’t even bother to reprimand him. The small crowd in the bar whoops with laughter, encouraging the caustic banter.

Attention seeker that I am, I drop my messenger bag, hop up on the bar, curtsy to the crowd and tip my black cowboy hat to a snarling Wes, who practically has smoke coming out of his ears.

After the last bit of applause echoes and fades, I allow a man in jeans and flannel to help me off the bar. Even though I catch him looking up my skirt and frowning when he sees the frilly bloomers beneath rather than the anticipated skin, I blow him a kiss and offer him my hat. He winks, takes the hat and puts it on his head, pulling it low over his brow. The exchange with Wes flees my mind quicker than a deer sprinting into the woods. He really isn’t worth the effort.

A current ripples through the air. No one notices but me. Something about this Ostara is different, though I can’t quite put my finger on what has caused the shift. Somehow the nasties are seeping through the cracks two days earlier than they should be. This does not bode well. How many times do I have to beg the Assembly—the governing council of all lore—to form a committee to negotiate a peaceful alliance between the light and dark creatures? I’ve busted my ass to make it happen, trying to prove to the Assembly that I can lead the troops. I want to lead. I need to lead. An answer has not been forthcoming. Their silence—scratch that—their negligence to let me do what needs to be done to protect my city, to protect people like this friendly just-wants-to-enjoy-his-beer-and-have-a-good-time cowboy, eats at my gut like a pack of starved and snarling wolves.

I grab my bag off the stool and head to the back of the bar, smiling to the patrons as I walk by. Recognizing a few regulars seated at the corner table near the soundboard, I force myself to take a few moments to chitchat. Typically, I enjoy talking to people. Tonight, I can’t seem to focus on the conversation for any length of time without eyeing the door for lethal beings. It’s exhausting, but with the help of these friendly people, I somehow manage to forget about the incident from two nights ago—the one that kept me away from Wolfie’s. I even manage to forget about the pain in my ankle and the hours I’d missed while my body recuperated. I am home again.

I love this place. Not just Wofie’s, but this entire city. From the autographed memorabilia adorning the walls of this dark bar, to the Elvis impersonator on the corner of Broadway and Fourth, to the random guitar player on every other corner. Nope. This isn’t Vegas. It’s Nashville, baby. All the way. Music, lights, and really great people. My people. I took a vow to protect the innocent many years ago, and the only way I’ll break that promise is if I get myself killed. I’m not dead yet, though I’ve come close to total lights-out plenty of times.

Being Friday night, I stash my gear under the bar and take a deep breath, readying myself. Though there are only a few people in the bar now, within the hour the place will be packed and Wes and I will have our hands full. I pull my bright red hair into a low pony, and my eyes zero in on the stage again. A quick glance at the clock has me really pissed off that the band hasn’t shown up yet.

Normally, live music plays from noon to two a.m., with band changes every four hours or so. Just now, Alan Jackson is crooning from the overhead speakers and that’s just not good enough. The empty stage reminds me of a ghost town. The platform sits right next to the front door, placed there for space as well as attracting the people off the streets. The entire front wall of Wolfie’s, and every other bar in Nashville, consists of windows. Cheapest marketing out there. And another reason we keep the door open.

Unfortunately, the vamps in the area also consider an open door their invitation in. As long as they keep their fangs to themselves, I’m cool with them. Only once have I had to take someone out back, so to speak. One of us returned. The other? Let’s just say, ash happens and leave it at that.

Damn. I should know what’s up with the band, or lack thereof. I’m supposed to be in charge. Truth is, I’m part owner of this place. Sage Larson, my best friend and the nicest vampire you’ll ever come across, has the other fifty percent stake in Wolfie’s. I love that girl. It has nothing to do with the fact we’re practically mirror images—except she’s a skinny mini with dainty fangs and I’m . . . we’ll just say not so skinny and very unfanged. Actually, we don’t look alike at all. Our connection runs deep for many reasons, but mainly because I know I can trust her and—most importantly—she’ll never leave me.

Not to mention the fact that she forgave me for breaking her brother’s heart. Just thinking of Keller gives me the tingles. The good and bad kind. But that’s history, and history is where Keller will stay even though my body still craves his bite. Technically Sage and Keller aren’t related, but the same sire turned them, and their sibling bond is stronger than if they had shared a womb. Sometimes I’m jealous of their closeness. Most of the time, I’m just happy Sage has a brother who would do anything for her. Anything at all.

“Where’s the band, Wes?” He ignores me and continues stocking the beer cooler as I give him my angry laser stare, minus the laser.

“Wes!”

“Don’t know,” he says over his shoulder, not daring to make eye contact.

I guess he’s decided I won this particular battle. Yay, me. Having crashed for a solid day has really messed with my brain. Normally, details are stored in my brain, which tends to be more organized than any notepad or computer system I’ve ever attempted to use. But not tonight. Even though I’d won, that last hunt really whooped my ass. My brain is throbbing just as much as my blasted ankle. I hate not being in prime condition. But I can’t let my ankle or a killer headache keep me from hunting tonight. I need to be on the streets.

Nasties certainly will be.

Which leads me back to my current issue. The fact that none of the band members have shown up yet gives me a queasy feeling. Musicians in this city are not only talented but very reliable. My instincts tell me something is wrong—like maybe they’re not here because they’re dead—but that could just be me trying to get my bearings back. The fog of sleep still has me under its spell. If I were full huntress, I wouldn’t sleep at all. But since I’m half human, I need to refuel my energy every now and then.

No band equals loss of revenue. Big time. I close my eyes and lean back against the bar, propping my boot up on a low shelf. The need for more sleep threatens to pull me under, and if it wouldn’t smear my eyeliner, I’d rub the sandpaper from beneath my lids. Popping one eye open and then the other, I bite my lip as an idea takes form. I can fix this. I’ll just hook up the karaoke equipment. Wes’s newly shined bar is about to get boot-scuffed. Like peanut butter and jelly, karaoke and bar dancing are always better together.

I drop my boot to the floor and cringe as sparks of pain shoot up my leg. I transfer all my weight to my right foot. That shifter had really done a number when he’d sunk his canines into my leg. I smile to myself. He paid for it with his life. The smile quickly fades as dark thoughts creep in. Just because that particular beast is dead doesn’t mean the teenage boy he’d sold drugs to won’t find someone else to buy from. Another corner. Another dealer. Innocence forever gone with the purchase of one little package. I don’t like it. Not in my city. I plant both feet firmly on the ground and crack my neck. The next dealer will have to die, too. They all will. One by one.

I shake my head to clear the last bit of sleep fog and turn to the small crowd sitting in the back of the bar. “Karaoke in twenty. Who’s ready to show off their pipes?”

“I’d like to,” a rumbling lilt answers in my ear. Goosebumps instantly cover every square inch of skin on my body. I know that voice. I feel his breath on my neck and I don’t know whether to run or fight.

Four deep breaths and several mental pep talks later, I turn to face a history that is doomed to repeat itself. “Hello, Keller.”

Chapter Two
 
 
Just like in one of those really obnoxious romantic movies, the voices grow muffled and everything around me slows down. I know it’s not really happening, and I feel like a total sap-ass jerk, but the imaginary tunnel obscures everything but the man in front of me. Keller O’Leary. His dark and dangerous looks, his three-week-overdue-for-a-cut hair, his two-day beard, his jet-black eyes. Eyes that have always seen too much. Eyes that probe until I feel as if he can see inside my soul. He wants to own me, still. I can tell. He doesn’t even try to hide it from me. I wasn’t ready for his intensity last time. Considering my heart is tumbling through my lava-hot blood in the direction of the floor, I know I’m not ready for him now either.

I never will be.

He demands everything without ever speaking a word.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. I shove past, ignoring the electric jolt when my shoulder brushes against his arm. It’s always been that way. Such explosive passion should not exist between two beings. It’s not safe. He’s not safe.

He grips my elbow and I immediately throw up my walls and fortify them with gumption and determination. This time will be different. “If you’re looking for Sage,” I say, “she’s not here.”

Keller smiles, slow and wide. His eyes offer a hint of laughter, and already my walls start to crack. Right now they're just surface cracks, tiny little microscopic fissures, but it won't take long for him to obliterate my entire foundation. I’m so weak around him and I can’t stand it.

“Yes,” he says. “I know. She’ll be in later. I’m here to play, Josie.”

As if. “Well, I’m not a toy. And I have work to do.” Except I want to be his toy in a really bad way. If only he could learn how to keep things light.

He laughs. His dark gaze scans the crowd and I wonder what he’s up to. He knows I’m a huntress. That it’s my job to keep tabs on my patrons. Not his. That’s one of the reasons we broke up. As a matter of fact, that reason sits at the tippy top of a very long list.

“As much as I’d love that,” Keller says. “I don’t have the time. My band mates are unloading the gear now. We’ll be set up in a half hour tops.”

Whoa. What? “Band mates?” Regardless of how sexy those words sound coming from his Irish mouth… Uh, uh. Not gonna happen. Keller has always loved music, but I’d thought drumming was just a hobby. Conveniently—not—an image of him shirtless, his lean muscles slick with sweat as he drives the beat of the music is way too easy to conjure. I realize I want to see him play and that just burns my bloomers. I thought I was over him. Out of sight, out of mind has never worked, so why the hell I thought seeing him again wouldn’t affect me had been an ignorant assumption on my part. And here I pride myself on actually having brains. Said brains are now mush.

Keller leans his elbows against the bar, striking a pose that is meant to be casual. It’s not. His back is straight, his jaw tight. “I thought Sage would have told you.” He shrugs. “I joined a band. We were in the area and she said we could play tonight. I guess you had an open slot.” Reaching for my hair, he slides his thumb along my cheek before wrapping a curling strand around his finger. “How incredibly fortunate.”

For him, maybe. “No.” I pull my hair away. “Sage did not tell me.” I’m going to kill her. I’m not stupid. I know a setup when I see one. This is a big one. Epic. But business is business and if Keller’s band mates are anything like him, they’ll rock it tonight. He never does anything halfway. Never. “Fine. Whatever.”

“Things are heating up outside, Josie. You need to be careful.”

Though I know what he’s talking about, I don’t take the bait and I definitely don’t appreciate the stern tone of his voice. “Of course it’s heating up.” I give him my best duh look. “Winter’s over.”

He narrows his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

I tilt my head. “Do I?”

I scan the crowd and spot a dressed-to-kill sorceress perched on the end of the bar. Strappy sandals snake halfway up her bare legs. Her skirt is so short, any slight bend on her part will expose more than I’d ever care to see. Her hair is sleek yet tousled; blood red lips frame her enchanting smile. Already two cowboys are making their way over to her. I’ll have to watch her closely. Make sure she keeps her magick contained. I sneak a look at Keller to see if he’s noticed her. If he has, I can’t tell. Not with him staring at me like a starving vampire. Oh, wait… Right. Vampires are always starving for one thing or another.

“What’s the name of your band?” I ask absently to quell the sizzling tension. “I’ll make an announcement.” I shift so I can see the sorceress better.

Keller leans in, skims a knuckle over my jaw to draw my attention back to him. “Crimson Beat.”

Hello, dramatic eye roll. “You have got to be kidding.” He nods his head toward the front of Wolfie’s. I turn just as the rest of the band walks through the door, and I know Keller isn’t kidding at all. Vampires. Every last one of them. Strong, lean and sexy as hell. I turn back to Keller, narrow my eyes and jab my finger into his chest. “No trouble. Do you understand me?”

He wraps his hand around my finger, brings it to his lips for a kiss. I jerk away, but not before my breath catches in my throat. He notices, runs a fang across his lower lip.

“Yes, love. I understand. I’ll tell the boys to keep their fangs to themselves. Though I can’tsay the same for myself.”

Before I can respond, Keller pushes off the bar and makes his way to the stage. As if on cue, someone hits the stage lights, illuminating Keller in a bright, tinted blue halo. I’m not fooled. Keller is about as far from being an angel as I am from being a saint.

 
* * *

 
The night went better than I expected. Crimson Beat rocked the house, playing a mix of country and rock. They even threw in a couple of Celtic jigs in honor of Ostara and managed to make them sound contemporary. Wolfie’s was packed for hours. Sage had finally made an appearance, but I didn’t have the time to grill her. We were too busy. Instead, I recruited her to help out behind the bar while I made sure the lore in attendance stayed on the up and up. Not an easy task in general, and the pull of Ostara made it even more difficult.

Thankfully, I was able to keep the peace in Wolfie’s with only a handful of scuffles and evictions, and had only been mildly distracted by Keller’s show. Whatever. Very distracted, but it didn’t keep me from doing my job. No matter how freaking hot he looks rocking a drum solo. Whether I wanted it or not—that would be a big fat not—he insisted on playing the role of security during his breaks. I swear Keller’s full name must be Keller Irritate-The-Hell-Out-Of-Josie O’Leary.

Now the band is packing it up. I usher the last of the patrons out the door. I feel Keller’s stare from across the room and ignore it. I head upstairs to prepare for the night and run into Sage, who is more than a little frazzled. Nervous energy buzzes around her like a swarm of killer bees.

“What gives, Sagey Sage?”

A blush spreads across her cheeks. Unusual for a vampire to show so much emotion, but Sage and I are close and she can’t hide her feelings from me.

She brushes her bangs to the side. Wide grey eyes stare at me. “I’m sorry, Jose. Keller was sort of in the area, and I just think—”

“Don’t go there,” I say, waving my hand in front of her face. “Keller and I can’t be together.”

She stomps and crosses her arms over her chest. “Yes, you can. And you should. You know it just as well as I do.” She narrows her eyes. “You’re just being stubborn.”

I lift a brow. Sage isn’t usually this aggressive. “It’s not a matter of being stubborn.” I sigh and close my eyes briefly, collecting my thoughts. “Look. I know you think your brother and I are meant to be, but it’s not going to happen. After a while, all the head-butting causes a relentless headache.” It’s true. Keller thinks I need someone by my side to protect me day and night, namely him. I can’t stand it. I’m strong on my own. Always have been. Except when it comes to him, but I’m not going there again. I’m not.

I slide my hand down Sage’s arm. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to get out there. I have a feeling this night is gonna be hella bad.”

Sage smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Be careful.”

“Always am.”

“No, you’re not. You take unnecessary risks and one day those risks are going to bite you in the ass.”

I laugh to lighten the mood. I know she’s right. It’s already happened. But every time my ass has been in trouble, I manage to get myself out. Maybe not unscathed, but out. That’s why the lack of support from the Assembly bothers me so much. I have a lot to give. The fact that they don’t see it…screw it. “I’ll be careful. Promise.”

Sage huffs and stomps down the stairs. Again, the sense that something more is at play here tugs at my mind, like an idea, a memory, just out of reach. I shake my head and focus.

Gathering my blades and strapping them to my body soothes my inner turmoil. Each weapon has its place. I can do this with my eyes closed, but I don’t. Tonight is not a night to relax. Urgency settles over me like a scratchy blanket, and I make quick work of arming myself. I’ve learned many ways to conceal over the years. Two blades strapped to each ankle, hidden beneath my tall boots. Three blades holstered around each thigh, hidden beneath the layers of tulle on my tutu. I tuck a couple more into my waistband and head downstairs.

Other than Wes and Sage, Wolfie’s is empty now. My heart hurts a little that Keller left without saying goodbye. Yeah, yeah. I know my thoughts contradict themselves. It is what it is. I can’t blame Keller for his fast exit. I hadn’t been very welcoming, and had probably told him to leave at least a dozen times throughout the night. Still.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Sage watching me with a curious and knowing look. I hitch my chin up and plaster a smile on my face.

“I’m out,” I say.

“Typical. Why is it you never help clean up?” This from Wes.

Sage elbows him in the ribs, yet I’m the target of his venomous stare.

I bat my eyelashes, unaffected. “That’s what you’re paid for.” Further discussion is not needed, though I hear him grumbling behind me.

I step into the night and suck in a deep breath. I catch a whiff of the budding promise of cherry blossoms. A sure sign of spring. Too bad that isn’t the only scent drifting on the breeze. Death taints the air of Nashville. By sunrise, the odor will be pungent. Humans will dismiss it as pollution. In a way, they are right. Pollution in the form of nasties.

One more breath dictates my direction. Tonight, I head south.

I meld with the shadows, gaze flicking side to side. Festive banners decorate the sidewalks and storefronts, announcing tomorrow’s big Ostara street party. A party that will leave some grieving for something they’ll never be able to fully comprehend. I’ll do my best to keep the numbers of fatalities down.

My hearing is acute. Whispers to my left. Heavy breathing to my right. I turn, note the source of the panting and move on. Just two lovers sharing a heated kiss. If I warn them the streets are unsafe, they’ll only laugh. Like I said, ignorance, bliss, and all that shit.

The whispering though, takes on a heated edge. I creep around the corner, careful to stay hidden. Five males are huddled around a body. An unmoving body. I unsheathe two blades and step into the light, drawing their attention. I suck in a surprised breath. All eyes are on me now and I desperately want to rub mine. This can’t be real. Not much surprises me anymore. These killers have just made that statement a fallacy. How could they? I glance at the dead man. His throat is torn wide-open, blood pooling around him. “What have you done?” I ask the assailants, but my eyes zero in on one of them, nailing him with a gaze so intense I’m surprised he doesn’t burst into flames.

“It’s not what you think, Josie.”

But it is. It so is. Even though my mind screams the denial, the evidence is laid out before me. I crouch into fighting stance as my target steps forward. Sage is going to hate me. I can’t help that. All five members of Crimson Beat are about to die.

“You promised, Keller.” My voice is shaky.

Keller shakes his head. “That promise is kept. We found him like this.” The other vampires nod, step forward as if they can protect Keller from me.

I want to believe them, but the blonde one has blood on his hands, under his nails, and the others are acting strange, fidgety. To me, that equals guilty. Guilty of what has yet to be determined.

The ground begins to shake. Very bad timing. I shake my head disapprovingly at the vampires, crouch lower and distribute my weight. The vamps do the same. Three red-scaled demons squeeze through a crack in the asphalt. Menace oozes from their auras. Hot air wheezes out of their nostrils, fetid and thick. I don’t have a choice but to give Keller and his band mates the benefit of the doubt. For now.

One demon snarls low in his throat and lunges at me. I hold my ground, slam my blade into his gut and pull up. He screams and lashes out with sharpened claws. With a curse, I pull my arm back, but the damage is done. I’ve got a major injury, but at least this demon is dead.

Only two more to go.

My arm hurts like a bitch, burning, throbbing, and my breathing grows shallow with the pain. Instinct kicks in. Swinging around, I jump over the tail of another demon, listing to the side.

Keller rushes to me and closes his hand over my gaping wound. “I told you to be careful,” he snaps. He quickly brings his hunger—if not his anger—under control, but not before his eyes flash red at the scent and sight of my blood. I curse loudly this time, my words directed at Keller rather than any of the demons. Damn him for distracting me. If he hadn’t been here, this wouldn’t have happened. Now he sees me as weak again. The crux of our debates.

Pulling me close, Keller lifts my arm to his mouth and sucks out the poison. I sway. Not from the pain, but from the pleasure. He licks the wound and it closes up tight. A boost of renewed energy surges through me. Again, damn him.

“I’ve got this,” I tell him and yank my arm away. He merely lifts a brow as his vampire friends kill the last two demons by wrenching off their heads. But they aren’t the last. The night is young.

Chapter Three
 
 
Unfortunately, for the rest of the night, I’ve got five bodyguards. Lucian, Matthew, Alex, Grant, and Keller. I’ll admit they are badass fighters, and maybe they hadn’t killed that man in the alley, but I don’t trust them. Especially not Keller. He’s acting all weird and shit, more possessive and protective than he’s ever been. And if he stands any closer to me, he’ll swallow me whole. At this point, I’d rather be eaten alive by a shifter.

I can’t breathe with all his crowding. But having the assistance of these vamps has helped to keep the streets of Nashville semi-safe, so I’ll deal with the Keller-induced claustrophobia. This is what I’ve been asking the Assembly for. Draw up an agreement for the light and dark lore, and let me put a team in place to enforce it. Not that Keller would be on said team, but maybe someone like him.

Rules, laws, whatever the hell the Assembly wants to call it… All beings need to be held accountable for their actions. This free-for-all method of mayhem doesn’t work. Everyone wielding their powers without care for the damage they cause, and the curtains of obscurity they rip apart in the process, only leads to more fear and destruction. Eventually the lore will no longer be considered fairy tales and figments of human imagination. Is that what the Assembly wants? I had never considered that as an option. Now I have to consider that they might. My gut sours at the thought.

The first colors of dawn eventually leak over the horizon. I wait for the vampires to react to the sun. They don’t. I start to ask, but then remember that Ostara allows them to walk in full light without being affected. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have to live in the dark all the time, never seeing the light of day, never feeling the warmth of the sun. No wonder so many of the lore consider this one-day holiday the equivalent of being reborn.

I watch as the vampires, Keller excluded, tilt their faces toward the sky and let the heat of the sun wash over them. Keller doesn’t have time for the sun. He’s too busy watching my back.

I’m exhausted, sweaty, and bloody. So many kills tonight. I never predicted Ostara would be this bad. Stalking shifters, destructive trolls, witches, warlocks, a phoenix hell-bent on arson, shadowed creatures I’ve never seen before… Why don’t we add confusion into the pot and call it one hell of a clusterfuck, shall we? Hitting the shower is first on my to-do list. I turn to Keller. “You’ve got some explaining to do,” I say quietly, not wanting to interrupt the blissful moment his friends are having. I haven’t forgotten about the dead man in the alley, but I have come to the conclusion that Keller and his friends are innocent of the murder. If those demons hadn’t popped up when they had, I may have temporarily lost my mind and ashed five blameless vampires. I shudder. “I assume you’re not leaving town today?” Assumptions do not equal hope. Not even close. I’m glad I settled that with myself.

Keller shoves his hands into the back pockets of his jeans. His t-shirt stretches tight against his flat stomach. I drag my gaze to his when he chuckles. “Yes. I’ll be in town for a bit,” he says without committing or admitting to anything. That irks me more than it should. He turns to the members of Crimson Beat and tells them he’ll catch up with them later. When he turns back to me, his eyes are liquid pools of simmering emotion. “I’ll walk you home.”

I shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

“Stop being stubborn.”

“You and your sister need to trash that word, okay?” I don’t wait for an answer, just barrel on. Keller, once again, is the source of my anger and frustration. “I’m not being stubborn. This is me. Take it or leave it.”

He smiles and I realize my error. I back up. Keller follows, stalking me like this is a game of cat and mouse. It’s not a game. But my heart rattles around in my chest. Damn it, I’m excited. A good hunt always spins my adrenaline out of control. That I’m the hunted this time makes no difference. In fact, it only exacerbates the situation.

I turn and sprint, my boots pounding the pavement as I gain speed and the buildings pass by in a blur. Two blocks down, I glance over my shoulder, but Keller isn’t there. This chase is over before it even starts. Relief and disappointment battle for first place in the emotion challenge. Neither is the victor. There is no winner in this war I’ve waged against Keller. Only losers. Two of them.

I slow as my apartment building comes in sight and hide my smile by biting the inside of my cheek. Hard. Keller didn’t disappear after all. He’s sporting a sexy half-grin and I know he knows I’m happy to see him. Not all of me. Just a few parts of me. I don’t think he cares.

I completely ignore him and walk up the stairs. I turn the key in the lock, shove my door open and leave it that way. I will have that shower. What Keller does is up to him. Like I said, I’m weak where he’s concerned. My body craves his kiss so badly I’m shaking. I fumble with the shower knobs. A strong hand covers mine and turns the hot water on. I silently remove all the blades from my body, set them aside and then step into the shower, boots and all. I’m a total vamp junkie and I know it. Thankfully, my addiction is exclusive.

Husky laughter mixes with steam, enveloping me in heat. The hot water eases the strain of my sore muscles. I lay my cheek against the cool tile, enjoying the contrast of temperature. My eyes are closed, but I know he’s about to join me and I can’t stop my breath from hitching. I hear the slide of his zipper, the pull of jeans over skin. I smell his strength—it’s everywhere—and I shiver. Strong and familiar arms slide around my waist and Keller pulls me to him. I lean against him and don’t move. He kisses the top of my head and something about the tenderness of the moment has tears sliding down my cheeks.

Keller turns me around and lifts me off my feet. I can’t look at him. He doesn’t demand that I do. I feel cool lips on mine, and I sigh. That is enough for him. He kisses me now, slow, sensual. Panic stirs in my soul, but Keller shushes me with his consuming embrace. Setting me back on my feet, he slowly undresses me, exposing more than the flesh of my body. Still, my eyes are closed. This only adds to the sensations, allowing me to focus on the way his hands feel against my skin.

I’m naked now.

I’m freezing.

I’m on fire.

I’m so confused. I want what can never be. What I won’t allow. If I’m with Keller, I have to be who he wants me to be, not who I truly am. But I can take this moment in time. And this time will be the last. It has to be. Finally I open my eyes and lift my face. Keller stares down at me. He rocks my core. I reach up and trace the hard lines of his face. He doesn’t move, just waits for me to finish my exploration. His body is so hard, so perfect, so addicting, so dangerous. I grab his neck and yank him down for a kiss. This moment will have to last me for eternity. I’m going to make the most of it. I’m going to show him how un-weak I am.

I’m ravenous, fusing my mouth to his, my tongue dancing across his teeth until I feel him smile. A playful nip before his tongue grazes mine, and it’s all over. I arch against him. He slides his hands down my back and over my ass to lift me up so I can lock my legs around his waist. Like the hot water and the cool tiles, his hard body feels amazing against my softer one. Keller has always said how much he likes my curves. Those words ring true as skilled hands travel over every inch of my body. Gentle one moment, rough and demanding the next. Keller reads me so well. He always has. How he knows just what I want, and how I want it—he increases my need to feel him inside me. And just like that, he glides in with one smooth push. I still. He stills. I feel him throbbing against me, a mirror echo of the pounding of my heart.

I begin to move and Keller matches me thrust for thrust. With my back pressed against the shower wall, water sluices over us like the most extravagant of waterfalls, instead of the crappy shower with poor water pressure that it truly is. Keller’s ability to turn the most ordinary into something fantastical almost makes up for our differences. Almost. I bite my lip and shut down my brain.

Keller cradles my face in his hands. “We’re good together, Josephine. We belong together. How can you not see that?”

How can I argue when every move he makes doubles my pleasure? “Shhh,” I say against his lips. “Don’t talk.” Talking will only turn into arguing. I don’t want to argue. I want to feel. I want to escape into a world where only Keller and I exist. Where our differences no longer matter.

A moan tears from my lips when Keller moves from my mouth to my neck, one fang grazing the tender flesh just below my ear. I know what’s coming. I should stop him, but I can’t. I don’t want to. My body becomes frantic, writhing against him as he pounds into me.

“Yes, that’s it. Say yes.” Keller licks my ear. “Tell me you want it as badly as I do.”

His whisper nearly causes me to climax. I squeeze my legs, pulling him deeper.

He moves his mouth to the other side, torturing, tormenting, demanding that I respond. I shake my head, unwilling to admit not only how much I want his bite, but also how much I want him.

Keller slows to languid strokes that are no less demanding. “It’s okay,” he croons in that sexy accent that always affects me in the most basic way. “I already know.”

The only answer I give is a slight tilt of my head, exposing the full length of my neck. Keller smiles against my throat, drags his lips across my skin. I sigh. He pierces. I scream as ecstasy courses through my entire body like a tidal wave hell bent on destruction. Keller tenses, moans, consumes my blood as if it’s a gift from the gods. Ambrosia. My climax hits hard. He continues to drink, drawing out my orgasm until at last and all too soon his body tenses. A growl erupts, breaking past his lips just as he licks his bite closed. That simple act has me moaning. So intimate. So delicious.

The water grows cold. Without a word, Keller shuts off the shower and carries me to the bed where he proceeds to lick every drop of moisture off of me. My body responds in ways that I never thought possible. Maybe he’s right. Even if I can’t be with him, maybe I belong to him. Body and soul.

Chapter Four
 
When I wake, Keller is gone. My heart feels as empty as the bed, like a wolf craving her mate. I ignore the tug of longing, swing my legs around and plant my feet on solid ground. I’m thankful he’s not here. Being alone gives me at least a few moments to collect my thoughts and decide on a course of action. I’m not like most girls. I don’t feel used. If anything, I used him.

Didn’t I?

I really don’t know anymore.

One thing I do know is that Keller is in town for a reason, and it’s not to play music or to satiate my wanton desires. I’ve learned to listen to my gut, and my gut is screaming he’s here for another reason entirely—has been screaming since he’d snuck up behind me in the bar. I’m just a side note. An important one, but a side note nonetheless.

As I dress, I realize Sage is probably in on this in a bigger way than I had initially thought. That hurts. I’ve always trusted her. We’ve always trusted each other. Never once have I questioned that. It bothers me that I’m questioning it now and I wonder who’s to blame.

I stab my feet into a pair of black leggings, drag a bright pink long-sleeved tee over my head and drop onto the bed to pull on a pair of black cowboy boots. Thoughts of betrayal creep in, and any lingering pleasure my body feels from Keller’s touch gives way to tightening muscles. I stretch my neck to one side and then the other, but the kinks remain. A painful reminder of what I have to do.

On most days, I’ve got my make-up application down to five minutes. Today takes only three. Running a comb through my hair, I decide to reserve judgment on Sage. I won’t know what she knows until I ask her. Which is something I plan to do—I glance at the clock—in the next fifteen minutes. I retrieve my blades from the bathroom and swear I only stare at the shower for a second. But that’s all it takes to start the flashbacks to this morning. The phrase damn Keller is permanently perched on my tongue these days.

The streets are already crowded and it’s barely noon. The sounds of country music and jovial people surround me. Normally the infectious vibe would have me dancing in the streets right along with the other partiers. Today is a day for celebration, after all. Bright colored streamers decorate the light poles. Local actors are dressed in festive costumes, representing country music legends of past and present. The tourists eat it up, taking advantage of a plethora of photo-ops.

What their cameras won’t catch are the lurkers, the nasties that walk amongst the innocents. I see them though. They know I’m watching. Some take a wide berth; others offer me a wicked smile. A couple of djinns with genetic issues flick their poisonous serpent tongues out at me, forcing me to sidestep out of the way. One giant troll dressed in grungy overalls crouches in front of me and tries to get me to make eye contact with his third eye. Instant death. Only a newbie would fall for that trick. Other than that, they seem to be behaving. That won’t last. I need to hurry. I’ve got to get this conversation with Sage out of the way and then get on the streets. I shove through the growing crowd as politely as I can.

My neck tingles with warning.

I turn, but if someone is watching me, I can’t tell who. I clench my fists at my sides to keep my itchy fingers from rubbing my neck. No way am I giving the creep the satisfaction. Instead, I opt for scratching the back of my head with my middle finger and just keep walking. Childish, but a personal victory nonetheless.

Sage is hard at work behind the bar at Wolfie’s. Normally I wouldn’t see her until the sun sets, but Ostara has temporarily changed that. The place is slammed, patrons vying for the last few spots of standing room only. Doesn’t matter. I need answers and I doubt Keller will give them to me.

Sage sees me and offers a weak smile, while perfectly pouring a tall one from the tap, angling it just enough to keep the beer head to a minimum. She slides the glass down the bar to a customer. I wedge between two cowboys. “I need to talk to you,” I call to Sage.

Her mouth pulls down in a frown. “Now? Kinda busy here.” She offers her palm in a what-can-I-do gesture.

Not buying it. “Two minutes. That’s all I need.”

Sage sighs and wipes her hands on the rag she has tucked in her back pocket. After telling another bartender she’ll be back, Sage crawls under the bar door and walks over to me. “What’s up?”

This isn’t the ideal spot to hold a conversation, especially not one as important as this one, but I don’t have a choice. More people are filing in and it would take too much time to fight the crowd to have a private discussion in the office upstairs. Taking a deep breath, I whisper in Sage’s ear. “Truth,” I say. “Why is Keller here?”

She stiffens then slowly lets out a breath. Her eyes find mine and I know she won’t lie. She’ll never lie to me, and I feel guilty that I’d ever thought it. “The Assembly sent him.”

My face heats as if I’ve been slapped. “Why?” I ask, though I think I already know.

Her shoulders slump a little. “To form a team to negotiate a peaceful alliance between the light and dark lore.”

Forget the virtual face slap. Someone just stuck a dagger in my heart, and twisted it in good and tight. She knows this is what I want for myself. I blink several times and look past a guilt-stricken Sage out to the crowded street. Tendrils of black smoke rise from the sidewalk like crooked fingers beckoning a weak soul. I’m not weak, damn it. I’m not. And I’m not about to let someone else take credit for all the hard work I put in convincing the Assembly in the first place.

The crowd roars their approval as if the smoke is all part of the show. Before I can figure out what it is, the smoke curls into itself and disappears. Whatever it is, it can’t be good.

Time is ticking. I’ve always known that Ostara would be the prime time to get the document signed. The Spring Equinox gives a slight advantage to the light creatures because after midnight, the scales are tipped to the side of light until the Fall Equinox. That the Assembly sent an outsider into my city rather than make me the lead has jealousy sitting like a fiery rock in the pit of my stomach.

Sage grabs my hand and squeezes. “I’m so sorry, Josie.”

I withdraw my hand from her grasp. “So am I.”

“Please,” she implores. “Talk to Keller. He’ll explain everything.”

I shake my head, already heading toward the door. “There’s nothing he can say.”

I know what I need to do.

 
* * *

 
Cross—my current arch nemesis and someone I’ve vowed to destroy—lives on the outskirts of Nashville. His home is not what one would picture for a drug lord vampire. The modest ranch is in need of fresh paint. Half-dead shrubs line the perimeter. I’ve never been on the inside, though I’ve been invited on more than one occasion. Today will be a day of firsts.

If all goes well, this will also be a day of lasts. The last damn time the Assembly doubts me. I will get Cross to agree to sign this treaty. No matter what it takes. Once he does, my hope is that other dark lore will sign, too—albeit begrudgingly, I’m sure. Cross is a leader. Not a good one, if you ask me, but leaders come in all sorts.

“State your business,” says one of the drug lord’s vamp security guards flanking the front door. Their all-black attire makes their pale, stark faces look even closer to death. That’s the way Cross likes them. Just this side of zombie. How he manages it is beyond me, other than keeping the blood supply to a minimum. And by minimum I mean almost non-existent.

I relax my stance. I’ve tangled with them and their brethren on numerous occasions. They know who I am, but I can play nice when I have to. The comforting weight of my daggers reassures me that I’m ready should this strategy fail.

“Just visiting, fellas,” I say with a toothy smile. “Do me a fave and tell your boss I’d like to speak with him.”

They laugh as if they share an inside joke. “You want to speak to Cross?”

Hmm…could swear that’s what I just said. I nod. “Yes, please.” The word please tastes rotten on my tongue. I keep smiling anyway.

The smile is not returned. The vamps have a silent conversation with each other courtesy of telepathy. I know this because I see the air between them crinkle slightly, like a handmade fan a child makes in art class. Only instead of paper, this fan is made from air frequencies.

Being still doesn’t suit me. Energy swirls beneath my skin, ready for action. I bite my tongue and wait it out. Reacting to their lack of urgency will not serve my purpose. Still, I swear the sun will set and rise again before they either let me in or deny my request.

My tongue is bleeding now and I swallow. Blood tastes like blood to me. Always has. I wonder what it tastes like to Keller. Damn. I’ve gone somewhere I don’t need to go. I know it’s not really fair to label what he’s done as betrayal, considering I never told him I wanted to be the leader. I never told him anything other than a hundred different versions of back off. Either way, it’s now clearer than ever that Keller has no place in my life. I wish my heart felt the same way.

Someone sniffs. I look up. The vamps’ eyes are wide, electric. They scent my blood. Dangerous, dangerous territory I’m skirting here. I keep my mouth locked tight and breathe through my nose to keep the blood scent contained as much as possible.

My head starts to pulse. I recognize the pain for what it is and curse my stupidity. Drinking my blood always temporarily opens a connection between Keller and I. I’d forgotten that until now. I feel his soft mental push sorting, sifting, trying to locate me. No doubt he’s spoken to Sage and knows I know. I slam that door closed and do my best to wait patiently for the door in front of me to open.

At last, it does.

I step over the threshold. The door bangs shut behind me. Locks click into place. I pretend not to notice even as doubts finagle their way into my mind. Meeting with Cross alone is not the wisest idea I’ve ever had. He’s killed more than I have. But anger propelled me to this place and I have to see it through, or die trying. Preferably the former, please and thank you.

I find Cross lounging on a leather sofa, three women draped over his body in an opulent room befitting a king. The outward appearance of his home is nothing more than a smokescreen. For the first time—ever—I stifle an eye roll. His pale hair is cropped short. Ice-blue eyes study me before he offers a wisp of a smile.

“To what do I owe this pleasure, Ms. Hawk?” The three strumpets don’t spare me a glance. Perhaps Cross has them under persuasion. That wouldn’t surprise me in the least. Though in all honesty, I can see why they’re attracted to him. He is rather striking in a very lethal kind of way. Ancient power practically radiates from his pores.

I wet my lips. “I have a business matter to discuss with you.” He doesn’t offer me a seat. I take one anyway. I may be scared out of my gourd, but I don’t have to act like it. I lean back in the armless chair as if I’m in a good friend’s home.

Cross arches a brow and slowly drags his gaze from my face to my toes and up again, assessing, gauging, calculating. “What is it you propose?”

His tone is nice enough. But those eyes… “Yeah, about that. Any chance we can speak privately? They,” I tilt my head toward the women, “are a bit distracting.”

“Are they?”

“Very.”

“Maybe you’d be less distracted if you joined us?” His lips curve into a full-out, wicked smile.

Now I’m annoyed. “Look. If all you’re going to do is answer me with questions, this is a waste of my time.” It was a big mistake coming here. Cross won’t help me. Even if it will benefit him. Not that he’ll ever know. We’ll never get past phase one if he keeps rocking the bullshit vibe.

Cross stands quickly and sends his threesome crashing to the floor. They giggle and I gag. Get a life already.

They scurry away and I wonder if they heard me. Then I realize their master’s demeanor has completely changed and apparently they are a lot wiser than I am.

“I’m wasting your time?”

Lucky, lucky me. Another question. But I keep my mouth shut.

White-hot pain explodes behind my eyes. I clench my teeth and bear down so as not to expose my pain to Cross. I have no doubt he’ll take advantage of it. Keller's subtle mental push has turned into an all-out war. I start to sweat with the effort to keep him out of my thoughts. This is what I get for getting caught up in the moment. For getting lost in the meadow of sexual euphoria. One hell of a brain violation.

Cross cocks his head and I wonder if he senses Keller in his territory even though it’s just a mental connection from miles away. He crooks his finger at me. My body rises out of the chair before I realize I’m moving. I grit my teeth and regain control. He narrows his eyes. My feet move of their own accord. Things are about to get ugly up in here and I wonder if I should let Keller in. If I should let him help me. But isn’t that admitting I need help? That he’s been right all along. Thinking I can’t do this on my own? Screw it. I’m so not going down like this.

“Knock it off, Cross,” I order through clenched teeth.

His only response is the whisper of a brutal laugh.

I reach for my blades with both hands. The leather grips are just the incentive I need to break Cross’s hold. I plant my feet and assume the stance. Keller pushes harder. My head may very well explode. I swear, fighting two vamps—these particular vamps—was not on today’s agenda.

Cross tsks. “So now you plan to attack me in my own home? What a pity.” He closes the distance between us in zero seconds flat. His hand is around my throat and my feet aren’t touching the floor anymore. I kick and nail him in the shin. He doesn’t flinch. When I said ancient power, I literally meant ancient power.

With a quick one-two, I stab him with both knives, one between his ribs and one in the kidney. He barely moves and that’s just so he can squeeze my neck tighter. The pain in my head recedes and I feel Cross’s choke hold more than ever. Keller is giving up. I know I can reach him before he disappears. I don’t, and I wonder if I’ll live to regret it. Keller and Sage are right. I am stubborn.

“Shall we talk about this business first, Ms. Hawk? Or shall I just kill you now?”

Not sure how to answer that one. I manage to wheeze out one weak word before he crushes the light right out of me. “Keller.” If Keller’s still there, I don’t feel him. I send a mental apology anyway. I’ve been wrong. So very wrong.

Though I was right about one thing. This is a day of lasts. My last breath.

Chapter Five
 
 
Soft fingers graze my cheek. Keller. I struggle through the webs of unconsciousness until I can manage to open my eyes. My gaze flicks all around like I’m a panicked rabbit. Now I wish I would have stayed asleep. Keller’s familiar and comforting touch is gone, had probably never been there. Just a mind trick I played on myself.

A lone bulb offers the only source of light. It flickers constantly. Through the bars of my jail I make out other shadows. The huntress in me responds to their sickening negativity. My mind grows frantic as I search for an escape route that isn’t there. These aren’t friends. These are the lowest ranks of Cross’s security. They’re starving, on the cusp of death, and I am their only chance to keep mortality temporarily at bay.

Keys jangle and menacing growls echo off the cold walls of my prison. So much for showing the Assembly what I’m made of. How I ever thought proving my worth to them was the most important thing in my life is beyond me. What a fool I’ve been.

The shadows draw closer with slow and tortured steps. Even the smallest movements cause them pain. Their agonizing bellowing sounds hollow and eerie, echoing like a broken record. My heart sinks like an anchor at sea. I’ll never laugh with Sage again. I’ll never again get the opportunity to feel Keller’s embrace. At least Sage knows how I feel about her. I’ve never hidden my love from her. Keller, on the other hand, will never know that he is—scratch that—was the one. Funny how weak in the mind I get when death is at my doorstep.

Though I can’t see outside, the pull of the moon calls to me and dread churns noxiously in the pit of my stomach. Midnight is only minutes away. I pray those minutes will pass quickly. Once the bells toll twelve times, most of the lore will have to retreat again. My city will go back to normal—as normal as it’s ever been—and my one hope is that Keller will stick around and take care of my people.

“I can do that, Josie,” says an almost inaudible whisper.

I whip around and jump to my feet. He’s here. How, I don’t know, but he is. I move to rush into Keller’s arms. He stops me with a look and places his finger to his lips.

Hungry moans sound behind me. I turn. Five pair of red eyes stare back at me. Only me. They don’t know Keller’s there. Hello, advantage. I smile to myself and inch away from the bars until I feel Keller’s chest against my back. His strength is staggering, and for the first time, I’m one hundred percent happy he is with me. I need him. Not just to keep me alive today, but I need him in my life.

Keller squeezes my shoulder and kisses the top of my head. I think he already knows. Doesn’t matter. It’s important to me that he hears me speak the words, but I don’t know if I can get them past my lips.

More flickering from the blasted light. I wish it would burn out already and shroud us in darkness. One vamp inserts the key into the lock. He struggles to turn it. I’m sure he’ll figure it out soon enough.

Keller lifts my shirt up from behind. I stiffen against him. He can’t seriously be considering sex at a time like this? Cold metal slides against my skin and I realize he’s arming me. A whisper of a laugh caresses my cheek. I’d forgotten to keep my mental walls up. I don’t care right now. Where he’s concerned, the walls have a mind of their own.

Good to know.

Keller? I swear I just heard you in my head.
Yes.
Never before have I been able to hear him speak to me like this. Will it always be this way?
If we keep the blood connection strong, it will.
I nod. Why haven’t I heard you before?
You didn’t want to. Things are different now.
Very different. In the past I’ve known he can read my thoughts after his bite, but I never thought I’d be able to hear his. The new level of intimacy is staggering. The cell door swings open with a screech. I want to tell you something.

It’s okay. I already know. Keller backs up.

I follow, giving the perception of retreat. Thank goodness this is a big cell. I want to say it, Keller.
I know, love. I’m listening.
I slide my right hand around to my back and grip the blade handle. I take a deep breath. This is huge for me. I need you.
He strokes the back of my neck with his thumb and I shiver. I’m not leaving again, Josie. Never again.
Keller’s words touch me in a way no other words have, but I’m not sure if I can believe them. Or want to. If we were alone, I’d show him just how much I might want him to stick around. A distorted and hungry whimper reminds me there’s a chance we might not live long enough to celebrate the potential shift in our relationship. The vamps are sluggish but dangerous. There’s so much more to discuss with Keller but time has run out.

For now.

I’m taking a big risk, but there’s something I need to do. To seal the deal, so to speak. I give the vamps my back and kiss Keller soundly. Before I grow too intoxicated from the flavor of his lips, I pull back and shake my head to sober up. “Let’s do this.” I don’t bother whispering.

“Now,” he says just before he slams his blade into the closest vamp. I take the next one, kicking him in the gut. He doubles over. They are starved and have little energy. It almost seems too easy. I bring my knee up and connect with his head. The vamp falls over backward with a grunt. Straddling him, I plunge my blade through his heart. He immediately turns to ash.

“Behind you,” Keller calls.

Adrenaline rips through my blood. I jump to my feet and swivel on my heel to face the starving vampire. Eyes so black they seem like nothing more than bottomless pits bore into me, sizing me up like I’m the prime rib at an all-you-can-eat buffet. He smiles and drool drips from his fangs.

I shudder. “Gross.”

Another vamp drops behind me and I wait to hear the sizzle that sounds right before he disintegrates. I’m not disappointed. Keller is lethal.

My vamp lunges. I barely dodge his grasp. This one is stronger and faster than the others. I run behind him and jam my knife in his ribs. I shove him forward. Instead of falling, he swings around and grabs my elbow. With a grunt, I try to yank my arm out of his bony clutches. His grip tightens and he drags me to him like he’s reeling in the catch of the day.

So much for easy.

His sharp nails dig into my skin as he whips me around and pulls me close. He stinks. Bad. The pungent odor of rotting vamp makes me want to hurl. I hear his excited gasp and realize my arm is bleeding. I kick hard, ramming him in the knee with the heel of my boot. The scent of my blood has made him crazy strong and my kicking has no effect. He sniffs my neck like I’m a dog in heat and he’s the would-be mate. I kick again.

I see Keller out of the corner of my eye, but don’t dare call out. He’s got his hands full in an all-out scrapping match.

I throw a hard elbow and am rewarded with the sound of cracking ribs. My vamp howls in pain, but maintains his hold and cranks my head back.

Keller roars. I hear a sizzle and then silence. The next thing I know, Keller is standing directly in front of me.

“Don’t move,” he says. I know he means it, but…

I start to argue, but then a feel a scrape along my neck and force my body to go dead still. A burning sensation creeps along my skin and I know I am a second away from being bitten.

Oh, hell no.
No vamp, save Keller, has ever bitten me and I’m sick at the thought that this nasty being’s fangs will violate me in that way. This is not my first vamp fight. Not by a long shot. I’ve had my share of close calls, but have always managed to evade the fangs.

The vamp inhales against my neck. Keller cocks his head and clenches his fists. Sweat slides down my cheek. My sweat. One wrong move and this vamp will snap my neck.

And then another scrape of his fangs as if the wretched vampire is savoring his last meal. Now I’m pissed. If Keller thinks I’m going to stand here and let this happen, he’s got a lot to learn about me.

I look Keller straight in the eye. Having heard every last thought in my head, he smiles.

Before I can act, two razor-sharp teeth prick my neck. The vamp follows that up with a soggy lick. Keller’s eyes burn bright. He nods once and I use all my strength to duck. Keller drives his fist into the blood-starved jerk’s larynx. The vamp staggers back, dragging me with him. I reach around and pull my blade out of his back just as he topples over. We land hard and the breath is knocked out of me. Stars flicker over my vision, but I suck it up and get to my knees. Keller is a blur of motion. With one swoop, he slices clean through my captor’s wrist, severing his hold.

“Ash-hole,” I yell before plunging the knife straight through his heart.

Breathless, I do what I’ve wanted to do since I first opened my eyes. I rush into Keller’s arms and hold tight. We steal those moments and I lock them up tight in my heart where they will stay forever. My head is tucked beneath Keller’s chin. He strokes a hand over my hair, and I feel the rumble of his chest when he speaks.

“Are you all right?”

I take a deep breath. “Yeah. My neck feels like it’s being eaten by acid, but I’ll be fine.”

Keller tilts my head to the side. “It’s not deep. The burning will ease up in a minute or two.”

I tuck my head again. I like being wrapped in his arms. “Your bite never burns like this.”

He doesn’t say anything at first, but I know he’s smiling. “I’d like to say it’s because we’re meant for each other. Sadly, that’s not the case. He burned you because poison spreads poison.”

No further explanation is needed. I know exactly what he means. Whether it was Cross’s fault or not, these vamps were toxic through and through.

“Ready to get that treaty signed?”

I look up at him, eyes wide. “Seriously?”

Keller smiles. “Absolutely.”

“Yeah. I’m so ready.” Of course, the flickering light chooses that moment to burn out. Keller grabs my hand and tugs me forward. I follow blindly. He has my complete trust even if my heart is encased in barbed-wire.

“Stairs,” he says.

“Got it.” I lift my feet and we take the steps two at a time. A church bell chimes in the distance. Midnight. “You think there’s time?” Another chime. Dong.

“I do. However long it takes.”

I love Keller’s confidence. With my dagger in one hand, we reach the top and burst through the door. Dong. Cross is waiting for us. He’s not alone. The two thugs he’d had guarding his door upon my arrival are standing front and center.

Time slows down as we work our way through Cross’s security team. These are stronger than the vamps downstairs, but Keller and I are very motivated. We make an unstoppable team. Not to mention, I’m flying higher than the moon right now and ready to take on the world. Within seconds we skewer the guards like pigs over an open fire. Confetti made of ash floats around the room. I sneeze.

More guards rush in and my confidence starts to waver.

“Stop!” Cross’s order does not go unnoticed. His power is undeniable. Everyone obeys, including Keller and I, but we do it for different reasons.

With Keller by my side, Cross’s persuasion tactics don’t work on me. I’ll have to figure that one out later. The bell chimes two more times and I realize it won’t chime again for another hour. My shoulders slump. We’re too late.

It’s never too late to do what’s right.

I study Cross to see if he also heard Keller. If he did, he doesn’t have a tell. Cross takes a seat and assumes an unimpressed stance. I beg to differ on that. He gestures to the couch across from him. We step over ashes and take a seat.

“Speak.”

I lift my brow at the order. Keller squeezes my knee. I look over and he shakes his head. As concisely as I can, I lay out the details of the treaty. Cross leans forward, steeples his fingers and listens, nodding occasionally.

When I’m done, I sit back and let out a huff of breath.

Cross shakes his head. “There’s nothing in this for me. The answer is no. Show yourselves out.” Cross stands and moves to the bar. He pours two fingers of scotch and tosses it back in one swallow.

Not cool. I’ll leave on my own terms. “Nothing in it for you?” My blood is simmering. “How about we let you live if you sign it? I’d say that’s something.” Whether I can back that statement up is yet to be seen. Right now I can’t bring myself to care.

Cross smiles, all sinister-like. “I’ll live anyway, and we both know it.”

Keller clears his throat. “That’s where you’re wrong.” His voice is eerily calm. “I’m here to represent the Assembly. I have their authority to dole out punishments as I see fit. The way I see it, you have two choices here. You can either listen to Josie, sign this treaty, and then pack your bags and move your operation out of Nashville, or you can die in this house when I burn it to the ground. Had you signed two minutes ago, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Now there are no other options for you.”

Cross stiffens. He pours another drink, but this time only swirls it around in the glass.

“Perhaps, Ms. Hawk,” he says with a tilt of his head, “you can tell me more about this treaty.”

I’m in shock, but I manage to keep my expression bland. If—scratch that—when we get out of here, I’m going to jump Keller the first chance I get.

I answer his questions even though I know he’s only stalling for time. Cross isn’t stupid. Blatantly pissing off the Assembly isn’t his style. No doubt he’s already figured out which city to taint next. Keller doesn’t speak again until I’m finished.

He rises. I stand with him.

“Sign it.” Keller’s order surprises me. Cross is older and stronger, but in this moment, Keller takes on the superior role. Working on behalf of the Assembly holds clout in every corner of the world. I’m so proud to be standing next to Keller, I can’t help but smile.

Cross waves his hand in the air. One of his vamp cronies brings him a pen. He signs the sheet of paper Keller had brought. How long has he had it with him? Doesn’t matter. The deed is done and Nashville will be safer. Cross will still deal drugs, I’m sure of it, but this is a start. At least he’ll be out of my town. For how long, though? Cross isn’t one to lie down and roll over. No matter what the treaty says. Undoubtedly, he is already forming a plan of attack. I’ll be ready.

Outside, I breathe in the chilly air. Keller wraps his arms around me and we begin the trek back to my apartment. Keller makes a phone call to the head of the Assembly to tell them about the treaty. I ignore the twinges of jealousy. I’ll get over it. As long as I’m on the team and can help protect the innocents, that’s what really matters. Right?

Once inside we head for the shower at the same time. Keller turns on the water while I undress. Both completely nude, we step under the water and Keller pulls me against him, flesh to flesh. This is better than déjà vu. Ostara has faded and offered a brand new day.

“You made this happen, Josie.”

I sigh and lean against him. Only a short time ago, I had told myself the Assembly’s approval meant nothing to me. That isn’t true. It still does, but it isn’t the most important thing in my life anymore. “You’re wrong. We made this happen.”

“The Assembly agrees with you.” Keller turns me in his arms. “We’re both leading this team from today forth.”

I can’t hold back my cheek-splitting smile.

Keller cradles my face in his hands. “We’re a team, Josephine Hawk. And I, for one, like the sound of that.”

I shrug shyly. “Yeah. I kinda do, too. Sometimes.”

He lifts both brows. “Kinda? Sometimes?”

I roll my eyes. “Take what you can get, Irish.”

Keller lifts my chin with his finger, leans down and kisses me long and hard. I’m breathless when he breaks away. “I’ll take your heart, Josie.”

I nod. “I’ll let you try.”

Chapter Six
Six weeks later…
 
Silence.

Stillness blankets the night, casting an eerie hush over a normally boisterous street. The humans are tucked in their beds, some just now crawling in after a night of non-stop dancing and drinking. My skin tingles like I’ve been standing under the hot spray of a shower jet for too long. I welcome the feeling and roll my neck from side to side, loosening the muscles that have tightened into a knot while I’ve been playing the waiting game. As looming shadows extinguish the hazy light coming from the overhead streetlamps, I know it can only mean one thing. This hunt is about to go from bad to freakishly f’d up. My favorite kind.

I draw in a deep breath, preparing for the inevitable fight. Crouching behind the garbage cans in the narrow alley, I place my index finger against my lips, the universal signal for ‘zip it or else’. Keller says nothing. Even in the pitch dark, I know he sees me from across the street. He’s becoming more powerful every day. I tell him it’s because he’s a hell of a lot older than me. Putting him in his place from time to time keeps us on even ground. He’s got more bragging rights than me and I might be a wee bit jealous.

I imagine the grin sitting on his perfect face, full lips curling up at the corners and exposing his sparkly whites. I squirm a little. Keller smiles every time my heart rocks the jackhammer, like it’s doing now. He considers my pulse to be his beckoner. Maybe it is. Was it really only a few weeks ago that I was annoyed by his presence? Now, I’m comforted knowing he’s here and ready to fight alongside me. Being with Keller is like donning that oversized, rumpled, white t-shirt that smells like men’s sexy cologne. I’ve got it really bad for him. So bad, I get pissed at myself when I think about all the years I wasted telling him to get lost.

Sage says she knew all along Keller and I were destined to be together. I still have my doubts—if I’m being honest, but for now we’re good together. Really, really good.

A nasty wind comes out of nowhere and whips through the alley, forcing me onto all fours and sweeping away my wanton thoughts like scattering leaves. Mumbling a curse, I shove off the ground and swipe my palms against my shirt, brushing off the dirt and gravel. My hair thrashes around my face like flames in a hell storm, hindering my vision. I wish I had braided it. There’s no time now, so I shove the long red strands behind my ears.

It’s only early May, but already the humidity has my shirt clinging to damp skin. The thick air carries the fetid scents of trash and the being lurking around the corner. He’s headed my way, and I’m ready. Sliding my hand up my thigh, I latch on to my short blade. It’s so quiet I can hear the faint creak of the leather as I squeeze my fist. Tension swims through my veins, lashing out until my body vibrates with need. The need to protect and destroy. I pull the blade from its sheath, gripping the handle tighter. Up close and personal is the only way to take down a murk.

Murks, with their oversized bodies, gaping maws, and sharp black teeth, are disgusting and deadly. A noxious substance drips from their skin, leaving a stank, oily trail in their wake. Their rotten stench alone is enough to take down the average person. Thankfully, I’m not average.

I’m a huntress. In layman terms, it means I’m a killer. If you fuck with my city and my people, you fuck with me. The residents of Nashville, whether born and bred or one of the thousands of tourists walking the streets every day, are my heart. I’ll do anything to protect them, anything to keep them oblivious to the creatures of the occult. The occult world, even the fantastical and lighter parts of it, is a very dangerous place to be. Plainly put: It ain’t pretty.

Lucian and Matthew are less than two blocks away. They’ll approach from behind.
I acknowledge Keller with a nod. What about Alex and Grant? Are they close? Oddly, I only sense one murk. But if I’ve learned anything about murks over the years, it’s that they aren’t solitary creatures. They tend to stalk their prey in groups. Picture a group of pitch black Jabba the Hutts. Now add legs. That’s what I’m dealing with. I’d seriously give my right eye for more backup.

I’ve learned that Alex, Matthew, Lucian, and Grant all know how to do a lot more than play instruments and sing, though their skills in that department are enough to make the majority of females and a good percentage of males stand up and take notice. The five of them are as lethal as I am. But things are getting worse in Nashville for reasons I can’t quite put my finger on, and we need more help. It all started with Ostara… I had thought booting Cross out of town would have given us a bit of a reprieve. That’s hardly the case. The six of us are having a hard time keeping up, and I know in my gut, things are going to continue to get worse. For the life of me, I can’t seem to remember how I ever handled this by myself. But I did. For a very long time. My near-death experience dealing with Cross permanently put the kibosh on my go-it-alone attitude. I’m no good to Nashville if I’m dead.

No, Keller responds. They’re battling a handful of demons six blocks south. Alex says they’re a vicious pack. Reminds him of rabid, fire-breathing dogs.
Shit. I hate fire-breathing demons. My ass has been scorched one too many times.

Speaking telepathically is not something I’m not wholly comfortable with yet. I’m a private person, a loner who likes to be in a crowd, an extrovert who clutches her secrets like a toddler who refuses to give up the pacifier. I know that doesn’t make sense. I don’t make sense. I never have. I’ve given up trying to figure me out. You can blame it on my odd parentage. I do quite often. My father is a full-blooded hunter. My mother is totally human—was human. I’m not going there, though. To do so would be to completely pull my head out of this hunt. And that would be an epic fail.

Back to Keller and I, which is not by any means a safer subject, but one that doesn’t swallow me in a sea of sorrow. At times like this, I can appreciate the need for our strictly mental communication. The more I allow Keller to feed off of me—and only me—the stronger our mental connection is. Not to mention the fact that his bite is better than an orgasm any day of the week. For that reason alone, if I ever find his fangs in another, I’ve got two knives. One for the giver and one for the taker.

Keller chuckles in my mind, and I consider the rumbling caress a prelude to sex. Great sex. Mind-blowing, out of this world sex.

The ground trembles beneath my feet, snapping me out of my little fantasy moment. Damn. I have got to pay attention. Keller’s got me all kinds of twisted. While the ground does its mini earthquake thing, I hear a low moan that would be inaudible to humans. Murks have trouble breathing. Because of their enormous size, each movement is labored, each breath a wheeze. They’re slower than slugs, but don’t count them out. I’ve made the mistake of being under one when it fell. Needless to say, that wasn’t one of my prouder moments. It was one of the most painful and embarrassing, though. I had to wait until the murk had completely deflated before I could wiggle out from under him. I’ve totally earned my Shimmy Queen rights.

Another tremble, this one more intense, and I finally see him. One booted foot angles around the corner, kicking a can and sending it flying through the air. I never hear it fall. The boot is attached to a leg so fat it’s nearly splitting the seams of the murk’s pants. The threads hang on for dear life, stretching and unraveling with each heavy step. I’m not even sure why they wear pants. As far as I can tell, they have no outward genitalia, though the males are typically larger than the females. And really, clothing looks ridiculous on a bumpy blob with teeth. This murk is huge, so it’s a pretty fair assumption on my part to label him a dude.

Murks get off on squeezing the life out of their victims like a boa constrictor before munching on them for dinner. Bones and all. Humans see nothing but a shadow. By the time they realize they should run screaming, it’s already too late. Their bodies are never found, and each name is added to the ever-growing missing person’s list.

This murk is going to go hungry tonight. The dinner bell has broken. He’s already had his last meal. He doesn’t know it yet, and that’s where the fun comes in.

Ready?
Keller should know better than to ask me that. I’m always ready, and considering I’m already on the move, Keller’s the one who’s gonna be late for this party.

I’m fast. Like super-fast. Like a track star on alien speed. Before the murk can take another step, I’ve got my blade embedded in his right knee. I twist. He kicks with his left leg, narrowly missing my chest. He’s not quick, but he is huge. Pulling the blade back, I spin and slice his abdomen open with the other knife. A nasty black substance I hesitate to call blood pours out of his gut and sprays my face. I jump back before the splatter can hit the ground, careful not to get any on my boots. That’s exactly how I went down last time. Slipped on murk juice and totally rocked the belly-flopping-face-plant dance.

Keller leaps onto the murk’s lumpy shoulders, and with one arm around his neck and the other grabbing his forehead, he yanks hard. The murk opens his mouth so far his head is nearly split in half. He howls, the sound reminiscent of a train whistle, but stays on his feet, thrashing his arms about in an attempt to grab onto something. Like a dancer proficient in every genre, I dodge, bob, weave, jump, and spin.

The black gooey substance drips from my forehead, hot and stinging as it leaks between my eyelashes. I wipe the ooze out of my eyes with the back of my hand. I attack again, my arm arcing widely before my blade hits its mark. The murk wails as his right hand plunges to the ground. I’ve left him with a stub. Score one for the Hawkster!

“Stop playing, Josie. Finish him already,” Keller growls and twists the murk’s head. The creature’s bright green eyes bulge, but the neck doesn’t snap. That wouldn’t kill him anyway. There is only one way to kill a murk. Stake its black heart so the body cannot regenerate.

“Fine,” I mumble. Seriously, Keller can be such a fun suck. I step back a couple of feet, take a deep breath, and launch myself into the air like a spider monkey, slamming my blade into the murk’s chest. Locking my legs tight against his body, I pull up, breaking ribs and ripping muscle. One more jerk and I know I’ve punctured his heart. The diamond-cut blade slides through the organ like a warm knife on hot butter. I shove the blade in farther and leap out of the way. Keller rides the murk all the way to the ground like a cowboy on a bucking bronco before he easily steps off. Dude has really taken to the cowboy way of things in Nashville.

I roll my eyes at his theatrics. Okay, maybe he does have some fun in him. I hear the sound of boots on pavement. Matthew and Lucian round the corner. The air blurs around them as they slide to a stop and take in the kill. Tall and lean, with sinewy muscle women fawn over, they could be mistaken for brothers if you didn’t know one was two centuries older than the other.

“For real? We missed it? This bites.” Lucian says, his blond hair nearly as white as the moon. His lips are turned down like he’s seriously upset. I want to offer him some cookies and milk and give him a big ol’ hug. Of course, he's sporting his trademark suspenders, which I happen to think is a fighting hazard. Luc claims no one will ever get close enough to grab on. To date, that statement is a fact. I’m thinking a little wager is in order. This girl needs a new pair of boots.

I laugh. “You two are getting really old and really slow. We had this thirty seconds ago.” Yeah. Total fist pump moment.

Keller nudges me with his boot. “Would have been faster if Josie here hadn’t been feckin’ around.”

“All work and no play,” I say, though the fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. This was too easy. No way in hell is it over yet. But my boys here don’t know that. They’re new in town and still have a lot to learn about my streets and the native creatures of the night. While some beings can travel anywhere, others are destined to remain in their birth region. Such is the fate of the murk. Lucky me.

“Whatever. I hear the demons are putting up quite a fight—”

Matthew’s words are cut off when the ground quakes under our feet like a caravan of army tanks are heading straight for us.

I knew it. Hazarding a look around the corner, I groan. “We’re not done. Looks like you’ll get your hands dirty yet, Matthew.” I smile and point. “Dead murk’s family is here.”

“How many?”

“Ten. Maybe eleven.”

“Shit, Josie. That’s not a family,” Lucian says, scratching his bearded jaw. His ice-blue eyes sparkle with excitement. “That’s a posse.”

I shrug. “Either way, they don’t look happy.” Nor would I be if someone had slaughtered one of my people. “We need to spread out. You two go high,” I tilt my head toward Keller and Matthew. “Lucian and I will take street level.” I’ve really got to work on my free-running skills. Bounding off of buildings and flipping over obstacles like a gymnast would be badassery at its finest.

Keller pulls me close and plants a kiss on my lips. Even though I’m covered in murk blood, I return the kiss for as long as I think is safe, completely ignoring the smack talk coming from the other vampires.

After I break the kiss, Keller slaps my ass and gives an enthusiastic, “Let’s do this.”

* * *

 
Two hours later, Keller and I are totally dragging ass and making our way home. Vampires are extraordinarily strong, and have more endurance than any other being I’ve come across. Keller’s obvious fatigue is testament to the heavy shit we’ve dealt with tonight. Ten filthy murks had turned into twenty and then twenty more, each one seemingly stronger than the last. Thankfully, we managed to exterminate all of them—any way we could. Then, joy of joy, someone sing a folk song, we still had the demons to deal with. Grant and Alex had taken down their fair share before we’d joined the fray, leaving us with only a few more to wrangle. It should have been easy, a quick slice-and-dice-it’s-been-nice moment. As luck would have it, the demons must have been amped up on steroids. I’ve got the cuts and bruises to prove it. Again, what the hell is going on?

Now, I can barely keep my eyes open, and Keller’s complexion is reminiscent of a ghost. He needs to feed, but I’m too wiped to offer up dinner. One bite and I swear I’ll need a casket. Tonight is one of those rare nights when I’m actually considering getting a new job. I don’t entertain those dark thoughts for too long though. Like Popeye, I am what I am. And seriously? I love what I do.

As we pass by one of several souvenir shops on the strip, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the store window. Holy fried catfish and grits. “I look like…”

I can’t even think of a description bad enough for the catastrophe staring back at me. I have black smears of murk blood all over my face and arms. My hair, which is plastered against my cheeks and forehead, is a matted mess that looks like evicted flames from hell, flames that lost their heat and sizzle and were downgraded to faulty sparks after someone threw dirty water on them. My shirt is ripped and my skirt is at least two inches shorter than it was an hour ago. If I’m not careful, my other cheeks will be saying a great big hey y’all to the world.

Keller touches my hand. His touch elicits a shiver that scurries over my body in electric waves. I blink away from my blurry image and turn to him.

“You look tired,” he says, and offers a half smile.

I snort at his attempt to be kind. He wipes something from my cheek and I imagine a combination of blood and guts, maybe even demon scale debris, sticking to his fingers. I look over my shoulder and see we’ve left a trail of exactly that. “Shit,” I say, already feeling the weight of the task sagging my shoulders. “We have to clean up.” Humans excuse a lot of things, dismiss them as this or that with a wave of their hand, but evidence of a killing spree is not one of them.

“I’ve got someone on it.” He tilts his head. “Let’s go back to your place and get cleaned up.”

“Who?”

Keller tugs a strand of my hair, pulling me closer, a sinful gleam in his jet-black eyes. “You and me. Who else?”

I almost let myself get sucked in. Almost. I shake my head and bite down a stab of resentment. I have a feeling I know the direction of this conversation, and it’s not a good one. In fact, it’s pretty much the bane of our fragile relationship. One of them anyway. His unwavering need to possess me runs a very close second. “Who’s cleaning up?” I ask, keeping my voice even, if not my pulse.

His gaze flits to my neck before he quickly looks over the top of my head. Now he’s the one staring at the window. I wonder if he notices the tic in his jaw. I sure as hell do.

“Out with it, Irish. Who is cleaning my streets tonight?” I’m aware of the slight change in the sky, navy blue lightening just a fraction of a shade at the horizon. Keller rubs the back of his neck, and lets his arm drop. He feels what I see. Dawn is coming, but I’m not moving until he gives me the details. All of them. Even if that means someone is going to get singed.

“Your streets?” He swipes a hand through his dark hair, fatigue settling deep and forming lines around his mouth. “Can we talk about this later, Josie?” he asks as he strategically moves under the awning.

I pivot and arch one eyebrow, giving him a serious stare down.

Keller leans against the storefront and nails me with his own stare—a sexy vampire-god stare. I’m not budging, though a teeny tiny part of me heats up. My other eyebrow rises and I cross my arms over my chest in an immature fashion. I know he’s irritated that I still call Nashville mine. Old habits die hard, and the truth is, I’m not one hundred percent ready to relinquish even a small part of what I’ve cherished and nurtured, protected and praised for all these years. Not yet, and maybe not ever.

“Look,” he says. “The Elders—”

“Don’t,” I snap, cutting him off. I knew it. It’s been more than a month since Keller convinced the Elders of the Assembly to make us co-Leaders. I’m still waiting on a formal acknowledgment from them. I have a feeling I’ll be waiting until I have at least one foot in the grave. All because I’m a half-breed.

The Elders are the highest level of the Assembly, followed by Bishops, Deacons, Team Leaders, and then Team Members, who are basically mercenaries. The similarities to the church are intentional. Belief is more powerful than any form of magick out there.

The Elders never had any intention of giving me the authority of leading a Team in my domain. As long as there’s a Team here helping to keep my city safe, it shouldn’t matter if I’m a TL or a TM. But it does.

“Are you listening to me?”

I shake my head. I don’t want to fight with him. I leave Keller standing there and trek the last few minutes to my apartment. I sense him on my heels, but that doesn’t stop me from trying to slam the door in his face to shut down the inevitable argument. He puts one finger on the door and pushes it open.

Man, I need to chill or I’m likely to knock Keller on his ass. I’m beyond tired, ready to collapse, and if I’m being honest with myself, this is only partially Keller’s fault. My beef is equally placed with the Elders. Lucky for Keller, he’s only getting fifty percent of my anger-induced doucheness. Screw that. Maybe Keller deserves to get a boot in his ass. Being partners means sharing information. All information. Clearly, he’s keeping certain details to himself, and that doesn’t fly in my world.

I swing around and nail him with a fiery gaze. “This co-leader shit seems very one sided.”

He’s not looking at me.

Something’s wrong.

Reaching for my blade, I spin and quickly scan the small room. I have to squint to see her. Esmeralda, a pixie with soft yellow wings and an even softer voice, flutters near the window.

Esmeralda’s tiny hand is clutched into a tight fist in front of her mouth. One by one, she slowly opens her fingers and purses her lips.

I cock my head, trying to figure out what she’s up to. Pixies are known to stir up trouble, and the one hovering in my apartment is one of the biggest culprits.

“You weren’t invited, Esmeralda.” I move toward her.

Esmeralda smiles before blowing softly over her extended hand. Shimmering blue powder scatters throughout the room like sparkling, magical dust motes, and I make the mistake of breathing it in. Instantly the room swirls.

Esmeralda giggles like a little girl. “Tag. You’re it.”

Chapter Seven
 
 
I'm about to go total lights out. I don't have time to throttle Esmeralda, though I plot her demise in great detail. I can almost hear her wings crunching in my fists. I reach for Keller, but he's already got a hold of me. His anger emanates through his fingertips like tiny snaps of a pulsating wire. He’s practically gouging my arms. Right now he’s my lifeline, so I allow the death grip. Not that I have much choice.

Black dots mar my vision. I’m lightheaded like I’ve been spinning on a merry-go-round all afternoon. Slowly, the dizziness ebbs as a feeling of euphoria slips in and takes over. It’s like sliding into a hot bubble bath at the end of the day, glass of wine in hand, soft music playing in the background. Comforting heat spreads from my toes to my fingertips, lifting me off the ground until I feel as though I’m floating free and clear like a red carnival balloon that has escaped the sticky hands of a child.

“I’ve got you,” he says close to my ear. "What have you done, pixie?" he growls. The change in his voice is like tires shifting from a smooth highway to an old gravel road. Oops. Someone is in trouble. If Esmeralda answers, I don’t hear.

I'm stumbling around on legs made of marmalade, not sure if I’m awake and drunk, or in some sort of a dream state. Esmeralda has drugged me. That I do know. When I come out of this, I'm totally going to pluck her wings and stuff them down her throat. I’d do it now, but I can't tell if she's even in the same room anymore. Gone are the decrepit yet comfortably familiar surroundings of my tiny apartment. In its place is a room full of shiny red curtains and circus monkeys. The little darlings are dressed in ruffles and feathers with cock-eyed hats strapped to their heads. They clap their hands together and chatter to each other like busybodies, exaggerating their mouths and showing lots of teeth. They are too cute. And I’ve always wanted a pet. Monkeys are supposed to be smart. Maybe if I adopt one it can cook for itself since I’m rarely at home. I reach for one and frown when he runs away and hides behind the curtains.

I lean forward and call to them. “Come here, little monkeys. Come to Josie.”

The monkeys disappear, and I never even got to pet one. My lips pull into a deep pout like the corners have been rigged to two anvils.

The room swirls again, round and round and round I go. Wheeee!
I'm outside.

Dawn is breaking over the horizon in brilliant shades of blue. I blink at the kaleidoscope effect and tilt my head right then left, smiling at the plethora of swirling colors and shapes. Pretty sunrise. So pretty. It’s like I’m walking on a rainbow. I laugh. The melodious sound fans out, echoing and coming back to me like a lyrical boomerang. When I get to the top of the rainbow, I’m going to sing to the world right before I slide down the other side. I wonder what song I should sing? Something upbeat? A swelling ballad?

Keller loosens his grip. I laugh again. This is going to be great. My sexy vampire and I are going to ride the rainbow together. I blink again, hear a slurpy pop, and then the colors are gone, sucked away through an enormous hole in the sky that instantly seals closed and disappears. There are no more trees slicing the horizon. No more flowers dotting the earth with splashes of yellow, red and purple. Everything is white and washed out, flat and dull. This vast world of nothing seems to go on forever, an endless array of sharp edges and straight lines. It’s painful and sad. I squint my eyes in the overly bright sun, still the heat burns and tears leak from the corners.

Sun?

There’s something about that. What is it? What is it?

It clicks, and I know my world will never be the same.

Keller and daylight don’t mix.

I spin. So does my stomach. I ignore the wave of nausea. What little focus I have is on Keller. Everything else is inconsequential. "You have to go," I tell him, my voice cracking.

"Never, Josie."

I hear him but I don’t see him. It’s too bright. I use my hands like a visor to shield my eyes.

“I’m here.”

I feel his breath on the back of my neck, cool and soothing. I whip around. The top of the sun crests, its blinding intensity shrouding the flattened land in rays of white-hot heat, a sharp contrast to Keller’s chilled breath. Smoke swims around me, circling, dancing, and with it comes the horrific scent of searing flesh. Panic nearly chokes my words.

"Keller!" I turn again. Again. He's not there. So much smoke. I fan the air with both arms. I can't find him. The sun rises higher, heating my backside like the devil is spanking me with his fiery hand. "No, no, no. Run, Irish. Please, run."

"I've told you before… You're stubborn. I'm not leaving…you, Josephine."

Where the hell is he? His words are soft, weak, like it’s painful for him to speak. I have got to help him. Have to fix this.

"I release you of your vow. Please go,” I plead. “I'll find you." I don’t know how. All I know is nothing will stop me from finding him. We’re connected and I’ll tear through the halls of Heaven, Hell, and every world in between until I get him back. The sun is stealing Keller from me like a thief dressed in a cloak made of white flames. I hear the roar he’s holding back. It’s in my head, thrashing against my skull like a trapped beast. He’s burning to death. For me. Whether he leaves on his own or not, the result is the same, and that is unacceptable. What was I thinking? I can’t release him. I won’t.

“Dammit. No! I don't release you. You promised you’d never leave me. That means no dying. Do you hear me? No dying!" The last two words are nothing but a strangled sob. 

Keller doesn't speak again. I drop to the ground. The smoke dissipates like it’s being sucked through the tube of a vacuum. I'm afraid to look. For him, I have to. I crawl forward, my hands scraping across cracked earth that appears as though it hasn't seen rain in months. Where the hell am I?

I gasp when I see it. The faint sounds of splintering glass prick at my ears and I know it’s my heart shattering into a billion pieces. A part of Keller is still here, though his soul is long gone. The pile of dark ashes is all I have left of him. I stare at the gray powder, afraid to move—afraid to leave him in this place alone. The temperature suddenly drops. One moment sweat is sliding down my back, the next I’m shivering and on the verge of hypothermia. My breath mimics the smoke from mere moments ago. I try not to breathe.

A gentle but icy breeze caresses my wet cheeks like a coddling nursemaid. That’s the only warning I have before the wind goes bat crazy. My tears freeze on my face. Keller’s ashes swirl around me like the cyclone from the Wizard of Oz. But this isn’t a movie—something I can flick off with the remote.

No.

He is mine, I think with a guttural sob.

I quickly reach for his remains and rub them between my fingers, over my arms, my legs, my lips. I want Keller with me forever. He promised. The wind howls like a tortured ghost calling for its only love. I dive for the last remnants of the one man who ever won my heart. But the wind takes it all, strips it away from me in one final squall. A sharp, piercing wail breaks through the moaning wind. My screams are for Keller.

 
* * *

 
Tremors rock through my body, vicious in their intensity. Five minutes ago I was ready to go toe-to-toe with Keller over the Assembly. Now, Keller isn’t here anymore, and I have regrets. More than I could ever count. I’m lost in a sea of darkness, clawing my way to the surface while creeping tendrils of fog keep dragging me farther down. My lungs burn with the need to breathe. Somewhere, Keller is calling my name. Maybe from the other side. If I answer him, I’ll drown.

I feel his anger like it’s my own, lashing against my skin in stinging snaps. He wouldn’t want me to die. I’m not ready to die. I refuse to die.

“Josie!”

I fight death’s hold with everything I have, jackknifing out of its cruel grasp. My feet are finally on solid ground. I run. My muscles are so tight I trip before I’ve gone two steps. I’m going down, and I’m going to hit hard. I fall flat on the floor. My face slams into a shoe, the heel slamming into my nose and scraping off skin.

With wobbly arms I shove off the floor and turn. I’m not in that white world of nothingness. I’m not surfing the skies on rainbows. There are no monkeys. I’m in my apartment. The same chipped, lime-green walls surround me and I think they are the most exquisite walls in the world. Keller has his arms around me now. He’s holding me and shushing me like I’m a child who has awakened from a horrific nightmare. That’s exactly what it was, and I’m glad for it. Nightmares aren’t real, and Irish is still with me. If I wasn’t sure how much he meant to me before, I am now. Without him, I am a shattered version of me. A broken shell that glue could never fix.

My breath is stuttered and my muscles are on the verge of seizing. I need to relax, but I don’t know if I remember how. I lean into Keller’s embrace. I’m utterly drained.

Why?

I mentally count backward from ten and scan the small room. The shutters on the window are sealed tight, closing off the streets, the world, and most importantly, the sun from my tiny home. I have no idea what time it is.

That very moment, I remember what happened with such clarity that a stuttered gasp escapes.

I shove away from Keller. “Where’s Esmeralda?” I ask through clenched teeth, my gaze scanning every inch of the room. Pixies are known for their shenanigans, but this is beyond their usual harmless pranks. With one move, they’ve climbed into very dangerous territory.

“She’s gone.” His voice is nearly a snarl. “I was worried about you.” He slides his hand over my still dirty hair, lingers as if he’s afraid to let go. “She left before I could grab her.”

I give Keller one more squeeze, then cross the small room and plop down on my bed. The sheets are still rumpled from the last time Keller and I were here. I bunch the cotton in my fists, needing to root myself on solid ground.

“That little bitch drugged me.”

Keller crouches in front of me. “Yes, she did. How do you feel now?”

I shake my head and immediately regret it. “A headache, nothing more.” The headache is actually closer to a migraine, but I’ll deal. I decide not to tell him how bad my heart is aching. Thankfully, seeing him alive and breathing—sort of, he doesn’t really breathe much—kicks the healing process into gear. “That was some trip.” One I never want to repeat. “Was it the same for you?” Other than the worry swimming laps in his eyes, he doesn’t seem affected.

Keller rubs his forehead. “I didn’t partake, so to speak.”

“Right. I’m the only breather in the room. I’m betting she knew that, too.” I let go of the sheets and push off the bed. Pacing gives me back the control I lost. “How long was I out?”

Keller moves to the refrigerator, which is located a mere four feet or so from my bed. He opens the door, and I hear the rattle that the landlord has yet to fix. The fridge is on its last leg and has been for over a year. He snags a bottle of water and slams the door closed. The rattle stops. “No more than a couple of hours.”

A couple of hours to Keller could be as many as twelve. As much as I want my hours back, there’s nothing I can do about it. I take the water Keller offers and drain half the contents in two swallows. I’m hoping hydrating will kill the hangover. “Well, that’s something, I guess.” I shrug halfheartedly. “Part of me gets why some people succumb to drugs. That initial high is exhilarating. Beyond exhilarating. The end…”

“What happened, Josephine?”

It’s not often that he uses my full name. He must really be worried about me. I kiss Keller’s bare shoulder and wonder when he stripped out of his shirt. For all I know, he could have danced a naked jig with wood nymphs while I was out. Doubtful, but possible. “I’m fine,” I say in answer. “You know me. Just battling monsters wherever I go.” I step away and offer a weak smile. It’s the best I can do right now. His death—imagined or not—has me more confused than I’ve been in a very long time.

The worry lines around Keller’s black eyes smooth out. I’m guessing it’s slowly sinking in that I’m okay. It’s been a while since he’s fed from me. Our telepathic connection is weak, and I’m thankful for that.

He opens his mouth to speak, but hesitates before finally saying, “For a few moments you seemed peaceful. And happy…”

The way he says ‘happy’ makes me wonder if that’s unusual for me. Could that be true? “I’m sure,” I say with a wave of my hand. “Right up until the moment I went psycho.”

“There was that. Very dramatic,” he says with a soft laugh. Keller lowers his body onto the bed, taking up the space I vacated. His abs contract as he leans back to rest on his elbows. “Want to talk about it? What you saw, I mean.”

I force my gaze to move from his ripped stomach to his eyes. When he looks at me like this, talking is the last thing I want to do. “Not so much, Irish.” I’m bone tired, but there will be no sleep for me today. “I’m gonna hit the shower, then head to Wolfie’s to help out before the sun goes down. Then I’m going pixie hunting,” I tell him, my tone leaving no room for argument. “If Esmeralda is blowing that special pixie dust on anyone else, her little game of tag is going to get bloody.” I have a feeling there’s something bigger at play here. I need to get to the bottom of it, nip it in the bud, so to speak, before anyone else takes a trip down Horror Lane.

Keller smiles and my heart jerks to attention. “Agreed. The boys and I are playing Wolfie’s tonight, so I’ll see you soon. Maybe you’ll do us the honor of sitting in.” Keller stands and moves toward me like a lion tracking his mate. With one finger, he lifts my chin and kisses me full on the lips. “Promise me something,” he says with his mouth against mine.

“Promise.”

Keller laughs. The deep sound rumbles through his chest before fading to a purr. “You don’t know what it is I’m asking.”

I kiss him hard before grabbing a towel from the closet and heading toward the shower. “Sure I do,” I say over my shoulder. “Wait for you.” It’s the same thing he’s made me promise every night since the Spring Equinox. So far, I’ve been inclined to hunt with him. But eventually, something will happen and I’ll be on the streets alone. I’m a realist, and at some point the shit will hit the proverbial fan. Tonight isn’t eventually…yet.

“Always, Josie.”

Though I really want to, I can’t promise always. I offer a smile instead. Tomorrow comes with a new set of challenges. Not to mention tomorrows aren’t promised to anyone. Not even the immortals. I rub my chest with the heel of my hand. My heart hurts for those I have lost. Those I have yet to lose. Being a huntress allows me a longer lease on life, but doesn’t spare me any of the heartache that comes along with it. And there’s nothing I can do about it, which really sucks the big one.

Dragging myself away from those self-destructive thoughts—which isn’t an easy feat, mind you—I turn on the shower and undress while I wait for the water to heat up. Unfortunately, that could take anywhere from ten seconds to ten minutes. I don’t live in the nicest apartment. Actually, it crossed to the bad side a long time ago. Any day now, someone will stick a big fat condemned sign on the front of the building. Guess that makes me a slummer. The landlord did tape a note to my door telling me the bug people would be here sometime this month, so things are looking up. Thank the stars for that. I’m not much of a spider person. Give me a demon any day. I can fight that bad boy like no other, but spiders? I shiver. The whole eight legs thing really creeps me out. 

Before Keller came back, I didn’t spend much time here. Now I’m wondering if I should upgrade to decent. He hasn’t officially moved in. That’s probably because I haven’t officially invited him. Nonetheless, this is where we spend all our fun time, so maybe a move is in order.  But this is home, and has been for some time. The decision to leave won’t be an easy one.

Speaking of fun… “Hey, Irish?” I call. “Wanna join—” Before I can say another word, I feel Keller’s presence. His intensity cascades over my bare skin like an electrical current, pulsing, stimulating. I smile to myself and step into the shower. The terrible morning full of murks, demons, and drug-wielding pixies is finally looking up.

Chapter Eight
 
Keller

  
I clench my teeth, biting off the anger that nearly has me roaring as Josie closes the door and heads to Wolfie’s for the day shift. I listen to her retreating footsteps. Once I’m certain she has made it down the stairs safely, I throw myself on the bed to settle in for another day of waiting. Except today is different. Someone has intentionally harmed my woman—my mate. The monster inside me—the beast Josie has unknowingly quieted—stirs, stretching to life, seeking to lash out and kill.

Staring up at Josie’s cracked ceiling, I will it to part like the Red Sea so I can experience what it would feel like to walk in the day again, to have the sun warm my skin, to see the colors and reflections that can only be seen when the sun is at its highest. Energy zings along my nerves, popping and crackling, making me desperate for action. More than anything, I want to be able to escort Josie to work. How can I protect her when I can’t day walk? She certainly would never stay behind with me for her own safety. Josie isn’t made like that. The wood of the headboard creaks beneath my fingers.

The ceiling refuses to split open. It won’t retract or disappear, no matter how much I want it to. The only light comes from the lone bulb hanging from a thick black cord, and even that flickers like it’s two minutes from its last breath. Even if vampires slept, any form of slumber would elude me today. Again, someone harmed Josie. I need to make them pay.

I shove off the bed, land on my feet with cat-like precision, and walk to Josie’s dresser in three short strides. Yesterday’s garments, along with a set of blades and a couple of damp towels, are strewn across the top. After all these years, there are still no family pictures. No jewelry box. No feminine trinkets or mementos. Nothing that makes this a home—her home—though she’d fight tooth and nail swearing otherwise. One day I will give her the home she deserves. That plan is already in the works.

I look up and study my reflection in the cracked mirror. My hair is in need of a cut, but doing so means there will be less for Josie to cling to. I smile. Yes, I enjoy her nails digging into my scalp while she moans my name.

My dark eyes should be bright with the lingering aftermath of an explosive orgasm. To the contrary, they appear haunted and distant. I’ve seen a lot in my time and most of it was shitty. If the past is any indication, the future will prove every bit as challenging. Especially when the time comes to return to my sire again and do his bidding.

The call.
When will it come? I’ve already had to leave Josie more than once because of my sire. I push all thoughts of that maddening situation out of my mind. Maybe that makes me a coward. I’m not. When the moment comes, I will go. What I do once I’m in the presence of him again has yet to be determined.

I straighten the crooked mirror. Color stains my normally pale cheeks, an equal combination of anger and satisfaction. My hunger has been satiated for the time being, though will never be fully quenched. The taste of Josie, being with her, loving her, possessing her, consumes my thoughts. I’ll never get her out of my system. Her blood sings a duet with my blood, mixing perfectly, making me stronger and more vibrant with each passing second. That is part of the problem. I may as well be locked in a cell. Yes. I am a prisoner within these walls. A captive inside my own body.

Day by day, I die a slow and torturous death. Alone in the dim room, I force myself to stay busy, and therefore sane. The alternative, and one a lot of vampires suffer, is to become a mental case, a being that can never function in the real world, and ultimately walks into the path of the fiery orb. All because I have found the only person I can ever really be with—my mate, though Josie is exponentially more than that. It kills me that I can’t walk alongside her. Watch over her. Protect her. She would hate it. She’s driven that point home like a stake to my heart. Crystal clear.

I grab the towels from the dresser and launch them into the laundry basket. The action does nothing to squelch my frustration.

She feckin’ scared at least a century off my immortal life today. The pixie—Esmeralda, Josie had called her—will pay for what she has done. I should have stopped it. Should have seen it coming. Josie isn’t fragile, but she isn’t immortal either. Something happened to her while she was drugged, a hallucination that struck a bad chord. I will find out what it was, and I will make sure it never comes to fruition.

I might not be able to be with Josie right now, but I’m sure as feck not going to lie around and wallow in self-pity. I grab my cell off the kitchen counter and thumb in a text to four of my contacts: SOMETHING BAD IS GOING DOWN.

ALEX: SUP?

MATTHEW: ALWAYS BRO

LUCIAN: HOPE IT’S A FEMALE

GRANT: WHAT DO U NEED?

LUCIAN: HE NEEDS 2 GET LAID

ALEX: LUC IS JEALOUS

GRANT: LET K GIVE THE DEETS

I shake my head as the texts continue to fly in. All predictable responses considering the mixed personalities of my friends. I give them a very brief rundown of the events from the last few hours, excluding the shower scene.

The comedic responses die the moment I mention Josie was assaulted. She’s won them over with her eccentric, one-of-a-kind charm and sarcastic wit. They’ll fight for her. They willingly fight beside her. I couldn’t have chosen a better Team. They are more than that, tighter than duty.

Maybe I should have waited to tell them until later, after sunset when they can actually prowl the streets. As it is, they’ll be prisoners held captive by the clock, searching for an escape route that won’t come for several more hours. But prisoners have contacts, and that is what I’m betting on. The five of us have work to do.

KELLER: I’M ON MY WAY.

My phone rings and Grant’s face flashes across the screen. I slide my thumb across the screen to accept the call. “Yeah.”

“You all right, man?”

“I’m good and pissed,” I respond. Closing my eyes, I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Other than that, I’m fine. I’ll be there shortly.”

“I feel you. Later, we need to get some rehearsal time in. There’s that new tune we’ve been talking about. This might be a good time to incorporate it into our repertoire.”

My brow creases. “What song would that be, G?”

Grant laughs. “Dead Pixies. It’s an original.”

I smiled despite myself. My friends are solid. Pounding the drums will do me good. I sure as hell need to blow off some steam before I self-combust. Josie’s place is already trashed enough without my innards decorating the walls.

“Brilliant,” I say. “Can’t wait to hear this.” I disconnect and toss my phone on the bed.

Teleporting during the day is dangerous, and most vampires never even attempt it. No matter how hard I concentrate on the destination, there are always those half-seconds where I am exposed. Any mental interruption and I can kiss my life goodbye. Some days, need outweighs the risk. Today is one of those days.

I grab a clean t-shirt and a bag of sticks, focus on the safe house, and teleport my ass out of here.

The vampire lair shimmers in front of me. I feel the heat grabbing at my skin. I push harder until I am inside and clear of the sun’s deadly bite.

The lair, which was originally a factory, has been converted to suit the needs of five vampires. More, if need be. As it is, I haven’t spent more than one or two nights here since just before the Spring Equinox. I’m not complaining. Lying in bed against Josie’s lush curves trumps hanging with the boys at the factory any day of the week.

I find Grant, Luc, Alex, and Matthew waiting for me in the gym. This is as good a place as any to hold a meeting. The gym is well equipped, better than any franchise out there. Vampires have a lot of hours to kill, and from the looks of it, the four of them have been burning calories right along with time.

“What happened, man?” Alex asks, cutting off the music with a click of the remote. He tosses the remote on the bench.

“Feckin’ pixie drugged Josie.”

Luc’s eyes flash red. “’She all right?”

“Yes,” I say. I snag a chair, swing it around and drop into it, crossing my arms over the back. The others follow suit, forming a semi-circle around me. “She tripped hard, though. I’m guessing they were some pretty ugly hallucinations, though she’s not giving me a lot of information.”

Matthew laughs under his breath. “Sounds like Josie.” He rubs his neck. “What do the pixies have against her?”

I stare at the floor, gathering my thoughts. “Nothing that I’m aware of. It doesn’t make sense,” I say, shaking my head. “This particular pixie’s name is Esmeralda. She acted like this was a game.” I rub my palm against the back of my other hand, then look up as an idea formulates.

Grant angles his head. “I see those wheels spinning. What’s up, Keller? What are you thinking?”

“I need one of you to check on Cross.” They all know who Cross is. Each of us played a part in extracting the powerful drug-lord vampire from Nashville. Maybe I’m wrong. Just because Josie was drugged doesn’t mean Cross played a part in Esmeralda’s game. A slight possibility is still a possibility. When it comes to Josie’s safety, I won’t take a chance. “There won’t be much time between sunset and the gig.” I nod at Lucian. Luc is by far the fastest. “You go. Make sure your mental walls are in place. I don’t want him to know you’re there. A quick in and out. You understand?”

“Of course,” Lucian acknowledges. “I’ll be nothing but eyes, ears, and wind. A ghost.”

“Good,” I say. “I don’t care what it takes to protect Josie…” I trail off. There is no need to say more. Everyone knows how I feel. Josie comes first. “The rest of you should be on the lookout for pixies as well as dealers. Esmeralda got the drugs from somewhere. We need to find out who and where. Make some calls. Do whatever you need to do to get some answers.”

Chapter Nine
Josie

 
I was right. No surprise there. Keller had said I’d been out a “couple of hours”. By my calculations, it was a lot closer to six. It’s already noon and the streets are full of tourists. They mill around, laughing, shopping, and snapping pictures with their cell phones and tablets. Nashville is chock-full of interesting people and things. From the Elvis impersonators outside every other shop, to the oversized guitar statue a couple blocks up on a corner in the heart of Music Row. While country music is the main course, the residents of this city offer a variety of appetizers and desserts.

Needing a few more minutes to gather my thoughts—still wonky from my excitement-filled morning—I stop by one of my favorite shops and peruse their new stock of cowboy hats and boots. A girl can never have too many. A pair of red boots, with black threading call to me from the far corner. They have my name written all over them. I scoop them up and pay the steep bill. Definitely a splurge, but I’ve got the perfect outfit to go with them. Gothabilly all the way.

The remaining short walk to Wolfie’s is uneventful, except for the scenarios playing out in my mind. For the life of me, I can’t figure out why Esmeralda targeted me. What game is she playing? I hate to be a tattletale, but I might have to rat her out to her mother—or the equivalent of. Esmeralda is in serious need of a time out and I know just the being to give her one—right after I kick her little sparkling ass to Mars and back.

Arranna is the pixie queen and has stayed on the up and up, for the most part, in spite of the bad rap her following creates. She’s also the most beautiful pixie I have ever seen. She uses that beauty to her advantage on every possible occasion, flaunting and flirting her way into many a man’s bed. The fact that she’s vertically challenged doesn’t deter her—or her bedmates—in the least. Not that I blame the men. Arranna’s long hair falls past her waist in glimmering midnight waves. Her wings fade from deep purple to a pale shade of green, and her skin sparkles like diamond dust. I make a mental note to schedule a meeting with her Highness. And to make sure I look my best when I do it. While I can’t compare to her beauty, I don’t want to go in looking like a ragamuffin either.

I stop outside Wolfie’s and add another item to my to-do list. The sign is dated and in desperate need of repair. It’s hanging crooked. The white paint is chipping in several spots, and the gray on the wolf’s snout has faded, leaving no definition between his nose and his eyes. The scroll letters were never really right for the atmosphere. A strong and fierce font would be a much better choice. It’s well past time to commission a new one. I’ll talk to Sage about it tonight. We need something hip, but she’s the number cruncher and will know if it’s in the budget.

Co-owning a bar with Sage works out for both of us. I take the day shift and she takes the nights, which allows me ample time to be in the streets. It’s a win-win situation all around. She looks after the patrons inside Wolfie’s and I look after everyone else. Keller’s sister and I have been best friends a long time. Our history is rich and strong. I worried going into business with her would be a strain on our friendship. Quite the opposite. We’re tighter than ever.

I shove open the door and wait for my eyes to adjust to the dark interior. Wolfie’s is half-packed. And hot as the desert plains on the west side of Hades. Jason Aldean’s latest hit filters in from the overhead speakers. The song, the sound of laughter, and clinking glasses is music to my ears. The ringing of the cash register would make it even better.

I shrug out of my cardigan and toss it behind the bar, which has been left unattended. No bartender equals empty glasses and zero money. The green stuff is the great big fat ass point of owning a business. Okay, I also do it for first dibs on the karaoke mic on Karaoke Wednesdays, but that’s considered a perk, and one Sage threatens to take from me if I don’t get better at managing our employees. I’m not that bad. I’m not that good either. Managing, that is. I’ve got mad lyrical skills, though.

Since Sage can’t come out during the day, that task is left to me. I watch a waitress make her way through the small crowd. She’s wearing a black Wolfie’s t-shirt, a tiny pair of jean shorts that leave little to the imagination, and a rock-star-worthy pair of red cowboy boots. Her dark hair is pulled back into a high ponytail and her lips are painted bright red. She stops to chat at a table filled with a family of four. She’s friendly and seemingly interested in answering the tourists’ questions. Take that, Sagey Sage, I think to myself. I hired Cassy and she looks to be a keeper. She’s also a witch. That tidbit of information is on the down low in a big way. I’ve warned Cassy about casting during work hours. Not allowed. So far, we haven’t had any issues.

I hop behind the bar and grab the clipboard from under the counter. I scroll through the list of dates and names until I come to today. I’ve scheduled one bartender for this shift, and after seeing his name, I’m not surprised he’s MIA.

Wes is a pain in my backside. Dealing with him is like sitting on nails and then shifting in your seat until they’re embedded deep in your ass. He needs to be fired, but Sage won’t let me. I don’t know why she continues to protect him, but I’ll get to the bottom of it. I like mysteries. Call me Sherlock Watson, or something like that. I’m eccentric.

“Hey, Josie!”

I turn toward the cheery voice. Cassy is at the far end of the bar. I wave, toss the clipboard back on the shelf, and make my way to her. “How’s it going?”

Cassy sits her empty drink tray on the bar, grabs a napkin, and wipes the sweat off her forehead. “Good. We’re busy today.” She pitches the napkin into the trash, then picks up another and wipes down her tray. “But some of the customers have left because of this heat. It’s terrible.”

I can’t blame them. Another ten minutes and I’ll need to shower again. It must be over ninety degrees in here. While another shower with Keller is deliciously appealing, I’m needed here. “Sure the hell is. Why is it so hot?”

Cassy shrugs. “Don’t know. It’s been like this since I got here at ten. Wes was trying to fix it, but then something started smoking and I think he made it worse.” She gives me a look and I know she’s thinking the same thing I am.

Deep breath. “Where is Wes?”

“He left, mumbling something about the hardware store. I could have fixed it, but rules are rules.”

Meaning she’d have had to cast a spell. I smile. Cassy made the right call. If I let her use magick, I’m opening a can full of trouble.

Wes should have called me. I admire his attempt to fix the issue, but that doesn’t excuse him from leaving Wolfie’s without a bartender. “How long has he been gone?”

“Maybe an hour? I’m not sure. I’ve been managing okay, but I’m glad you’re here.”

“Tell me what you need.” I take the black elastic band off my wrist and pull my hair into a low pony. “I’ll get your drinks ready.”

Cassy rambles off her short list and I immediately pour a draft beer, holding the glass at the precise angle needed for the perfect beer to head ratio. The thing about Nashville is anytime is a good time for beer. Though I suppose it’s the same with any bar on this planet and the next. “Do me a favor and prop the front door open, please.” I wipe my forehead with my arm. “It’s got to be at least twenty degrees cooler outside right now.” That will change quickly enough. Even in May, Nashville can be hot and humid.

“You got it,” Cassy answers.

Before she can get to the door, Wes saunters in, followed by the one o’clock band. Five old-timers wearing Wranglers and western bolo ties mosey in with their beat-up instrument cases. One of them props the door open with a speaker monitor and they begin the well-rehearsed process of setting up. Pure professionals. Some would have chewed the fat and sipped the juice before taking care of business. Not these guys. As far as I’m concerned, they can play at Wolfie’s anytime.

Wes eyes me behind the bar with his snake-like glare, and without so much as a nod, bypasses me and heads to the back room with a small paper bag in his hand. The three bold letters on the bag offer proof he was indeed at the hardware store. Who knows if he bought anything useful? All I know is that he’ll have a receipt on my desk before his shift ends. I’m sure he’ll sign it with a smartass remark. I nearly take off my boot and chuck it at his head. I’ll give him ten minutes to play Mr. Tool Man and then I’m calling in the professionals.

Five minutes later, cool air floats from the vents, and I decide Wes will live to see another day. Where Wes is concerned, I’m always on the lookout for an excuse to spar. We don’t click. Never have, and I’m guessing we never will. The crowd gives him a round of applause when he hops up on the bar with his weenie chest puffed out. He takes a bow and dances a jig. What the hell? That’s my move he stole, and I want it back. The prick is acting like he’s bar-danced a hundred times. My boot is practically sliding off my foot on its own. It takes every ounce of restraint I possess not to knock him on his ass. Instead, I walk away with my tongue between my teeth. Consummate professional, aren’t I?

Wes and I work silently, side by side, for the next few hours—unless you count the under-the-breath swearing. It’s better when we don’t speak to each other. Actually, it’s better when we don’t see each other at all. I really need to see what I can do about that.

As I’m mixing a variety of special drinks and popping caps off of cold beers, the old timers rock it out with the classics; Willie Nelson, Hank Williams, Johnny Cash and even a remix of The Judds. They’re fantastic, and before long the crowd is clapping and boot stomping—a perfect combination. Wolfie’s is known for stellar music and good times. Then again, every bar on the strip is known for the same thing. What makes Wolfie’s different—aside from the top-notch customer service and crazy drink concoctions—is that Sage and I recognize the beings of the occult mingling with the humans. As long as those of the lore behave and follow my rules—subject to change anytime—they’re welcome here. Right now, another witch, dressed in linen pants and a bright pink tunic, is dancing with an elderly gentleman. His smile warms my heart. The witch catches my eye and winks. I smile back. I like good people—no matter the species. This magical gal will have her dance partner grinning for days.

Before long, the families are replaced with the early evening crowd. A new band sets up in less than twenty minutes and hammers through sound check in less than five. This group has a female lead singer. Her voice is raspy and dead on, with just the right amount of twang. I’m critical when it comes to female leads. She gets two thumbs up and then some.

I keep my eye on a pretty blonde who has been dancing and drinking steadily for at least two hours. She’s wearing a short, yellow sundress with strappy high heels. She has a lot of fans and hasn’t had to buy one drink with her own money. That’s not rare. Cowboys are generous anyway. Add beauty to the mix and they are putty in your hands. My main concern, and the reason I’m watching her, is because I know she’ll eventually hit her limit with the alcohol and I’ll have to cut her off.

Just doing my job.

Wes’s shift ends and two more bartenders take his place. Before he leaves, he swaps jokes with the rest of the staff and slams a gin and tonic. Sissy drink. Maybe that’s why I don’t like him.

I make sure the replacements are set up and ready to go before I head upstairs to the office. As I draw close, I notice a note tacked to the door. Thinking it’s from Sage, I grab it. Stupid move. Too late I realize the paper is glittering. With blue dust. I immediately clamp my mouth shut and hold my breath, praying I haven’t already been contaminated. If I start hallucinating again…

I open the door with one hand while pinching the paper between two fingers and holding it as far away from me as I can. I trip over a box and nearly land on my knees. Somehow I manage to stay vertical. I’m going to turn as blue as this pixie dust if I don’t take a breath soon. I set the note on the desk, quickly cross the small room to the adjacent bathroom and scrub my hands with a mixture of soap and bleach while sucking in lungfuls of clean air. The bleach is probably overkill but I don’t care.

I wait thirty more seconds to make sure I’m one hundred percent lucid, and then I snag a towel from the rack and tie it around my face as a makeshift mask. Heading back to my desk, I snap on a pair of latex gloves and carefully unfold the paper. Inside, there is a hand-drawn picture, no better than the artwork of a four year old. The drawing is a smiley face. One eye is a slashed horizontal line, as if it’s winking at me. Blue specks, like someone had jabbed a crayon repeatedly, make it appear as though it’s raining. Raining pixie dust. Under the face, in large brush strokes are four words.

How was your trip?
The letter is signed E.

I’m going to kill her. I’m not famous by any means, but around here my name means something. Depending on what side of the good vs. evil line you call home, I’m either revered as a hero or toted as the slimiest demon spawn this side of hell. There’s no way Esmeralda understands who she’s toying with. Either that or she has a death wish. Call me a genie, because she’s about to get just that, and she doesn’t even have to rub my belly. I snag a plastic bag from the shelf, fold the letter, and tuck it inside. The dust needs to be analyzed so I know exactly what I’m dealing with.

I look for something to use to wipe down my desk. Using my towel mask would leave me vulnerable. Not gonna happen. My office is always cluttered and a tad on the dirty side. I’m a busy girl. I don’t have time for mundane tasks such as organizing and cleaning. Sage refuses to come in here anymore, preferring to take the accounting books home. I guess I can’t blame her. She’s a brainiac and a wiz with numbers. Seeing my mess nearly gives her a seizure.

I finally manage to find a few napkins stuffed in a drawer. I pour more bleach on them and wipe down my desk. Part of it, anyway. The part the note was sitting on. The rest I leave as is. That way I’ll be sure everything is just as I like it: Organized chaos.

I pick up the phone and dial a number I’ve dialed many times over the years. Two rings. Three.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Hector. It’s Josie.”

“What? You chewing marbles? Who is this?”

I realize I still have my mask on. I pull it off and toss it in a corner. “Sorry about that. It’s Josie.”

Hector laughs. “What’s up, Big Red?”

No doubt he’s referencing my very round ass. I’m not offended. Hector and I are cool like that. And over the years I’ve learned to embrace my curves. I’ll never be a size three. Or even a five. Or even a… We’ll stop there. While I don’t need Keller’s reassurance that he’s okay with my shape, it is nice to know he finds my curves sexy.

“I need a favor,” I say, getting right to the point.

“Sure thing.”

Hector is one hundred percent human—a human with strong beliefs in the possibilities that others exist. Some men are in touch with their feminine side. Hector is in touch with the paranormal side. He’s also jonesing to be turned. I hope that doesn’t happen. I love my vampire and I’d be lost without Sage, but the immortal life is not all it’s cracked up to be. What I like about Hector, other than his knowledge of forensics and such, is that he never asks questions. He gets the job done and keeps the details between us. Definitely my kind of peeps. “Great,” I say. “I’ll be by shortly after dusk.”

“You know where to find me.” Hector hangs up.

As soon as Sage gets here, I’m out. In the meantime, I open the closet and choose my weapons. Hmm. I guess I don’t really need any sharp objects to murder a pixie—I could flick her out of the sky and stomp her like an ant—but I really like how my blades sparkle and shine. Plus they’re great for intimidation. Unlike the rest of the office, my weapons’ closet is in perfect order. All my knives are lined up according to size and weight.

There’s a special section for the blades I like to call The Girls. These blades have blinged-out handles that shine brighter than disco balls. They are no less lethal. Each one is wrapped in shimmering silk and tucked in tight on their felt shelves.

I glance at the clock. I’ve got at least two more hours before the sun goes down and Keller and Sage are able to roll in. Screw this. I’m just wasting time. If I do this now, I’ll have more time to hunt for Esmeralda later. I leave The Girls to their slumber and choose three short blades from the top shelf. I tuck one blade into my waistband and two more inside the legs of my boots. I lock the closet and retrieve the plastic bag containing the drug-tainted note.

I let the staff know I’m heading out and ask them to tell Sage I’ll be back shortly if she shows up before I conclude my business. I better be back. I made a promise to Keller. I’m not breaking it. I’m simply twisting the vow to suit my needs.

As soon as I step outside, I take in my surroundings. I’m a huntress. Always aware. I cock my head and study two men about a block and a half down the street. One flashes glamour. His nose elongates into a snout for a split second before returning to normal. The human never notices. I do. I also notice the exchange of the green money and a tiny bag filled with blue powder.

Oh, hell no.

I take off at a dead run.

Chapter Ten
 
The dealer looks up and spots me gunning for him. He narrows his eyes, once again showing his true colors, or brindle stripes, as it would be. His irises flash bright yellow like a caution light. Thanks, but no thanks, buddy. I’m not the one who needs to be careful. Snarling, he shoves the buyer and high tails it, dodging trash cans, lampposts, and knocking people out of his way. It’s daylight and the sidewalks are full of pedestrians. I stop to help a mother of two get back on her feet. After making sure she’s okay, I’m on the move again, careful not to run too fast. Keeping the occult world a secret is top priority and running at full speed would raise too many questions. Like why I’m not a gold medal Olympian, for one. Even so, I kick it up a notch and wish I had been born with the power of teleportation.

The dealer turns left. I slow, slinking up to the corner like a cat stalking a toy mouse. He looks over his shoulder, flashes a cocky smile, and ducks into an alley. I wait. I’ve got a plan. Make him think he’s lost me. Then I’ll sneak up behind him and grab him by the neck. Or the balls. Doesn’t matter. The end result will be the same. Where he got the blue stuff is the only thing I care about. I’ve seen a lot on the streets, and consider myself pretty stinkin’ educated when it comes to drugs and the other bad shit the darker personalities like to play with. If I don’t know what and who I’m dealing with, I may as well turn in my hunting license with my head hanging below my knees. Shame will give anyone bad posture. I’ve never seen this blue powder before. Call me a cynic, but I highly doubt the Smurfs made it at the Happy Factory.

I count to ten under my breath and then inch around the corner. The dice are rolling in my favor today. The alley dead-ends into an iron fence that separates this side of the pass-through from the apartments on the other side. No way did he make it to the other side. The fence is too tall for him to jump over, shifter or not, and it lacks areas that would make for a good foothold. Meaning he didn’t climb it either. He’s here somewhere and I’m going to ferret the wiry sucker out.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I call in a child-like voice that reminds me of young friends playing in the backyard. Who doesn’t like a good game of hide and seek? Those were the days. Innocent and carefree. It’s times like this that make me wish I were ten years old again. Though I can count my childhood friends with one finger. Still. “You and I have some business to discuss.”

Several years ago, Nashville created a special committee with one goal: Keep the streets clean. Not from bad guys, that’s my job. The committee works with those who are ordered by the courts to fulfill community service requirements. Their task it to pick up litter, scrub down walls, spread some flowers around, and freshen up paint where needed. This alley is no different. Instead of the Adopt-A-Highway charity, we rock it out in the alleys and side roads. Here, other than a stray weed or two, there is a nothing but dumpsters parked outside each service entrance. Dealer boy is either behind the trash, or in it. Which one is the question of the day.

“Not a chance, bitch.”

Aha. What a tool. He should have kept quiet. My hearing isn’t as acute as Keller’s, but it’s better than most. He’s hiding toward the back of the alley like the punk-ass he is. Figures. I would have chosen a spot closer to the front so I could get out and away faster. Genius he is not. His voice was nothing but a muffled whisper when he threw his derogatory comment my way, which leads me to think he’s inside the Dumpster. I sigh and curse my rotten luck. One way or another, I’m always caught up in the stinky shiz.

“Bitch? Really? Is that the best you can do?” Trust me, I’ve been called worse than that on Sundays. “How ‘bout we do it this way?” I crack my knuckles because I’m badass like that, and I really want him to think I can go toe-to-toe with him in hand-to-hand combat. Which I can. I’m itching for a fight, so all in all this is a prime opportunity. It’s been a few hours since my last skirmish. “You get your skinny ass in front of me now and I let you keep both of your legs.” I mean, really. That’s totally fair, right? Which is why I’m in complete shock when the slimeball doesn’t show his face.

I slow my breathing to almost nil and remain very still. At first, I only hear laughter rolling in from the sidewalks behind me, and the muted thumps of a bass drum. Wolfie’s isn’t the only one with a live band playing more than twelve hours a day. I do my best to tune out the band and focus on the other sounds. Ha. Got him. Unlike mine, his breathing is ragged, though I can tell he’s trying to keep it contained. I’d bet my daddy’s last dollar he hasn’t exercised this much in his entire life. What a sad excuse for a shifter. If I had to guess, this mangy mutt was probably kicked out of the pack a long time ago. Without guidance and rules, he was destined to take this road.

More importantly, without fear of what an Alpha will do to him, this shifter will be unpredictable. I pull the blade out of my waistband and another from my boot, one for each hand, and walk three more feet. I throw open the plastic lid on my right and let it crash against the wall. It bounces off the brick and slams closed. Dude whimpers like a kid who’s been caught stealing from his grandma. I lift the lid again, this time with a little less gusto.

“Get out,” I tell him. No way am I diving today. Been there, done that.

Yellow eyes stare at me.

I give him my I’m-gonna-fuck-you-up look until he starts to squirm.

He pulls himself up and straddles the ledge. He’s got a French fry stuck behind one ear and his sleeve is dripping I don’t even want to know what. Whatever it is, it smells like piss with a splash of vinegar and a pinch of feces. Nasty. I point a blade toward the ground and wiggle my nose. “All the way out.”

Other than being covered in trash, he seems normal. From the look of him, he crossed the line to the skinny side some time ago. His t-shirt is probably a size extra small and still loose against his noodly arms. His jeans could use a belt. Kid needs to eat a sandwich and a bucket of chicken. If he gives me what I need, maybe I’ll buy him dinner. Maybe.

He hitches his jaw up. “I’ve got nothing.”

Do I look like the police? I glance down to see if any of my accessories would pass as a badge. Um, no. “I’m not interested in what you have now. What were you selling?” I step closer and hope the stench wafting off of his clothes doesn’t make me pass out. He lurches away until he has nowhere to go but back in the garbage bin.

Snarling, he opens his maw and snaps it shut, but not before I see his sharp canines. I almost flash my blades to show him he’s not the only one with a set of sharpies, but think better of it. Trusting my instincts, I tuck them away and assume a more relaxed stance. “Look,” I say with every bit of patience I can muster. “All I want to know is where you got it and what it’s called.”

He snorts his laughter. “Really? Is that all?” Folding his arms over his chest, he lifts one eyebrow.

Maybe casual won’t work on him after all. I give it another shot. “We’ll go slow, Muttly. What’s it called?”

He growls deep in his throat. I know I’m supposed to quiver and piddle in my pants, but I can’t bring myself to do either. I growl back. It doesn’t have quite the same resonance, but my tone lets him know I’m not playing games.

“Fine,” he says with a huff that makes me feel like a scolding schoolmarm. “Pixie Dust.”

I really should clock him. “Don’t make me get my blade back out. Seriously, what’s it called?”

“I’m being real, Josie. It’s called Pixie Dust. P.D. for short.”

I grab my blade before he can say another word. Holding it a hair away from his throat, I watch his Adams apple bob up and down like a buoy. I lean my body against him, nice and close. “Did I tell you that you could use my name?” My voice is a notch away from a whisper. I’m not surprised he knows who I am. My picture is probably plastered all over the underworld’s post office walls as: WANTED. DEAD. Although alive would probably work, too. That way they’d get to torture me first. What I’m surprised about is the familiarity and comfort in which he uses my name. Like we’re friends, or acquaintances who cross the same lines. I am nothing like him.

He narrows his eyes. “Get over yourself.”

“Me?” I ask, mock disbelief dripping from my tongue. “Why, I do declare, you don’t know me at all.” I slathered southern charm all over that last bit like butter on a hot biscuit. One of these days, someone’s gonna nominate me for an Oscar.

He lashes out with his right arm. Thick, sharp claws dig into my shoulder and latch onto muscle. I’d been focusing on his face and hadn’t realized he’d partially shifted. Foolish on my part. I jerk back and feel the sting of ripping flesh and meaty fibers. White sparks flit through my vision as pain radiates all the way to my toes. In a split second, he fully shifts into what looks like nothing more than a malnourished large dog with black stripes cutting slices across the rest of his reddish fur. He dashes off with his tail between his legs.

I let him go. I’ve got something to start with. Not to mention a bleeding shoulder that is in serious need of antiseptic and probably a session or two with a physical therapist. Who knows where that dog’s claws have been. I gather up his clothes with my good arm and cradle them next to my body. A quick check of his pockets reveals nothing but lint. I wonder where he stashed the money. I actually feel a little bad that he might have lost it. Another day without a meal and he could wither away into nothing but stringy fur. Then I remember dude took a chunk of my shoulder with him and I’m suddenly over my guilt.

 
* * *

 
Hector’s place is located on the edge of town—a part of the city the higher-ups and do-gooders, a.k.a snobbish elitists, wish didn’t exist. The cleanup committee has been here too. However, someone failed to tell them once they plant flowers they need to water them on a regular basis. The flowers and shrubs adorning the median as an ornamental separation between the two sides of the road have wilted away and turned crispy brown like burnt toast. Just another example of how quickly this side of town is forgotten.

The downtown section of Nashville does its best to keep the tourists away from here, but plans often go awry. It’s one thing for our bars and souvenir shops to have an older charm that entices people to drop in and drop cash. It’s quite another to be charmed by the happenings on the wrong side of the tracks. Here, they drop in and drop ass. Trust me, our ghetto is better than most, but it’s still home to some pretty seedy inhabitants. And most of these said inhabitants have an agenda that does not include a better life. In fact, I strongly believe their sole purpose is to make others suffer. One thing it does have in common with the better side is cash for services. Lots and lots of servicing getting done over here.

Hector is an exception to most of the rules, and I wish he would pack up his stuff and move across town. My place is on the shy side of trashy, but it’s still a step up from this neighborhood. If he wasn’t so gung-ho about discovering everything he could about the paranormal world, he could easily get a job at a fairly high level of law enforcement. They’d probably even pay his way through college. He’s that smart. Instead, he barely scrapes by, hoping people like me show up to offer him a side job. Actually, he’d probably kill a reality T.V. gig, but he has too much respect for the occult world to exploit it for profit. Personally, I think most of the world would consider it hullaballoo and watch purely for entertainment value. Of course, there are always those who deviate from what’s considered normal.

I bypass Hector’s front door and head around the back to the garage, carefully picking my way over the busted-up walkway. This is where he spends most of his time: his domain, his office, his life. On the outside, it looks the same as any other garage in this neighborhood. The walls were once a charcoal gray but have faded from the sun until the color looks more off-white than anything. Insufficient drainage has caused the roof to slump like a camel with a broken hump. I suspect any day now, I’ll be digging Hector out from under it. Dark rust stains trail from the metal hinges and handle, making it look like the garage is crying bloody tears. Inside is an entirely different story, and quite unexpected. I remember the first time I was invited in. I think my eyes bulged for three days after. NASA has nothing on Hector. Every dime he makes goes into his equipment.

My bad arm hangs limply at my side. I use the other hand to rap on the window with my knuckles. Hector had them tinted so I can’t see if he’s here, but he’s never failed me in the past. Like clockwork, I hear four snicks, the sound of unlocking deadbolts, just before he opens the side door and motions me in like I’m his mistress and his wife is due home before the hour is up. I’m surprised he doesn’t make me recite a twenty-seven syllable password and give a DNA sample.

I hurry by before he has time to slam the door in my face, though I do feel the wind as the door whooshes closed behind me. He never wastes time. Hector and I are pretty tight, but trust only goes so far. Both of us have been screwed in the past.

I head to my favorite spot and hop up on the counter while Hector locks the door. A jolt of pain shocks my system and I can’t keep from wincing. Once everything is secured to his liking, he turns and offers me a toothy smile with one deep dimple accenting each cheek. I force a smile to replace my pain-filled grimace. Hector’s face has a ruddy tint from working construction for so many years. His cropped hair is raven black, almost to the point of appearing blue. He’s an attractive man, fit and trim, and he knows how to dress, even if his clothes are second-hand. Today he’s wearing European cut black slacks that taper at the ankle, and a short-sleeved cotton shirt of the same color. Dapper and dashing. If I had to pinpoint the exact reason he has next to zero luck in the dating category, I’d say it’s because of his height. I’ve never asked, but he can’t stand more than five foot four with his shoes on. Things like that shouldn’t matter. Sadly, they do. Sometimes I think the world would have been a better place if we’d been made without eyes.

“You’re here early.”

“Yeah,” I say. “About that. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve got to make this quick.” I jostle for a better position on the counter, but no matter what I do, I can’t get comfortable. My little alley skirmish bit into my allotted time, and my arm isn’t healing as quickly as I’d like. The throbbing is killing me. I bought a new shirt on the way over. Hopefully the blood won’t show through the black. I don’t want Hector to know I’m hurt. My motto is to never show weakness. Not even to those considered friends.

Maybe I’m too guarded.

Maybe I’ve got good reason to be.

Hector chuckles and keys something into his computer. “That vamp of yours got you on a short chain or what?” Several screens flicker on throughout the room, lighting up the dim interior in a dazzling show of color. His screen saver, which is the same on all the computer screens, depicts a demon fighting a sorceress. Swirls of silver magic flash from the sorceress’s fingers every couple of seconds. Fire shoots from the demon’s eyes. Figures.

I furrow my brow in mock confusion. Hector is not supposed to know that vampires truly exist. I refuse to be the one to confirm his suspicions. “You’re loony.” I also refuse to outright lie to him. His remark about Keller stings, though I know that wasn’t his intention. Keller doesn’t run my life, but lately I’ve been giving him more control. We always seem to choose the same path. The one that leads to the town of Demiseville. Over and over again, until there’s nothing left but shattered fragments of love and a suitcase full of resentment. This time is supposed to be different. Time to slice the leash and make things different.

“So I’ve been told.” Hector leans against his stainless steel desk and crosses one ankle over the other. His shoes are as shiny as the instruments lying on the counters. Each tool is buffed to a high polish that only one who treasures each and every possession would take the time to do. “Whatcha got for me, Red?”

I lean back against the cabinets to pull the baggie out of my pocket. I toss it to him, forcing my face to remain stoic when what I really want to do is scream in pain. He catches it with one hand.

He shakes it. “Aren’t you sweet. A glittery love note?”

“You tell me.”

Hector lifts the bag to eye level and studies it from several angles. He holds it up to the light, and moves to open it. I jump off the counter, ignoring the stinging shockwaves. “Wait.”

He stops and arches one brow in question.

“You’ll need a mask before you do that. One tiny little sniff and you’ll be cruising down Trippy Lane.”

He quirks a half-smile. “And that’s a bad thing?”

Flashbacks of Keller’s ashes swamp my mind until my legs nearly buckle. I take a deep breath and get a grip. It takes me a moment to collect my thoughts again. Hector waits patiently, like he’s dealt with swoon-prone girls a million times before. “Trust me. It’s a very bad thing.” Hector isn’t serious anyway. He gets high off research. He doesn’t need drugs.

Reaching for two masks and tossing one to me before snapping his over his nose and mouth, Hector opens the baggie and lifts the note out with a pair of long tweezers.

“You need the glitter analyzed, the paper, or both?”

“Just the glittery substance. I already figured out who signed the note.”

He looks up. “Gotcha. Admirer of yours?”

I snort in a very unladylike fashion. “Hardly.”

Using a scalpel to scrape the glitter off the paper and into a Petri dish, Hector creases his brows in concentration. I’m aware of the fading sun even though I can’t see well through the tinted windows. Even so, I attempt patience as I creep up behind him. His work fascinates me.

Hector glances over his shoulder. Our noses hit and I back up a half-inch. “I won’t have answers for you until tomorrow,” he says. “You planning to spend the night?”

I always forget that these things take time. “You wish.”

He shakes his head. “Nah,” he says with a shrug. “I’m holding out for someone with fangs.”

I place my hand on his shoulder. “Be careful what you wish for.”

Chapter Eleven
 
I stayed at Hector's longer than I should have. Part of the reason makes what Keller and Sage think of me true. I'm stubborn. I've denied it in the past, but deep down, I know they're right. It has nothing to do with my bright red hair and everything to do with needing to be independent. My mother was human, which seems normal in the scheme of things. However, when your father comes from a long line of protectors, having a mere human for a mother is considered an insurmountable birth defect.

Being a full-fledged warrior for your people means more than anything to a hunter. It’s in our blood. We’d rather cut off both legs than deny our heritage. This means I repeatedly had to prove myself at a very young age. It was either that or get my ass kicked by the other hunters and huntresses in the neighborhood—male or female matters not to us. They all knew my blood was fifty percent diluted, and they lived to rub it in my face.

I was scrapping before I was walking. It only took one time of me hiding behind my mama’s skirts to understand the hierarchy and the expectations. Looking back, I can thank both of my parents for nudging me in the right direction. Had I chosen a different path, my mother and I would have been sent packing. It was only because of my father’s strength that we were allowed to live amongst the hunters.

I didn’t grow up in Nashville, but I knew the moment I placed one foot on Tennessee soil, this would be my domain. Hunters must bond with the people and the place before deciding where they will lay down roots. Only every other generation gets that privilege. The others have to live in the commune and protect the young in training and those who have grown too old to fight from our enemies. That list is long and steeped in conflict deeper than a silo full of shit. I’m glad I was able to get the hell out. My only wish is that my daddy could experience a life outside the hunter community. Sadly, this can’t happen. He’s okay with it. I’m not. The laws are ancient and set in stone. One of these days, though…

I constantly have to remind myself to focus on one battle at a time.

After visiting every inch of Tennessee, I made my home in the capital. Like the ladies of the Grand Ole Opry, Nashville sang to my heart. I know in the end, these people chose me, not the other way around.

So, I’ll take the late night fights and the drug-toting pixies, because this is what I was born to do. Half-breed or not, I will make my daddy proud and honor my mother’s memory.

Someone brushes up against me. I turn to see a teenager with pink hair and three nose piercings. She mumbles, “Excuse me,” and continues on. She reminds me of Sage. Which, in turn, reminds me of my wounded shoulder.

Sage has always worried about me. She swears one day soon she’ll be planning my funeral. My shoulder injury is bad. Even so, I know it will heal and I’ll be back in the game before tomorrow. Just because I’m injury prone, which is surely an impairment I was born with and something I can’t help, doesn’t mean I can’t get the job done. Considering I’m still walking while my opponents are nothing more than dust and sludge on the sidewalks, I’d say I’m ahead in this game.

Sage has never been on a hunt with me. She doesn't have the stomach for it. Funny, that. A vampire with weak guts. Instead of bearing witness to my mad skills, she only gets to see the other side of it. Cuts, bruises, and gimpy days. I don't have a death wish. I'm careful. As careful as a huntress can be. Being born with extra abilities is a gift, and disregarding them in order to live a safer life is a slap in the face to the higher beings and ancestors.

Keller, on the other hand, simply wants to possess me: body, heart, and soul. At times, it's exhilarating, and I feel as if together we are unstoppable. Other times, it's overwhelming—smothering to the point of near hyperventilation. I laid the ground rules this time—and let me tell you, I was crystal clear. I know he's trying very hard to back off. But it's really not in his nature. Am I forcing him to be someone he isn't? That thought gnaws at me like piranhas nibbling on dangling toes.

I love Keller.

I truly do.

Our souls seem to be fused together like Siamese twins, one unable to completely live without the other. I fear there’s a part of my soul bearing a dark smudge. A spot that wants to take over and separate the unnatural—separate Keller and I. I can no longer imagine my life without him. I also can't imagine living the rest of my days in his protective bubble, walking on eggshells one moment and fiery coals the next. Doing so doesn't allow me to be who I am either. Somehow, we have to find a happy medium. Either that or we're destined to dance this commitment dance for eternity, or until one of us kicks the proverbial bucket. Considering I'm half human, surely I'll be the first to go bobbing for caskets.

The sun dips below the horizon just as I slide through the back entrance of Wolfie's. I pull the door shut and lean my head against the cool metal, mentally willing my shoulder to fuse back together. I imagine the tendons and fibers twining like braided hair and I grit my teeth against the pain. Theoretically, it shouldn’t be working, but I swear I feel a surge of energy concentrated in my shoulder. I can’t allow the injury to slow me down. There’s too much to do tonight to be shackled with a bum shoulder. I pull my cell phone out of my pocket and flick the screen on. No missed calls. I know Hector hasn’t had enough time to process the drugs, but one can wish for miracles.

"Been out?" The voice comes from the shadows in the corner of the hallway.

Chill bumps cover my skin and I shiver against my will. Heat blooms in my belly and reaches toward my toes with stroking fingers. Keller’s voice gets me every time, enveloping me in a cocoon that is both intoxicating and comforting. The pain dims as if someone has injected me with morphine, and I sigh in bliss and relief. It won’t last, but I welcome the reprieve.

Sliding my phone back in my pocket, I turn. "Just stepped out for some air," I tell him. Seriously? Why the hell did I just lie? I'm better than that. I turn and toss my hair over my shoulder with a flip of my head. "And to have a chat with a shifter. And to drop off something at the forensics lab." There. That’s better. I release a long, silent breath.

Keller slinks from the shadows and moves toward me. He’s wearing ripped jeans and a red vintage t-shirt bearing a faded skull and crossbones pattern, painted in black ink. His hair is mussed artfully, and his chin is covered with two-day-old stubble. "How is Hector today?” he asks, his tone melodically smooth.

I’m taken aback to the point where my mouth falls open. What? No anger? No accusations? Surely this is a ruse. "Same as always. In control and on a mission."

Reaching out with his right hand, he cradles the back of my neck and pulls me close. He dips in for a long, sensual kiss and I'm lost. If this is a trap, consider me a willing captive, because I’ve just come down with a serious case of the naughties. He gently bites on my lower lip and I lean closer, tucking my body against his. His velvet tongue slides across mine and we moan simultaneously. I swear I don't love him just for the sex, but at this very moment, all I can think about is crawling on top of his body. I’m on fire with need and this vampire is the only one that makes me feel this way.

Hearing my thoughts, Keller chuckles. The rumble in his chest caresses my body intimately. I swallow his laughter to savor the flavor of his voice. If ecstasy came in a bottle, it would taste like Keller O'Leary. Sexiest. Vampire. Alive.

He breaks the kiss and I am momentarily dizzy. Sliding his hand to my elbow, he steadies me.

"Good evening, sir," I say and bite the inside of my cheek. I want him inside me so badly it hurts. Keller is the king of anticipation.

"That it is." He leans against the wall, and I notice a set of drumsticks in his left hand. He thumps them against his chest. 

I follow the rhythm, almost afraid to look him in the eye as reality takes hold and extinguishes the last of the flames. Geez. Could I get anymore lame? Here I am, toting myself as Badass of the Year, and yet I’m worried about getting a lash down from my boyfriend.

"Did you hunt for Esmeralda?"

My head snaps up. "No."

"Then stop beating yourself up. You didn’t break your promise." He kisses me on the forehead and lingers for several heartbeats. "I don’t expect you to hide away in the daytime simply because I have to. How bad is your arm?"

I close my eyes and swallow past my embarrassment and shame. I misjudged him.

“Josie?” he prompts.

Of course he knows about the injury. I can’t hide anything from him—especially the scent of blood. “It’s healing,” I mumble.

He quirks a smile that would make most women faint and the others die of a heart attack. “Anything I can do to help the process along?”

I shake my head. Keller is powerful, and no doubt could somehow speed up the process. I can’t bring myself to ask him for help. Guilt has a way of turning smart into stupid, and I’m rocking one hell of a tall dunce cap.

“Let me know if you change your mind.” With that he turns and leaves.

I feel like a fat ass heel. All the little pep talks I have with myself cause more harm than good. Apparently, I'm the one creating issues. One day, I'll have to have a therapy session with myself and figure out why. I'm not ready for the intensity of that conversation yet, and I know I’d clam up if I were to ever see a real therapist, though Sage swears by hers. Sharing the complexities in this mind would be mortifying. Not to mention, they’d probably result in me wearing a new wardrobe. One that includes a strait jacket. I wonder if they come in red?

I dash up the stairs to see if the troublesome pixie has left me any more gifts. I hope so. Focusing on that will keep my mind off the tougher subjects like relationships. The door is bare. I duck inside, give the room a quick eye sweep and find nothing awry. Damn you, Esmeralda.
It’s not long before the heavy pounding of the bass drum summons me. I love to watch Keller play. He gets so into it. Shamefully, I also love watching the women lust after him. Yes, indeedy. He is hawt, and he is mine. And I have some seriously f’d up issues.

I take the stairs slowly this time, and smile when only zingers accompany every step. I’ll be as good as new by midnight.

Sage is behind the bar. She’s wearing a white Wolfie’s tank, tied up in the front to expose her midriff. She, too, has bright red hair—right now, anyway—but that’s where the similarities end in the physical department. Some say we’re twins, but I’m not seeing it anymore. Sage has grey eyes and her body is covered in bright tattoos depicting dragons and other fantastical beasts. I’m tat-free. She’s also rocking several more piercings than me. I’m afraid they’ll get ripped out in a fight, so I stick with a small diamond stud in each ear. She’s taller and a size three on a fat day. I don’t hold it against her.

“Hey, girl,” I say, and bump hips.

Sage doesn’t acknowledge me. I follow the line of her vision and have to chew on my lip so I don’t bark out a laugh. Sagey girl is smitten with a capital S.

I can’t say I blame her. Grant is not only eye candy, he’s also a wicked good bass player, a top notch fighter, and one of the nicest guys I’ve ever met. His dark hair is cut close and the dimple in his chin is to die for. If I weren’t with Keller, I’d totally dream about this guy. On second thought, I wouldn’t. Sage would find a way to pop into my dream and rip out both of our hearts. Poor guy has no idea what he’s in for. I’d warn him, but that would take away all the fun. I have every intention of finding a comfy spot on the sidelines with a big bag of popcorn and a large soda, and watching the show play out.

I tug on her pigtail. She finally notices me. “Hey!” she squeals, and forces a smile.

Unlike most vampires, Sage can’t mask her expressions and she often blushes, which totally cracks me up. I think a malfunction occurred in the turning process, but I love her all the more for it. Right now, she’s squirming big time because she knows she’s been caught with big fat red hearts shooting out of her eyes.

“Why don’t you just ask him out?”

Her gaze flicks to Grant before she ducks her head. “I can’t, and you know it.” Red smears across her face as if someone has painted stripes on her cheeks.

I step closer to keep our conversation quiet. “I know what you say, but that doesn’t mean I get it. Lots of people make this work. Why do you have to be any different?”

“Because I am different, Josie. I wouldn’t expect anyone to settle.”

Oh, no, she didn’t. Now I’m pissed. I grab her by the elbow and pull her into the back room. Wolfie’s is busy, but I have no doubt the staff can handle it without us for a few minutes. Once the door closes, I transform into bitch mode. “Settle? What the hell?”

Sage winces and toys with the ring on her middle finger. The ring, a simple gold band, was a gift from her father. Her real father—not the vampire known only as Sire. She never speaks of the sire she and Keller share, and she never takes off the ring. I know the band is the one thing that keeps her rooted to her true identity—her real essence. Sage doesn’t like being a vampire, but her soul is too strong to allow her to walk into a sunrise. Not to mention, I would totally kill her if she ever did anything so insanely stupid. The fact that her body would be nothing but ashes would not deter me in the least.

“I won’t apologize for my feelings.”

“I’m not asking you to. I’m asking you to let others decide for themselves before you close down and close them off. It’s not fair to you, and it sure as hell isn’t fair to Grant.” Anyone would be lucky to be with Sage. “You have self-esteem issues, babe, and they don’t look good on you.” Harsh, I know. But reality has to bite hard with really sharp teeth before some people take notice.

Sage collapses onto a stack of boxes. She holds her head between her hands. Her pigtails swing a couple of times before settling. “What if he’s not interested?”

“Seriously? Are you fifteen?” I kick her shoe. “What if he is?”

Sage throws me a glare before pulling her legs back and out of reach. “Easy for you to say. You’ve got Keller. You’ve never had to wonder if the feelings would be returned. Plus, and the bigger issue here, you don’t have to worry about feedings.”

Vampires can’t feed off each other. The potency of the blood is not the same and ingesting too much is toxic. They can handle small amounts, but anything more could potentially be fatal. I bet Hector would love to know that tidbit of information. Myth has it that vampires can only be killed three ways: sunshine, staking the heart, or beheading. Two of those are true. One isn’t. And there are definitely more than three ways.

“True,” I say in answer. “But your brother and I have our own set of problems, and you very well know it. Our relationship has never been chocolate and roses, so don’t paint me in perfect colors, okay?” I lean against the wine case and sigh. “It would be so much easier to walk away and not deal with them. But I have more respect for Keller than that. Hell, I have more respect for myself. Some things are worth fighting for.”

“Point made,” Sage says and wipes at a bloody tear. “I can’t be with someone knowing they are feeding off someone else. It’s too intimate, whether they mean for it to be or not. And vice versa. I have to feed, too.” She sighs. “I just can’t figure this one out.”

“Then don’t.” I hand her a napkin, thankful we are out of sight from the humans. Blood-tinged tears are hard to explain. “Take the first step, maybe everything else will solve itself.”

“You think so?”

“No.” I smile. “Probably not. But you’ll get at least one night of great sex out of it. Doesn’t that make it worth it?”

Sage stands and shakes her head. The light reflects off her nose ring like a lone twinkling star. The description fits, considering who’s wearing the jewelry. She shoves past me with a friendly nudge. “Sometimes I swear you’re really a man.”

I smile. “Don’t tell Keller that.”

She laughs, which was the entire point. I know one night with Grant will not be enough for her, but it’s a start.

When we return to the bar, there are at least a dozen uniformed cops milling through the crowd. I catch Keller’s eye and angle my head. What the hell?
I see them.
How long have they been here?
Just a few minutes. There are too many for this to be a casual walkthrough.
I agree. I head toward the nearest officer. His head is cue-ball-bald and he has the start of a paunch. I offer my hand and glance at his nametag. There are way too many letters that look like they’re in the wrong order so I don’t even attempt to pronounce it. “Hi. I’m Josie, co-owner here. Is everything okay?”

He begrudgingly shakes my hand, and examines me from head to toe while his other hand rests on the hilt of the gun holstered on his left hip. If he’s trying to intimidate me, he’s not doing a very good job. His nostrils flair, and I swear I see a hint of drool caught in the corner of his mouth. Perv. He’s totally dying to frisk me. I’m not telepathic with anyone other than Keller, but that sleazy look in his eye is a dead giveaway. For a second, I think he’s going to ask me to turn around and bend over. Instead, he clears his throat and says, “Any reason to think otherwise?”

I bite my tongue to keep my sarcasm in check. One breath. Two. “Seeing a dozen cops inside my bar gives me pause, that’s all.”

Another officer walks up. This one I recognize. “Hey, Bruce. What’s going on?”

Baldy shakes his head at Bruce. Bruce shakes his back. I’m not familiar with cop speak, but I have a feeling they are silently arguing. About me.

Bruce stands with a hand on each hip. Unlike Baldy, he is not gripping his weapon. Bruce is a handsome man in his late forties. He has a full head of sandy brown hair and keeps himself in shape. I’ve seen him running in the morning more than once. I’m betting Baldy is a bit jelly.

“We got word there’s some dealing going on in here. You seen anything like that, Josie? Had any trouble?” Bruce asks.

What the fuck? Inside, my blood is boiling and all it took was one word. Dealing. I’m being set up and I don’t like it one bit. Time to pull out the big guns, or blades, as it would be. I force a smile that reads why, whatever do you mean, officer? “Sage and I run a tight ship, Bruce. You know that. The hardest thing we’ve got in here are my whiskey bombs.” I bat my lashes for good measure.

Bruce laughs. He’s not fooled. He knows I’m a hard ass and I average about a negative one on the charm meter. Still, he plays along. “I’ve had one. Burned the hair right off my chest.” He glances at his partner’s bald head.

Baldy doesn’t smile. “Any suspicious characters in here lately?”

I look around even though I know exactly who is in my bar. Hmm. Let’s see. There’s a troll, who most would think is just a hulking man who got beat one too many times with the ugly stick. He’s at one end of the bar and a succubus is planted at the other end. Two witches are mingling with a group of cowboys. A phoenix is flirting with Lucian and Alex. Still, I say, “None. We’ve got a bar full of tourists and regulars, exactly how we want it.”

“We won’t stay long,” Bruce says. “But if you see anything…” He hands me his card.

I tuck it into my back pocket like a good girl. The minute they leave, I’ll trash it. Human cops can’t help with this problem. “I’ll call you,” I say with fake promise in my voice. “If you could make it quick, that would be great. Y’all are gonna scare everyone off.”

“Will do.” Bruce and I shake hands.

Baldy grunts and hefts his belt up over his gut. Yeah, that totally makes him look tough. Jerk. I wouldn’t sell him a whisky bomb if he begged me and flashed a hundred dollar bill.

I head back to the bar, cursing up a storm on my way. There’s not a doubt in my mind this is Esmeralda’s doing. Too far, pixie. Too far. No one messes with Wolfie’s and lives to tell about it.

Everything okay?
I look over my shoulder and give Keller a knowing look. It will be. I pour a draft beer and shove a bowl of pretzels toward a customer, when all I really want to do is shine my blades.

Chapter Twelve
 
Keller

 
Matthew ends the song with a rowdy “yee-haw” and then calls Josie’s name over the microphone. I stop searching the crowd for pixies and look toward the bar area, which is stacked at least three deep. Wolfie’s is jamming. With a little assistance from the bartenders, Josie hops up on the bar top and steps on a stool, before jumping down to the other side. A man dressed in ripped jeans and a wrinkled, plaid button-down grabs her wrist and pulls her close.

Shite. I get ready.

Every muscle in my body tenses until I became rock hard and poised for action. Josie waggles a finger in the college boy’s face and removes his hand from her wrist by squeezing his pressure points, all the while keeping a very charming smile on her face.

I relax.

Josie can protect herself. I know that, yet the urge to defend her honor is hard to squelch. The need to protect her at all costs will never be suppressed.

Which is exactly why I felt it was imperative to check on Cross.

Lucian made it back in time for set up. I should have been happy to hear Cross was indeed still in his new home in Savannah, currently surrounded by a handful of whores and his usual zombie-like horde of vampires. Cross still keeps his security team bloodthirsty to the point of crazed mental illness. Somehow, I’m disappointed. At least with Cross, I know who—and usually what—I’m dealing with. I can’t rule him out completely, but even an ancient vampire would be hard pressed to be in two places at once. Doesn’t mean Cross’s hands aren’t dirty. The bastard has it out for Josie, therefore, I have it out for Cross.

The crowd cheers and parts to make a path for Josie to get through the masses on the dance floor. She’s been singing on Nashville stages for years and her talent is well known around the area. Many come to Wolfie’s for Karaoke Wednesday just to hear her sing. I am one of them. Over the years, she’s also had several opportunities in the form of recording contracts, but Josie has turned them all down. She’s told me that Nashville needs her. She’s right, of course. Though that fact robs the rest of the world of her talent. She doesn’t see it that way. Josie sings because she likes to, not because she needs to.

Hunting is an entirely different story.

I watch her approach from the best seat in the house. I’m not the only one watching. All lore in attendance seem to stiffen with rapt attention. I keep one eye on Josie and the other on everyone else.

Her black cowboy boots are well worn. Every scuff and imperfection shows how much she loves what the people of this city stand for. Pride. Family. Work. Roots. Tight jeans cling to her curves like a second skin. Her hips sway to a song only I hear. Her heart keeps the beat steady, and that is what I focus on now. An ache only Josie can relieve balls in my gut.

Thump. Thump. Thump.
I remember the first time I laid eyes on her. The setting was very similar to this, except I was on the other side of the stage, leaning against the bar and trying to stomach a Bloody Mary, of all things. At the time, I’d had no idea that when I’d entered this very same bar so long ago I’d meet the woman who would capture my heart and take possession of my soul. Finding the one being who could restrain the monster—Death—Inside me had seemed impossible. It had only taken one note, one lyrical word sung in her throaty, melodic voice, and I was lost. Lost to blood lust and lost to any and all other women.

In a perfect world, Josie would have returned the sentiment from the get-go. She would have run off the feckin’ stage and fallen into my arms, proclaiming her undying love. We would have lived happily ever after, like the couples in those blasted fairy tales. Tales are precisely what those stories are. Brilliantly told, but not an ounce of truth in the lot.

The world isn’t perfect, even if my soul believes Josie is.

“Are you ready?” Matthew yells over the mic as Grant plays his bass guitar with quick fingers and a tap of his thumb against the tight strings.

The crowd responds with a rousing, “Hell, yeah!”

I smile.

The colony—the vampire’s version of rehab—had done their best—or, more accurately, worst—to teach me all those years ago. Yet, no one could have trained me for the restraint it would take to make Josie mine. I’m still working on that. Even now, my fangs erupt from my gums with want. Patience has never been my strong suit. Josie tests every drop of it I contain and stretches it to very fragile limits. I run my tongue over my teeth and pull my lips closed tight. I fed from her mere hours ago and already I am starving for another taste. That connection, that level of intimacy, is something few share. I’m like a junkie in need of a fix.

Josie grabs the mic stand and pulls it to the front of the stage. My gaze zeroes in on her ass, then crawls up her back and rests on her fiery locks—the same locks I wrap around my fists when I feed. My shaft hardens at the thought. I swallow as Josie lifts one hand in the air to silence the crowd. As if she’s the Pied Piper, they obey. My nerves crackle with icy heat beneath my skin.

If I breathed, I’d be holding my breath right now, waiting for her to begin. Josie knows how to work the drama angle for maximum effect. Tonight is no different.

She looks over her shoulder and burns me with a saucy smile and glittering eyes. A lesser man would have fallen off his drum stool. I merely adjust with a shift of my hips. Turning her back to the audience, Josie opens her mouth and Patsy Cline’s Walking After Midnight rolls from her throat as she sings the first two lines a cappella. My heart, normally sluggish on a good day, roars to life.

She fists her hand, pulls her arm down, and I hit the bass drum to kick the song into full gear. Josie swivels on her booted heels and rocks the house Hawk-style. She likes the classics with a twist, so I drive the beat hard to add a little rock flair into the mix. Luc lets the guitar scream and the crowd goes crazy. This is not rehearsed. Every time Josie sits in with Crimson Beat, the performance is completely off the cuff. Raw. Intense. The guys love that. My little firecracker has my band mates wrapped around her deadly little fingers.

“It’s almost eleven. Where is everyone?”

The scratchy voice comes from the crowd, instantly grating on my nerves. The man sounds as if he’s swallowed sandpaper and dust.

“They’ll be here,” someone says in answer. His voice is deeper, almost hollow-sounding. “They won’t disobey their Alpha. What are you so nervous about, anyway? This will be easy. Pick up the goods and get out.”

I slide my gaze over the crowd, and scan every being inside Wolfie’s until I find the source. I have the uncanny ability of listening to multiple conversations at once, even over the loud music.

Two men stand to the right of the stage, untouched drinks in their bony hands. I mentally christen them Scratchy and Hollow because of their odd—almost demonic in tone—voices. Their clothing is clean, but old and torn. I inhale but detect no scent coming from the men. Strange. Both wear trucker-style baseball caps pulled low on their heads to cover their eyes and shadow their faces. I can’t tell exactly what they were, but I know for certain they aren’t human.

“The huntress is right there, man. It was stupid to pick her place.” Thin lips turn down into a deep frown until Scratchy’s mouth reminds me of a horseshoe.

“They know how to be discreet. You need to chill.” Hollow tilts his head toward Josie. “She won’t see anything.”

Maybe not, but I will.

They back away from the stage. I track them as they worm their way through the massive crowd to the back of the bar. My calf aches from beating the bass drum so hard. In my mind, I’m kicking the two men against the wall until they give me the information I need.

Josie tosses me a quick look over her shoulder. Her brows are drawn in concern. I nod, smile, and ease up on slaughtering my drum set.

“I can’t do this,” says Scratchy, the smaller of the two men. He shoves Hollow out of his path with shaky hands. “I’m out of here.”

“I won’t do it alone,” Hollow whispers, a hint of evil tainting his deep voice. “This is gonna cost us.”

Scratchy shakes his head. “Don’t care about the money. I’d rather live.”

They retreat out the back door. They’re worried somebody, maybe even Josie, will kill them. Good. I watch the door. They don’t return. The goods they’re talking about could be anything. Current situation being what it is, my mind leans in the direction of drugs. In my experience, Alpha equals shifter. I’m certain some form of shifter will make an appearance any minute now. Can’t wait to get a little personal time with him. Until then, I’ll focus on Josie.

She hits a high note, then slides down the scale effortlessly. While her vocal range is impressive, I prefer her alto voice. There is something special about the full, yet raspy quality that sucks me in. How I continue to play drums while my mind reels scenario after sexual scenario, I have no idea. Josie’s voice turns me on more than seeing her naked, and that is a sight to behold.

All those curves, all that delicious body, just for me. Josie isn’t one to pour her heart out, but I know she belongs to me, even if she isn’t ready to admit—and commit—to the whole mate thing. She will always be mine.

I kick the bass drum harder and beat my sticks in a rolling pattern across the tom toms.

Josie told me once that she needs me. She’d also thought she was about to die. One day, she will tell me again, maybe add in the word love, without the threat of death looming over her head. Until then… I hope my patience will last. The alternative isn’t appealing.

The song ends, and though the crowd begs her to sing another, Josie takes a bow.

“Come here, Josephine.”
She turns, lifts a brow.

I stand. “Come here.”
Biting her lower lip, she walks to me. I reach out and cradle the back of her neck. I apply a bit of pressure until she leans forward. I place the softest of kisses on her full lips. Nothing obscene. Nothing over the top. The humans cheer. I don’t care. This isn’t a show for them. Part of me does it for pleasure. Mainly, I do it to let all the members of the occult in attendance know that if they mess with Josie, they mess with me. Word will spread fast. You are amazing. Watch yourself. The night is getting interesting.
I sense it, too. Josie smiles against my mouth, then turns and takes another bow, purposely wiggling her ass for my benefit.

She hops off the stage and high-fives about a hundred people. Josie excels when it comes to leaving people wanting more. Me included.

Matthew calls out the next song. I scan the crowd. The troll gets up and leaves, taking two bolloxed women with him. Just goes to prove that alcohol can turn even an ugly troll into a bedmate for two. The phoenix lingers by the stage, sizing up Alex with her fiery gaze. Alex does his best to ignore her. If a vampire plays with a phoenix, he might as well tie himself to a lamppost and wait for the sun to rise. Same end result.

I shake my head, laugh to myself, and go straight back into security mode as four shifters step through the door. Following them is a pair of twin warlocks sporting cowboy hats. Josie would call them posers. I glance at her now. She’s already spotted them.

Luc, Alex, Grant and Matthew feel the growing tension and move to put down their instruments. I pick up my sticks, twirl them through my fingers and kick off another song with a loud “One. Two. Three. Four,” before a brawl breaks out. Apparently all the lore creatures are planning to come to Wolfie’s tonight. Why? I doubt I’ll get an answer. I also doubt the pixies will make an appearance.

That matters not. They’ll get what’s coming to them. I will see to that. It will be interesting to see what the shifters do once they realize their flunkies have fled the scene.

Chapter Thirteen
 
Josie

 
It’s about one in the morning by the time Keller and I leave Wolfie’s. The shifters and warlocks had left in less than ten minutes. They had walked through the bar as if they owned the place, chests puffed like they were inflated with helium. They didn’t speak. They didn’t drink. Apparently, whatever they had come for hadn’t been there. I’m just thankful no one had caused a scene. One wrong move on their part, and I would have introduced them to my shiny friends. Would have been a big mess to clean up. Any more cops and Wolfie’s would get a bad reputation.

Crimson Beat had finished playing around midnight, but part of the gig is mingling afterward, and tonight’s crowd was full of women vying for the vampires’ attention. Bands always get groupies, but this was ridiculous. Vampire charisma in full effect, yo.

I often wonder how many of these lovely ladies would run screaming if the truth walked up and bit them in the neck, and conversely, how many would fall in line to be the next flavor on the sampler platter. I have a feeling the boys here would be very satiated within an hour. Didn’t hurt that Alex had donned a black cowboy hat about halfway through the last set. There sure is something kinda sexy about a chocolate cowboy.

After the meet and greet, we held a quick conference with the Team to divvy out tonight’s instructions, and to gear up—my favorite part. Most of the Team fights without weapons of the man-made variety. Matthew is the recent exception. Ever since I let him borrow my twelve-inch a couple of weeks ago, he’s made sure to try something new every night. To him, my blades are like one of those assorted boxes of candy. You’ve got to try them all until you find your favorite. Once you do, the others are forever left in the box.

Matthew stands in front of my weapon cabinet like a boy eyeing the puppies at the local shelter. He’s wearing his blond hair in a faux hawk style. His flannel shirt had been discarded and thrown to his fans in the third set, leaving him dressed in a white wife-beater and loose-fitting jeans. Some female will be snuggling up with his shirt tonight.

Matthew says he prefers fighting with the knives now because it’s something different. Using his body all the time got boring. Secretly, I know this actually has something to do with his past, though I haven’t learned the details yet. When you work with vampires, there are a lot of hush-hush topics.

Me? I don’t have a favorite blade. Like a mama loves her children, I love all my shinies equally. Although my machete does hold a very special place in my heart. Matthew is dying to try it out. If he can come up with a way to conceal that wicked bad boy, I’ll gladly loan it to him.

Our little group fans out. We like to fight in pairs, but it doesn’t always work out that way, especially with the number of incidents we’ve had this week alone. Something big is brewing in the air. The amount of lore packed into Wolfie’s tonight proves it.

Alex and Matthew go south, Grant goes east, and Lucian takes the west side of town. Keller had given everyone a description of the two men he’d heard inside the bar, with orders to bring them in if spotted. I’d like to know exactly who they were supposed to meet. As Keller and I head north, a long streak of lightning lights up the dark sky, and is quickly followed by a rumble of thunder reminiscent of a pack of roaring lions. The night feels heavy with impending rain, and carries with it the scent of sweaty bodies. The air conditioner inside Wolfie’s conked out again as of about an hour ago. So much for Wes’s mad handyman skills. I should have known better. At this point, the rain is welcome, but probably won’t roll in for another hour or so, according to the local forecast.

A man with long, graying hair and wearing a vibrant Hawaiian-style shirt is passing out fliers for the newest club in town. I smile, take one, and fan my face with it, but the sweat continues to bead on my upper lip and trickle down my spine. So much for the clean pair of clothes I’d put on before leaving Wolfie’s. Another ten minutes and this shirt will be as wet as the one I just took off.

Keller grabs my hand and pulls me across the street. The crosswalk light is flashing a big fat orange X. Horns beep and a cabby yells. Whatever Keller’s mission is, he’s not deterred in the least by the protests. Two blocks down, we stop abruptly outside an ice cream shop. My mouth waters. “What gives?” I ask him as my gaze bounces from his to the shop and back. I lick my lips, but instead of tasting ice cream, I taste salt.

Grazing my cheek with his thumb, Keller asks, “May I treat you to some dessert, my lady?”

I grin like a smitten kitten. “God, yes.” Before he can say another word, I tug him through the door. A bell rings overhead, announcing our arrival. Unlike Wolfie’s, the air conditioning unit in here is working just fine. I let the cool air wash over me as I throw away the crumpled flyer.

Apparently, ice cream in no way compares to liquor and bar food on a Friday night. This place is as empty as a church on Monday, aside from the teenager behind the counter. She smiles cheerfully and smoothes her striped apron, obviously thrilled to have something to do. Or… I realize she’s staring at Keller. I remember the first time I laid eyes on him. I might have drooled a little, too. I masked it well, though.

“Hi,” she says, waving so hard her blonde hair bounces like springs on a trampoline.

Considering her age, I’m surprised she’s working this late, but then again, I was killing nasties by the time I was ten years old. Serving ice cream can’t possibly top that on the danger scale. Unless you count frostbite as a serious job hazard. I laugh to myself.

“What’s so funny?”

“Frostbite,” I tell him with a shrug.

“Of course. I should have known.” Keller pulls out a chair. “Have a seat.”

“I don’t think there’s a waitress.”

Keller bows like a gentleman born in the nineteenth century, which he is, and I get a flash of what he must have been like so many years ago. “I’ll be ordering for you.”

I shake my head at his theatrics. “Will you now? You don’t even know what I want. Besides, you’ll make the girl faint.”

Keller shoves his hands in his pockets and lifts an eyebrow.

“Fine,” I say. “Surprise me.” I point a finger at him and give my I’m-like-totally-like-serious stare. “And don’t cheat.” I usually don’t like surprises. Tonight is different. It’s almost as if Keller and I are on a real date rather than headed out to hunt down the baddies of the night. I honestly don’t think we’ve ever been on an actual date. How sad is that? What’s even more sad is that I’m growing suspicious.

Keller smirks.

I do my best to think of anything but my favorite flavor of ice cream, even though I’m craving it desperately. I don’t know if he’ll cheat or not, but I’m not taking any chances. Butter Pecan. Chocolate. Strawberry. Mint Chocolate Chip.
My vampire barks out a laugh and shakes his head. He heads to the counter, and after admiring the way he looks in his jeans, I turn to stare out the window. People pass by wearing everything from flip-flops to stilettos. A blind man plays the trumpet and someone bends to drop a couple of bucks into his instrument case. The trumpet player can’t see them, but he nods his head, knowing. I close my eyes and enjoy the jazzy tune. It’s got a lot of bounce. I tap my foot against the tile. He hits an occasional bad note that only adds to the honesty of the moment. He is a man lost in the music. I am a girl lost in her city.

“You’re not lost.”

I swivel in my chair. Keller is right next to me, looking at me with such intensity swimming in his eyes, my heart jerks. He’s a summer storm, coming out of nowhere and taking my breath away—every single time I gaze into his dark eyes.

He offers me a small cone with soft-serve vanilla spiraling atop like a tornado. My favorite. As complicated as I am, my taste in ice cream is as basic as it comes. This simple gesture makes it hard for me to swallow. When everything around me is crazy and out of control, Keller manages to bring it in close—to show me we must stop and take these moments to enjoy life—to enjoy each other. Without them, we’ll all become insane. We’ll all be lost.

I wrap my hand around his and bring the ice cream to my lips. I take a tentative lick. It’s as delicious as it looks, sweet, smooth, and cool like Keller’s kiss. He groans, and I know exactly what he’s thinking without even having to break through the walls around his mind. If we had more time… If we were closer to home…

He passes off the cone and moves to take the seat across from me. I continue to eat my icy dessert, and Keller seems content watching me. His t-shirt stretches across his chest, giving just a hint to the muscle beneath. I know every inch of his skin on a very personal level. As good as this ice cream is, I’ll never crave anything as much as I crave this man.

“Any idea how to find a pixie who doesn’t want to be found?” I ask between licks. I’ve got to remain focused. Work and then play, Hawk.
He blinks and it’s all business. “You certain that’s who we should be tracking?”

“As of right now, yes.” I glance at the girl behind the counter. She’s wiping down the glass coolers and paying us no mind. Still, I lower my voice. I tell Keller everything that’s happened thus far, from the note to the shifter to my conversation with Bruce and Baldy. By the end, Keller’s eyes have lost all the fire I stirred up with my ice cream cone. They are as black as ice on asphalt. Keller is furious on my behalf. Not to mention Wolfie’s also belongs to his sister. Mess with our bar, and you’re messing with his woman and his family. Doesn’t bode well for the pixie nation, and I can’t help but smile about that. I feel like sticking out my tongue and blowing a raspberry at Esmeralda. My fanged man is about to go crazy on her winged ass.

“I’m hoping to hear back from Hector sometime tomorrow,” I continue. “But I can’t just sit around and wait for Esmeralda to come back and taunt me.”

“I agree.” His brow creases. “You know, if I hadn’t escorted Cross out of town personally, I’d swear this was his doing. Pixies are wily, but this isn’t really in their nature. They’re into pranks and fun. I’ve never heard of one intentionally causing harm.”

I have. Not to this degree, but like every other species, pixies have black sheep, too.

Keller has a point, though, and one that’s already crossed my mind more than once. “I was thinking the exact same thing. This Pixie Dust crap has Cross’s name written all over it.” Cross sure as hell better not be anywhere near Nashville. “Would you sense it if he were back?”

Vampires are all tied together, one way or another, whether they share a sire or not. I’m sure Keller has a pretty good idea of exactly how many are mingling with the humans on the streets tonight. As long as they don’t cross the line—meaning kill or maim their food source—they are safe from our wrath. It’s one of those make-love-not-war things.

Cross is the oldest vampire I’ve ever known. He’s strong, off-the-charts sexy, and lethal as they come. He makes no qualms about hurting the innocents. Everything he does is for power and money. He’s pissed off that we kicked him out of Nashville. Doesn’t matter that we did it in the name of the Assembly. Making Cross look bad is akin to poking the devil with his own flaming pitchfork.

“Maybe. Maybe not. I had Luc go down there and check in on him.”

I knew something was up. I feel the ice cream dripping down my hand. “Why didn’t you tell me?” My skin is heating up, and I’m not sure if it’s from elevated blood pressure or embarrassment that I hadn’t thought to send someone to check on Cross.

“I’m telling you now.”

I grab a napkin and clean my hands. I decide arguing, while easier and self-satisfying, is not the best plan of attack here. “And? Is he there?’

Keller nods. “He is. Doesn’t mean he won’t come back.” He leans forward. One wrinkle creases his forehead. “If he does, I’m sure he’ll have his mental shields up. If he drops them for even a second, I’ll know.”

Then what? Last time we fought Cross, I was nearly eaten alive. If he is back, I know he’ll be more prepared this time. “But so far nothing?”

I actually miss Cross on a professional level, and that makes as much sense as a lunatic in politics. Going up against him is the equivalent of a really good chess match. Even though I hate what he stands for, I enjoy the challenge that always comes with dealing with him and his cronies. I’ll get over it. Nashville is a much safer place without him, and that’s what counts. Assuming he’s really gone forever.

Keller shakes his head and I sigh in relief. A lock of hair falls over his eye. I reach forward and push it back. He takes my hand in his before I can draw away and kisses my palm. Tingles shoot up my arm. Heat blooms deep in my belly when his lips move to the pulse point of my wrist.

“No. Nothing. Still…” He bites softly, not enough to break the skin, but enough to have me break a feverish sweat.

This is one of those nights where it’s going to be hella hard to concentrate. I gently pull my arm away and take a steadying breath to bring my scattered thoughts into focus. What we were talking about? One more breath for good measure. Cross. Right. Got it. “Well, until we know for certain, I say we go find Esmeralda. We’ll make her talk. I know where their coven headquarters are. We can start there.”

I finish my cone, shove my chair back, and braid my hair into one long plait, warrior style.

Keller rises. “The pixies’ headquarters are in Nashville?”

“Uh huh,” I answer. “Don’t sound so shocked. As Jason Aldean says, it ain’t all just porches and plows.” I wink. “Wait until you see it.”

 
 
* * *

 
The Country Music Hall of Fame and Museum is located on Fifth Avenue in Downtown Nashville. Pixie Headquarters is located underneath. Lower than basement level. Might as well say they’re neighbors to Hell. Personally, if I had wings, I’d feel claustrophobic living that far underground. Apparently, the pixies don’t return the sentiment.

This place gets a lot of traffic during the day. For good reason. Anyone who makes a pit stop in Nashville would be remiss if they didn’t take the time to visit the museum and get to know the folks inside a little better. At night the building takes on the appearance of a haunted castle of sorts, with a javelin pointing toward the sky and a wall of windows reminiscent of piano keys. A quiet hush surrounds the building as if even the singers and songwriters long celebrated inside these walls have all gone to bed for the night. I almost feel like singing a lullaby. Almost. Cold fingers walk up my spine and grip the base of my neck. I shiver. If I were one to hide from spooky specters, I’d be running for cover right about now. I’m definitely not one of those people. Shrugging off the creeps, I keep moving.

Some say Elvis haunts this place every bit as much as Memphis. Elvis haunts the entire world when you really think about it, so I’m guessing he’s spread a little thin to be much of a bother. Besides, I fight demons and murks for a living. How hard could it be to take down a dude with dyed hair and out of control sideburns? He’d probably fight back with a Bedazzler gun. I love me some Elvis, but more than a few of his fashion choices were a little on the cheesy side. His 1968 Comeback Special being the exception, of course. Gotta love a man who looks like that in leather.

“Ouch!” I whip around and look up, rubbing my scalp. Bad call. Something wet and hard hits me right in the eye. Keller hisses next to me. We flatten our bodies against the wall. All is quiet for about two and a half seconds before we’re attacked with gusto. Several small objects, highlighted by the moon and streetlights, are falling out of the sky at a quick clip. I throw my arms in front of my face to block the air attack. That leaves the rest of me exposed. I’m hit several times in my arms, legs and torso.

I crouch, getting as low as I can without lying flat on the ground. Small pebbles and something else litter the ground around me. Using my index finger and thumb, I pick up one of the unidentified objects for inspection. It’s white and hard, yet has some squish factor to it.

Oh, hell no.

Spit wads.

Gotta be the pixies.

Keller uses his body to shield me. “This is feckin’ ridiculous.” He looks at my hand. “Is that what I think it is?”

“Yup,” I answer. “Nasty bitches.”

“How are we supposed to fight them when they’re up there and we’re down here?”

“Can you see them?” I rub my stinging arms and feel tiny welts bubbling across my skin. Dozens of tinkling bells chime above us. No. Not bells, I realize. That’s the sound of giggling gnats. They’re totally laughing at us. Adolescent ass pixies.

“They’re at about roof level. Little bogeys have bows and arrows.”

“Ugh. That’s why this hurts so bad. They’re nailing us! Leave me,” I tell him while gathering my own arsenal. I collect all the pebbles along with any other rocks I can find. “Get up there and knock them off or something.”

Keller glances at my pile and nods. He’s with me one second and gone the next. The laughter from above dies down. I hear little gasps of surprise that are music to my ears. Keller is doing his job. I squint and see a pixie flying about ten feet above me. I hurl a pebble and knock her out of the sky. She squeals when she hits the ground. She doesn’t stay down, though. Determined little fucker. Her wings pump manically and she’s up and away again. Bruised but not beaten. I can appreciate that. I can also gloat when I knock ten more on their asses. Less than two minutes after it began, the battle is over. I don’t know where they’ve gone, but the pixies have disappeared into the night.

I look up. Keller hops off the roof and lands like a cat next to me. I wish I had those kinds of skills.

‘They always like that?” he asks, picking spit wads out of my hair.

Gross. “Sadly, they are. Sometimes they’re pretty funny, though.”

Keller grunts. “Remind me to laugh after I shower off all their spit.”

“Good point. We still have to go inside. Oh, Keller,” I say, bouncing up and down on the balls of my feet and clapping my hands like a giddy child. “I can’t wait to see what they do next.”

He gives me a deadpan stare. “You’ve lost it.”

He’s just now figuring that out?

Keller and I head around back to search for the hidden entrance. We stick close to the wall to avoid detection from the cameras, and to keep from being attacked from behind. Assuredly, we look like two thugs casing the place. Over the years, I’ve learned to become a chameleon. I’m dressed in all black tonight, which includes the black scarf I tied around my head to hide my fiery locks. I’ve considered dying my hair, but can never seem to find the time to get around to it. Keller could wear highlighter yellow if he wanted. He’d simply poof his ass out of here before security hit him with a flashlight beam. After what the pixies just did, I’m not taking any chances. I pull the scarf lower on my head.

If my memory serves correctly, one stone is a half shade darker than the others. With only the light of the moon to offer assistance, I have a hard time seeing anything, let alone one measly area that is no bigger than a quarter of a loaf of bread. I move closer to the wall, so close my nose touches the cool stone. I scan each area slowly, methodically. I’ll find it.

“Josie.”

“Shh. I’m concentrating.”

He laughs. “Josie.”

I look right. Keller is staring at me with amused eyes.

“What?”

He gestures to a spot in front of him with a nod of his head. “Is this it?”

I walk over and look. Shaking my head, I roll my eyes. Someone—and I’d bet my favorite pair of boots that someone is Esmeralda—has painted a pair of small fairy-like wings in the center of a stone. I make out the words WELCOME JOSIE in small blue letters. Her artwork is no better than it was on the note. I seriously hope she has a day job. “Yeah. This is it. Do you see any Pixie Dust? I can’t tell in this light.”

“It appears clean. I’d say you’re expected. What do we do now?”

I rap on the stone in three succinct rounds of two knocks each. Then I rub the same brick five times. For reasons I’m not privy to, pixies have a thing with the numbers two and five, which is why they chose this address. 222 Fifth Avenue. I’ve only been inside once. A few years ago, I needed some help taking down a couple of lunatic brownies. Arranna had owed me a favor and sent about a hundred of her best fliers out to create a distraction. The pixies swarmed overhead like a mob of synchronized swimmers, while I crept up behind the crazy little men. I have no idea why, but the brownies had doused themselves in baby oil and I ended up looking like a hog wrestler on crack. Slippery suckers almost got away. Almost. The pixies laughed their heads off for hours after that, but not one of them could say I didn’t handle my business. I smile at the memory. Some of the things I get myself into. All in the name of the J.O.B.

The wall in front of us shimmers like water on a mirror. Our reflections distort to where we are about half as tall and three times as wide as our normal selves. If only we were truly entering a funhouse. I grab Keller’s hand and pull him through before the pixies change their mind and bar us from entering. The wall is as thick as cold molasses and holds us in its clutches. Keller nudges me from behind, and we tumble out on the other side with a slurpy pop. More melodic and childlike giggling greets us. A chorus of “Hi, Josie,” follows. I push off the ground and smile.

At least a dozen pixies in a rainbow of colors hover in the welcoming chamber. They zip around us in figure eight fashion, laughing and singing hellos. Lively bunch. Iridescent crystals hang like chandeliers from the dark ceiling. Sconces with medieval-looking torches line the walls, producing shadows and flickering light that reflects off the overhead crystals. Lush, bearskin rugs mark the pathway. All heads point to the hallway straight ahead. Each decoration on its own would be stunning and more than a little on the romantic side with a primitive twist. All these elements together… Bow chica wow wow, someone cue the porn music.

“Hello, pixies. It’s been a while. Thank you so much for sending out the welcoming party. We are truly honored.” I’m the picture of happiness right now and not about to tell them why I’m here. I honestly don’t think Esmeralda is in this alone, and any sign of aggression could land Keller and me in hot water. Literally. The pixies enjoy boiling things. The brownies learned that fact a little too late in the game. And here I thought I was a complex being. “I’ve brought a friend. Hope you don’t mind.”

“He’s cute,” a pixie with crystal white wings says in my ear. “Can I have him?”

“No—”

“Thank you,” Keller says with a slight bow. “So are you.” He opens his hand and the young pixie glides to a stop, folds her legs under her and stares up at Keller with adoring eyes from the comfort of his palm.

“I’m Ilya. Who are you?”

Keller tilts his head. “Keller O’Leary at your service, madam.”

Ilya blushes from her bare toes to the tips of her white wings.

“Is Esmeralda here?” I smile brightly to cover the impatience in my voice. If Keller opened a kissing booth, dude would be a millionaire.

Ilya’s eyes go so wide she reminds me of a mutant pug. That’s not quite true, but I don’t have time for schoolgirl crushes. She chitters to her compatriots in a language neither Keller nor I understand.

“No,” she finally answers in a small voice that is more a question than an actual answer. She turns her head back toward Keller and bats her long, purple eyelashes.

I step closer. “You sure? This won’t take long. I just need to ask her a super quick question.”

More nervous chittering. I realize several of the pixies have disappeared.

They’ve gone to warn her.
I meet Keller’s gaze. Or to arm themselves. Let’s start walking and see what happens.
I pretend to stretch and quietly palm my switchblade.

Chapter Fourteen
 
 
The hallway is set on a steep slope, probably about forty-five degrees, give or take. Considering the average slide on a playground is set at thirty degrees, this sucks. My boots are great for fighting, but I can’t seem to get enough traction, and the ground isn’t smooth enough for me to plant my ass and ride down. Of course, the pixies don’t have to worry about falling because they fly everywhere. Arms and thighs burning, I push my palms against the narrow stone walls and continue on, placing one foot carefully in front of the other. One misstep and I’ll plummet like Alice.

Once we get to the end of the hallway, the ground evens out and the archaic decor switches to state of the art opulence. I rub circulation back into my jelly thighs and sneak a glance at Keller. He’s fine. Figures.

The sleek style of this room is quite the change from the last time I was here. Looks like the pixies have come into some new money. I always knew the drug business was lucrative, but this makes the Taj Mahal look like Motel 6. From here on in, it’s chrome, leather, and glass, with a splash of color mixed in throughout to throw in some pixie-like flair. Floor-to-ceiling mirrors are spaced about every twenty feet. Pixies are as vain as male peacocks. Maybe I would be too if I had gossamer wings and colorful skin. Perhaps I should reconsider my no tattoo rule.

A soft whir comes from above as the overhead fans yawn to life. The air takes on a chill. I sneeze. A heady scent of lavender and spice permeates the room as if it’s being piped through the ventilation system. I sneeze again, this time so hard I look around to see if part of my brain is lying on the floor. I rub my nose with the back of my pointer finger. The aroma is overwhelming, but it beats the damp earth smell one would expect when on level negative two. I feel another sneeze coming on and wonder if I’m allergic to whatever concoction they’re spreading around.

I have a moment of pause and literally stop moving. My feet are frozen to the floor and every muscle is compressed tight. To breathe or not to breathe? That is the million-dollar question. What if I’m walking straight into a Pixie Dust trap? What if they are waiting around the corner with their little hands full of blue death? Just ready to blast me and giggle their little pin heads off while I stroll down Hell Lane with the morphing monkeys and killer rainbows? I don’t know if I could survive another trip session. I’m definitely not built for hallucinations. Especially in the form of ashes and tears.

Irish?
He touches my arm with sure fingers. I’ve got you. I’ll teleport you out of here faster than you can even think to breathe.
I’m holding you to that.
One of these days, you’re going to tell me what happened.
Yeah. I will. Eventually. I briefly throw up my mental walls. How can I tell Keller that I witnessed his death and that it tore me to shreds, leaving me irrevocably broken?

I feel the length of his body press against my backside. He rubs the base of my neck and I lean into him, reveling in his strength and power. I’m no wimp by any stretch of the word. I do, however, get a little girly when I think about all the things Keller can do that I can’t. I like knowing he’s capable of frightening things, capable of taking control of the situation. The only time I’ve ever seen him show any uncertainty is where our relationship is concerned. That’s my fault. He’s been all in from Day One. I’m the only flapjacking, ping-pong player in this equation.

Ilya breaks up the intimate moment by buzzing around our ears like an incessant mosquito. Like a cat, I swear she can turn her motor on and off at will. Whereas a cat’s purr is soothing, a pixie’s buzzing is as annoying as cold rain at a picnic.

I swat her away with the back of my hand.

She sails through the air, her body tumbling end over end like one of those shiny plastic pinwheels.

“Hey!” she yells. She pumps her wings furiously and comes right back. “Are you sure Arranna is expecting you?”

I don’t remember ever telling Ilya anyone was expecting me. I flash her a cheesy smile. “I’ve got an open invitation. Can’t you read? It said so right on the door.”

Ilya narrows her pretty little eyes, but doesn’t say another word.

I can fight some big bad uglies like nobody’s business. Chemicals are a phenomenon all their own. Confident that Keller’s got my back, I finally convince my feet to start moving again.

It’s almost as if a big blinking neon arrow is pointing me toward the pixie queen. Even though I’ve only been here once, I remember exactly how to get to the main room. We turn left at the next corner. The hallway widens until it spills into the gathering chamber. Guests are supposed to wait here until the queen summons them. I don’t have time for all that.

An oversized brown leather couch curves in a semi-circle on the right side of the room, easily seating twenty or more full size people. I spot tiny flecks of blue glitter and make sure to keep my distance. You’d think with all this new money they obviously have, they’d hire a maid to clean up this mess. Cigarette-filled ashtrays and red plastic cups litter the floor and the two end tables, giving this room a total frat house vibe. I don’t even need to mull this over to figure out what’s going on. The pixies have been throwing parties. I’d like to know who exactly is attending these festivities.

Time to have a conversation with myself and break this down. I know Keller was immune to the effects of the drug during Esmeralda’s first attack because vampires don’t breathe. Would it be a different story if he swallowed or injected it into his system? The shifter was selling it, but didn’t give any indication he was a user, unless I count malnourishment as a side effect. If he did indulge, would he have suffered the same effects I did? For a variety of reasons, I sincerely hope some beings of the occult are using this drug. If these pixies are partying with humans—bringing them into their domain—they’ve got more than my wrath to worry about.

The ramifications are staggering. I’ve already noticed an increase in paranormal happenings since just before the Spring Equinox. Something is brewing, and I guaran-damn-tee it ain’t coffee. Good or evil, the beings of the occult are supposed to be of like mind where the humans are concerned.

We are myth.

We are the things that dreams and nightmares are made of.

We do not exist.

Now more than ever, I need to figure out what’s going on here. I have to stop it, and like it or not, I need an audience with the Assembly. Dread gnaws at my gut like a pack of rabid wolves. What if it doesn’t stop with the pixies? What if the reason for all the paranormal activity is because some of us are allowing the humans a glimpse into our dark world? This does not bode well for either side.

“Ilya.” I bark her name so loud, all color drains from her face. I can’t bring myself to care. “Tell Arranna we’re here and we demand she see us. Now.”

The frosted glass doors to the main room slide open before Ilya can bat an eye. She flies through, and I wonder if it’s the last we’ll see of her. I don’t wait to be asked in. I stroll through the doorway like I own the place.

This room has also been redecorated. Floor cushions made of expensive silks make me wonder if I haven’t stepped into the harem room instead of her majesty’s court. Several feet in front of us are a set of stairs that lead up to a royal platform that appears to have been made with real gold. Arranna is sitting on her throne (also gold), shaking her head at me. Her hair cascades over her shoulders in thick, luxurious waves so dark I can see my reflection, and I’m not even close to her yet. Totally should have brought my sunglasses. She’s at least four times the size of the other pixies and about a hundred times more striking. Her beauty is so intense, it’s almost hard for me to look at her. I know that’s my human side coming out. Humans aren’t made to deal with things so astonishingly otherworldly. It’s not necessarily a bad thing, I keep telling myself. It simply is.

I whip off my headscarf and shake my hair loose. I’m a girl. We compete. Sue me. I glance at Keller. He’s rocking a very bland expression. That will surely piss off the queen. She lives for attention like an alcoholic lives for his next sip.

Come on. Show her some love so she’ll play nice. The moment I think it, I wish I could take it back. If Arranna gets her mitts on Keller, she’ll lap him up like milk in a saucer. Then I’ll have to kill her and that throws a kink in tonight’s plans. I walk with purpose down the center of the room, watching my step so as not to squish any of the slumbering pixies curled up on the cushions. Wouldn’t that be a tragedy?

The corner of Keller’s lips quirk up ever so slightly. She’s all right, I guess.
All right? Dude, she makes Angelina Jolie look like Dog the Bounty Hunter.
I guess.
I groan inwardly and stop a few feet from the base of the stage. Keller follows suit. You’re so transparent.
Would you like me to drool a little?
Two loud claps break up our private banter.

Arranna rises from her gilded thrown. She’s wearing a short, skin-tight, green dress that accentuates her curves and her diamond-like skin. Her long legs shine as if they’ve been buffed with extra strength furniture polish. Her wings flutter softly. “Is there something I can do to help you?”

Unlike the pixies at the entrance, Arranna’s voice rings loud and clear. She carries herself in a very regal manner and her speech is no less.

I lift my chin and curtsy at the same time, a combination of strength and respect. “May we speak privately?” The room is full of pixies. Some are hanging from the rafters like bats while others are stretched out on the pillows strewn on the floor.

Arranna purses her pink lips, seemingly considering my request, then like someone who has spotted chocolate cake, she disregards me as if I’m a stale cracker. She tilts her head at Keller, studying him like a lioness stalking her prey. Interest burns in her bright green eyes. Her nostrils flair, and I swear her skin shines brighter, like she’s flipped her sexy switch up to optimum effect mode.

A stab of anger has my clenching my fists. “Allow me to introduce you to Keller.” I slide my palm down his arm and lace my fingers through his in a he’s-mine-bitch move.

Arranna wets her lips with the tip of her tongue and offers Keller her manicured hand. Keller accepts her small hand for the briefest of moments before wrapping his arm around my shoulders. Oh, how I adore this man.

Lifting one eyebrow in challenge, she says, “I’ll speak with him in my private chambers.”

Tramp. My blood simmers beneath my skin. I’m about to self-combust up in here. “Like hell,” I tell her. “Trust me, queenie. You want me on your good side.” I’m usually not the jealous type. Usually. Let me just say if I had claws, bitch would be blind right now.

She laughs. “Do I? Perhaps you’re not the biggest gun in town anymore.”

Keller squeezes my hand and steps forward. “I’m not sure if you’re aware Josie here is working for the Assembly. As am I.”

“I—”

“I suggest you figure out which team you want to play for,” Keller says, cutting her off, his voice coated in gruff authority. “Whoever your big gun is, he is nothing compared to us. It would be best if you remembered that.”

Arranna plants her hands on her hips. “I don’t care for your tone, vampire.”

“Trust me. He doesn’t care.” I move in close. Arranna stands her ground. The only reason she’s looking me in the eye instead of staring at my knees is because she’s literally put herself on a pedestal. “Where is Esmeralda?”

“She’s fluttering around somewhere, I’m sure. What business do you have with her?”

Should I tell her the truth? I know Esmeralda is not in this alone, but she has a hefty dose of payback coming her way. At this point I’ve got nothing to lose. “You’re lackey is spreading too much Pixie Dust around.”

Her eyes widen for the briefest of moments. “Of course she is. We are pixies, after all.”

“Toxic dust, Arranna.”

Nervous laughter bubbles past her lips. She quickly puts the lid on that. “I’m certain I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh. I add some hysteria into it for effect, all mad scientist-like. Then I sober. “We’re just as certain you know exactly what I’m talking about. Take a look around. I’m guessing all this luxury didn’t come via pixie trust fund, did it?” I don’t wait for her answer. “It ends now.”

Her spine stiffens as if someone has rammed a broomstick up her ass. The queen does not like to be threatened. I file that tidbit away for future reference. The broomstick up the ass part, not the threatening part.

“And if it doesn’t?” she asks.

I fake charge her like a bull. She shrieks and jumps back. Throwing my head back, I laugh again, all the while wondering how I’m going to stop their little drug ring from growing. Keller beats me to it.

“Ever seen a volcano erupt?” He reaches for my hand and we turn our back on Arranna, leaving her and her pixie crew to wonder exactly what Keller meant.

We’re almost out of the room when Arranna says, “Ilya will see you out.”

Fantastic.

As if Ilya is the equivalent of four armed guards, she leads us back through the hallway, her wings flapping with purpose. I look to the heavens at least a hundred times, and only stop when I think my eyes might get stuck just like Mama told me. My thighs are on fire from the exertion of walking such a steep incline. If it weren’t for Ilya, I’d ask Keller to carry my ass up. I’m proud, but not that proud.

This entire outing was a bust. I came here for answers, but I’m not sure I got anything more than green skin. How dare Arranna put the moves on my man. I blow out a breath. I need to let it go. I’ve got bigger issues than vampire-loving sluts. Just for clarification, I’m talking about Arranna, not me.

The sleek, overhead lighting gives way to the primitive wall torches. It’s pretty much a straight shot to the exit. Still, Ilya insists on leading the way like the good little Girl Scout she is. I turn to see if we’re being followed and notice a small jet-off hallway to the left. We missed it coming in because it was so dark and I was focused solely on getting to Arranna and Esmeralda. I make a spur of the moment decision, tap Keller’s shoulder, and pull him the other way.

We walk no more than a hundred feet when I see a door with a neon blue light shining under the crack at the bottom. Blue is now my trigger color. I march toward the door with legs that have forgotten they just climbed Everest. Ilya flies in front of me. Her left wing pokes me in the eye, and it takes every flipping ounce of control I have not to squash her right here and now.

“Back off, gnat.”

“You can’t go in there,” Ilya declares, her voice at least two octaves higher than when she was flirting with Keller. She buzzes around my head in tight circles.

Oh, right. I get it. She doesn’t want me to see what’s behind the pretty door. Silly me. Which means I’m so going in there. “Keller, please entertain Ilya here.”

Keller reaches out and plucks her right out of the air with two fingers. He tucks her into the front pocket of his jeans. Even for someone as small as Ilya, that’s got to be one tight squeeze. Thank goodness he prefers his jeans with breathing room. Otherwise, Ilya would be dead via asphyxia. “Consider her entertained.”

I shake my head. “Careful, lover boy. Her squirming might get you a little excited.”

“No.” His gaze devours me.

“Right.” I stand on tiptoe and kiss him on the cheek. His beard scruff tickles my lips and I want to linger. “I keep forgetting you only have eyes for me,” I say with my lips still touching his skin. It’s not a lie. Finding someone who wants, needs, craves only one person is a rarity few ever get to experience.

His knuckles caress my neck. “When we’re done here, I’ll make sure you never forget it again.”

I step back and glance at his pocket. The bulge now known as Ilya thrashes about. She’s not going anywhere. Not until we see what’s behind this door. “I’ll hold you to that, Irish. Shall we?”

He moves past me to open the door. Sometimes a girl’s gotta let a man be all chivalrous and shit. Actually, he’s in full protection mode now. I don’t like it, but I get it. He feels about me the way I feel about my city.

Keller slowly turns the doorknob and gives me a shake of his head. Locked. I move back to give him room. He knocks the door completely off its hinges with one swift kick. The door crashes on the ground about three feet away.

He moves into the room, allowing me to see inside. I blink several times. My eyes have got to be deceiving me. Someone must have sounded an internal alarm and warned the others, because nary a pixie is in this room. They didn’t have time to clean house, though. Now I have indisputable proof of just how much they are mixed up in this drug business.

After taking only one breath, I grow a little lightheaded and feel the beginning stages of a nightmare coming on. Hell, no. I’m not going down again. I pull my shirt up to cover my nose and mouth and step inside. Long tables are lined up in rows of at least ten. Every square inch of the large room is covered in a makeshift assembly line of sorts. Test tubes, Bunsen burners, cutters, black lights, small transparent bags…

This is a regular drug operation, pixie style. I never thought I’d live to see something like this. Ask any human about pixies and the first one that comes to mind is Tinkerbell. If they knew pixies were making a drug that could be the next big thing, the Holies would burn every Peter Pan book in print.

“They are out of their miniscule minds.” Keller walks between the tables, taking inventory, touching nothing.

“What’s in it for them?” I ask, still standing at the entrance. “Pixies don’t need money.” Though they do seem to be enjoying the extra funds.

“Power? Control?”

I blow out a breath and wonder if the dust particles are small enough to get through my shirt. I’ve got to get out of here soon. “I’m not seeing that. Something else it at play here.”

“There’s another door over here.”

I jog over to Keller, careful not to brush against any of the tables. His shirt is stretched tight across his back, a warning that he’s about to kick his way into the next room. I stand back. With a growl, he takes this steel door down just like the last.

This time I’m going first. I hurry past him and run face first into wards so strong, I bounce off the air as if I’ve just barreled into a glass wall. My ass slams into the ground with a resounding crack. I clench my teeth against the pain. Yeah, Keller is always going first from now on.

Crouching next to me, he grips my elbow to help me up.

My shirt slipped down during my embarrassing fall. I quickly pull it back up and adjust it so it fits tight against my nose. “Not yet. I need a second.”

Instead of insisting, he plops down next to me. “What hurts?”

I can’t believe I’m freakin’ injured again. Can’t I get through one day without breaking or ripping something? “Tailbone.” I’m panting. I can’t help it. Breaking news: Josie Hawk busted her ass…AGAIN.

Sliding his hand down my back, he stops and rests his palm against the base of my spine. “Is it broken?” His eyes darken with concern.

Seriously? A broken ass? Probably. “I hope not.”

“I’ll carry you.”

Pfft. “The hell you will. I’ve got to walk out of here on my own. I know they’re watching.”

“Josie, I don’t give a feck about them right now.”

“It’s a pride thing.”

I know he wants to roll his eyes, or swear under his breath, or carry me out over his shoulder like a caveman, but he’s way too cool for any of that. “May I at least help you up?”

I gotta give him something. “Sure.”

This time he offers me both hands. I grab on and he pulls me to my feet. Maybe I didn’t break it after all. Sa-weet! I take a step and pinch my lips into a flat line, gritting through the pain. Still, I force one foot in front of the other and head back toward the entrance. Each step gets a little easier, and I’m already plotting my revenge. Instead of roasting marshmallows, I’m going to skewer a bunch of drug dealing pixies and roast them until they talk.

But first I’ve got to get past those damn wards. “You wouldn’t happen to be carrying anything shiny on you tonight, would ya?”

“No, why?”

I see the door and finally feel as if I can breathe again. I pull my shirt back into its proper place and wipe the sweat from my upper lip. “We’re about to go meet up with the witches. They’re always a lot more helpful when you come bearing gifts.”

“The gift has to shine?”

“Preferably. We’ll just have to make a pit stop and pick something up.”

Keller chuckles low. Recognizing a taunt when I hear one, I slow my roll, waiting for whatever it is that’s about to come out of his sexy mouth.

“My darling,” he says, slathering on the Irish lilt. “I believe you’re carrying more than one shiny.”

I turn around and nail him with my best shooting daggers stare-down. “Don’t even think about it. I’m not giving them one of my babies.” Seriously? He wants me to give away a blade? Not gonna happen. I’ve got a much better idea.

“Keller, love?”

He lifts one eyebrow.

“You’ve got a shiny right in that front pocket of yours.”

His brow creases for a moment as he considers my comment. Then his eyes light up. “You’re not serious.”

Oh, but I am. I pat his pocket and watch his eyes sparkle. “They’re gonna love Ilya.”

 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
“That was a total waste of time.” I carefully remove all six of my weapons and lay them on my dresser, before peeling off my shirt and throwing it in the trash. I could wash it but it’s a reminder of my epic night—epic equaling disastrous in this case. Total fail.

Before the first rays of dawn could lick at our heels, Keller and I had decided to head back to my place after losing two hours of time trying to find out where the witches were congregating. Witches are a lot like gypsies, and often move their coven around so their camp can’t be infiltrated. I admire their tenacity, but would hate to pack my stuff up every month. Even though we’d found them, they couldn’t help us tonight. Apparently they’re holding a twenty-four hour vigil in honor of someone or something. Witches only. I can respect that. “Waste. Of. Time.”

Keller’s leaning against the door, arms crossed over his chest in a very relaxed fashion. “The witches or the pixies?”

How can he be so chill when I’m so…so… My boots come off next and hit the floor with two loud thwacks. “Both.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Really?” I pull my socks off and toss them in the laundry bin. I’m pretty positive they weren’t exposed to any toxins. “We didn’t find Esmeralda.” I narrow my eyes. “And you lost Ilya.”

“I didn’t lose her.”

“Fine.” I sigh, letting all the frustration slowly leak out of my system like a deflating inner tube. Things could have gone worse, I guess. “You let her go. Softy.” I’m pretty sure he released her because he was tired of listening to her tiny bouts of screaming coming from the vicinity of his man junk. I know I was. “Arranna was zero help.”

“Actually, she told us quite a bit,” Keller says. “Someone else is the ringleader. The pixies are at least one notch lower on the totem pole.”

My brow furrows. “And boy, are they reaping the rewards of the cartel. We still don’t know who’s wearing the head cheese hat. Queenie took a good swipe at my ego, though.” A bigger gun than me? As if. I flex my arms in the mirror then turn back to Keller, who’s sporting a big-ass grin on his face.

“I think her Highness liked me.”

My mouth hangs open like a gasping fish. “You think? How was that supposed to work anyway?” I zero in on the spot that has my name written all over it. He shoves away from the door. I watch closely as he pulls his shirt over his head and sends it flying across the room. I almost lose my train of thought. His body is absolute perfection. Lean and tight. He unsnaps the top button of his jeans and I finally remember what I was thinking about. “You and she don’t fit.” The two of them together would be like a sapling next to a redwood. Ridiculous.

“No. We don’t fit at all. How’s your shoulder?”

“Fine.”

He moves closer, one deliberate step after another leading him straight to his target. Me. “Your tailbone?”

“Better?” I bite my lip.

“Better isn’t good enough.” Leaning down, he kisses a path from my jaw to just below my ear.

I stand perfectly still even though my insides are quivering in anticipation. “Think you can speed up the process?” Just one bite. That’s all I need. I angle my head, giving him access to his favorite spot. Total junkie.

One fang scrapes against my neck. Much to my chagrin, he pulls away without piercing my skin.

I’ll lure him back lickety-split. I finish unbuttoning his jeans and skim my finger along the edge of his briefs. His abs contract beneath my touch. I slowly trace the definition of his muscles with my index finger. “You are a man of few words tonight.”

“Words aren’t always needed.”

True.

Keller picks me up and carries me to the bed. If I were magickal, we’d totally be naked already. Instead, he tortures me by deliberately pulling off my jeans at a snail’s pace. The material slides against my sensitive skin. I moan.

His hands still. “Pain?”

I shake my head. “Pleasure.”

The jeans come completely off in the next second. His follow suit, and he arranges my hair to fan out on the pillow before stretching out next to me. Long fingers trail over my stomach. Fire builds inside me, licking, teasing, wanting more. I lace my fingers through his hair and pull his mouth to mine. He tastes like ice and mint. Teasing me with light feathery strokes of his tongue, Keller pulls away when I take it deeper. I slide my leg over his and push him onto his back. He wants to take this slow, but I’m not sure I can wait.

He had me at ice cream. He broke me with Arranna. I sit astride him and unhook my bra. Sliding it off one arm and then the next, I stare into his dark eyes. “Thank you.”

Reaching up, he drags a knuckle across my collarbone. “For what?”

A tremor runs through me that has nothing to do with the temperature of the room. “For seeing me.”

Two strong hands gently grab my hair. He wraps the fiery locks around his fists and slowly pulls me to him. Keller’s mouth is but a breath away from mine. “I only see you, Josie.” He nips my bottom lip. “It’s always been that way.” A kiss, so soft it almost doesn’t exist. “It will always be.” He releases my hair, slides one hand between our bodies, and latches onto the back of my neck with the other, possessing, enticing. “Understand?”

I am utterly speechless and close to tears. No witty retorts. No snark. No arguing. I’ve got nothing. All I can do is nod and hope he knows how much he truly means to me.

I do. One of these days the words will tumble from your lips easily. No more thinking. No more running. I live for that day. Yes. I live for it.
I don’t know how to just be. I’ve spent my entire life proving myself—proving I’m good enough, strong enough, smart enough…enough. My guard is up, strong and sound like an impenetrable fortress. Demolishing those walls would be changing all I know. Until now, I’ve never run across another being I’m willing to change for. I have to show Keller how I feel. It’s wrong that he so freely offers his heart while I hold mine hostage, always worrying that it’s too much—that he’s too much. He’s right. One day I will be able to do it. Right now…I kiss him deeply, moaning against his velvet tongue. I nearly burst when his hand slips beneath my panties and he strokes me with deft fingers, one, then two. I need him inside me. Jumping off the bed, I wiggle out of my lacy scrap of nothing and rip off his briefs. I’m seriously out of control right now, and I don’t care.

Crawling up his body, I lick every inch of Keller I encounter. Smooth skin covers sinewy muscle that shifts and hardens beneath my tongue. Keller fists the sheets and throws his head back onto the pillow with a low growl. That won’t last long. He’ll want to watch what I’m about to do. I grip his length in my hand, and as if on cue, Keller sits up, supporting his weight with his forearms. I wait until I’m certain I have his undivided attention, and slide my tongue from the base to the crown. I love the way his jaw clenches tighter with each and every lick.

“I need you.”

I smile at his brusque tone. “You’ve got me, Irish. I’m completely yours.”

I climb farther up his body until my core is centered over his hips. Pulling my bottom lip between my teeth, I ease my body onto his, taking him slowly, sweetly. Keller growls again and reverses our position.

Dark eyes glittering hungrily, he cups my breasts with his strong hands. I arch my back. Lowering his head, he feasts, sampling, suckling, nipping. I feel a sting of pain when he drags his teeth over my nipple. Still, I arch higher, wanting more. His tongue is like fire, his breath ice. I nearly explode from the combination. I slide my fingers through his hair and grip tight to root myself to this place, this moment, this man.

Keller licks away the pain before he nails me with a look so intense, I swear he’s about to possess my soul. Sweat instantly dots my flesh until I feel like a schizophrenic on the edge. That feeling I’ve grown so accustomed to where Keller is concerned has taken up permanent residence, and is about to purchase the entire block. Doubt. One moment I’m all in, the next I’m clawing my way from the bottom of a dark pit. Can I do this? Can I be who he needs to be? Is it enough? Am I enough?

He drags a knuckle across my cheek, sweeping my hair to the side. “Don’t,” he whispers.

I still, almost forgetting to breathe. What I do here is important. But his eyes. That look. His gaze never waivers, just bores into me until I’m certain all my hopes and fears are exposed, decorating the walls of this horrid apartment. He sees too much. My eyes flutter closed, blocking out the source of my bout of insecurity. I need to say something. I can’t. My lips are sealed tighter than security at the White House. What is wrong with me?

“Turn it off, Josephine.” He kisses my cheek, one side, then the next. My eyelids, my forehead. “Turn it off.”

“I can’t.” My words are barely audible, so quiet I’m not sure I’ve even spoken aloud.

I finally get my brave on and open my eyes, only to find Keller’s are closed. He’s grappling for control and it’s completely my fault.

His body is rigid with tension—sexual and emotional, I’m sure. Without warning, he eases inside me, filling me with one smooth stroke. The motion is almost like a sigh. “Do you want this, Josie?”

I nod and arch to meet him. If my crazy-ass mind would shut the hell up, Keller and I would be a lot happier.

Biting my ear, he asks, “Do you want us?” He thrusts hard.

Gods. “Yes.” Yes. Yes. Yes.

He thrusts deep before stopping completely, and runs his tongue across the tips of his fangs. My brows are drawn, my body aches like I have a million fiery splinters poking my skin and ice shards lacing my blood. I shiver.

“Yes?”

I nod again. Over and over I nod.

“Then shut it the feck off.”

I do. I push all the thoughts away, letting them leak into the air until they burst apart and vanish. I turn my mind completely off—level zero—and do nothing but feel.

“Very good.” Keller smoothes a hand over my stomach, circling my navel with leisurely strokes. “Now you’re ready.”

Ready and practically humming.

Keller moves again, torturing me with the exquisite moves of his rock-hard body. I can scarcely breathe, too caught up in the sensations he evokes with each slow pivot and thrust. My body reacts of its own accord, grinding against him feverishly.

I pull him closer, needing his kiss so badly I swear my lips are throbbing. He doesn’t deny me…he never will. Our tongues dance, duel, caress, and tangle. Low groans surround us and I’m not sure if they’re coming from my vampire or me.

Keller slides his hands under my ass and presses me to him. He drives into me until I’m screaming and panting, pushing me to the precipice only to slow, when all I want to do is tumble over and free-fall.

“Let me have it, Irish.” I’m practically begging.

“Patience, Miss Hawk.”

Patience? I grab his ass and pull him back down. “Don’t you know me at all?”

Spreading my thighs even wider, he says, “I know you very well. Perhaps better than you know yourself.”

For the next several minutes—possibly hours—long, drugging strokes fill me until my entire body aches, craving release, desperate for the spiral. He senses my need and teases me with his thumb. My bones melt and I sink into the mattress as ecstasy builds, mounding with each circle and thrust until I explode. I literally see stars behind my closed eyes. Keller keeps the torturous pace, wringing every last breath from me.

I’m a pile of blissful mush, but not so much that I’m ready to stop. I crook my finger in a come-hither motion. Keller smiles. I don’t have to ask twice. This is my favorite part. Licking the sensitive flesh below my ear to ready me, he slides his hand up my body until his palm rests on my cheek. I turn and bite at his thumb. He chuckles low and I love the sound. I want to hear it again, hear it until his laugh drowns out all the darkness in my mind.

With one finger, he turns my face to his. “I can take it away.”

I blink. Even though I’d turned it off—shut it the fuck down—Keller had still heard me.

“I can take your darkness and give you hope. You have only to let me in. You are the bravest woman I know. Yet you’re afraid of us—afraid of what we can be. I don’t understand it, but I understand you. All I ask is that you understand me as well.”

Don’t I? I know he wants forever, but damn it, there are no forevers. Why can’t he just take today? Tomorrow? I can give him that. “I do understand you.”

He shakes his head. “You don’t. Not well. If you’ll let me, I’ll show you everything.”

Before I can respond, Keller sinks his fangs into my neck. Rapture rockets through my system. I shudder. My lids fall closed and I tug him closer, willing him to take all he needs. I cross my legs and squirm. Keller pries them apart and pleases me with his hand. I’m spiraling again—spiraling with each pull on my neck. In moments like this, I see everything so clearly. I see beyond tomorrow and the next tomorrow and the next.

I shatter against his hand, pulling on his hair in an attempt to fuse us forever. I can’t be without him. I can’t.

Keller seals his bite with two slow licks, and tucks my body against his in spoon fashion. He brushes my hair off my shoulder. “Now you’re starting to understand. You are mine, Huntress Josephine Hawk. Mine.”

 
Chapter Sixteen
 
One of my favorite parts of the day is standing in the doorway of my bar, soaking up the good-feel vibe, carefully taking count of every patron, human and non-human alike. It’s the one time of day when I shed all my worries. Wolfie’s is busy again. Not quite as packed as last night, but it’s still a bit on the early side. This bodes well for the summer season, which really hasn’t even kicked into full swing yet.

Aside from drug-dealing pixies, all is well in my world. Keller and I are okay again. Better than okay, but I’m not going to push my luck by deeming us shackled at the hips. I’m all caught up on sleep, and I even took the time to stop by one of my favorite spots to grab some fries and wings on my way here. See? It’s a good, good day.

Cool air blasts through the vents. Good ol’ Sage must have called a real repairman. Thank God for small favors. After three rounds of sheet dancing with Keller, my blood is simmering like grilled lava on a bed of hot coals. I couldn’t even bring myself to wear leggings under my tutu. Hot pants, black toile, and red cowboy boots. As always, my shirt covers my waistline and therefore the blade tucked inside. Gotta love it.

Some of our regular clientele are mixing with the tourists. Everyone has at least one drink in hand. Mad respect for the two-fisters. Woven in here and there are a couple of shifters, a berserker who blends in about as well as a cheetah in an ant farm, and that same smoldering phoenix dressed head to toe in blood red and fiery orange. Hopefully she can keep her flames contained. I can’t imagine how I’d explain hot –fire-on-a-sex-stick away.

The band is playing some Bocephus. That’s always a sure way to get people up and dancing. I glance at the picture of Hank Williams Jr. that’s hanging on the wall next to his daddy’s, and nod my head in tribute as my hips sway to the beat. The same blond woman from yesterday is twisting and gyrating against anyone and everyone on the dance floor, and unfortunately, stumbling over her own feet. She looks to be on the far side of sloshed. I signal the waitress and discretely slide one finger across my throat. The waitress nods in understanding. The blond has officially been cut off. I watch her closely to determine if I need to ask her to have a seat. Annoying other dancers is a big no-no. She’s wearing a bright yellow dress that swirls around her thighs as she spins from one cowboy to the next. One moment her head is thrown back in laughter. The next she’s swiping tears from her eyes and picking invisible lint off the sleeves of her dress. Ah, yes…the lovely stages of drunkeness.

As I lift the corner of the counter to get behind the bar, she clumsily exits the dance floor and makes her way through the crowd, stumbling and looking a little green around the gills. She scratches her arms furiously like she’s being attacked by killer mosquitoes. Any second now, she’ll be tossing her cookies and I’ll be the one cleaning up the mess. I breathe a sigh of relief when she pushes her way through the bathroom door at the back of the bar. At least the patrons won’t have to witness the disaster.

Picking up a towel, I wipe down the wet drink rings from the bar and wait for her to come back out so I can give her a bottle of water and call a cab to take her home—or to her hotel, whichever the case may be.

A long, high-pitched scream rolls through the room like the shrill whistle of the death train. Heads whip toward the back of the room. The band fumbles with their instruments and looks to me for instruction. I hold up a finger, swirling it in the air in a signal for them to continue. Without missing another beat, they pick up exactly where they left off.

Another scream, this one so full of fear the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, has me jumping over the bar and dashing toward the bathroom, swiftly moving through the gathering crowd as politely as my nerves will allow. My heart is pounding in my throat by the time my feet hit the tile of the bathroom floor.

Two women with wide eyes and shaking hands that cover their open mouths step back, repeatedly swearing they have no idea what happened. They move out of the way and offer me a front row seat to the freak show. The blonde is sprawled on the floor, her body twisted at an odd angle, blood oozing from her mouth and nose.

Shit.

I step closer and crouch next to the body. Turning my head, I move my ear close to her open mouth. No air hits me. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I know she’s dead, but I place two fingers against the pulse point on her neck anyway. Nothing. What the hell happened here? Did she fall and crack her head? Why the bloody nose? I take a deep breath and examine her body, turning her head this way and that. Instantly I spot the tiny flecks of blue under her nose. The overhead lights make the glittering dust shine and sparkle, taunting me. Anger seethes beneath my skin like a poisonous snake, sinking his dripping fangs into my heart, pumping his venom into my blood, branding me, taking over until I feel as though I’ll either explode or become catatonic.

What’s going on, Josie?
Sirens ring in the distance. Someone has called the cops. Or an ambulance. Either way…what a fucking mess. I can deal with death as long as it’s of the supernatural kind.

Damn it, Josie! What’s happening?
I‘m not ignoring you. Dying humans, not so much. I start chest compressions. Not in my city and definitely not inside Wolfie’s. I’ll be damned if tonight will be a first. I’m trying to figure this out.
Your heart is pounding madly. Are you hurt?
No. I’m pissed. One. Two. Three. I push hard just above her sternum. Her body bounces beneath my weight. I’m fine. She’s fucking dead, Keller. Humans are so fragile. This one looks like a fractured porcelain doll with her pale skin and blonde hair pooling around her head. Where is she from? A resident? A tourist? None of that matters. What matters is that she is gone and someone, somewhere, is never going to be the same.

Who is dead?
Four. Five. Six. People are standing behind me. Watching. Crowding. Gawking at the freaking-out bartender and the bleeding corpse. Their whispers sound like screams in my head. I can’t contain the frustrated bellow that spills past my lips. “Give me room!” Several pair of boots shuffle back.

Feck it, Josie. I’m coming there.
I suck in a sharp breath. What? No. You can’t! Seven. Eight. Nine. Harder and harder, I thrust my fists against her chest until I’m all but beating her to death. I hear several ribs crack. Come on!

I’m coming.
No. I wasn’t talking to you.
Run upstairs to the office and make sure the shutters are closed tight.
He’s lost his mind. No. You can’t come here. It’s daytime, Keller. Don’t be stupid.
Those windows better be feckin’ sealed.
I don’t like his tone. He isn’t being fair. I can’t worry about him and the dead woman.

“Step aside.”

I recognize Bruce’s voice. I go months without seeing him, and now twice in the same amount of days. My world is quickly crumbling into a pile of hot shit. I’m sucked back in time, standing over my mother’s grave. The wind blows my hair across my face. My father’s hand clutches mine as he kneels next to the plot. His other hand combs the grass as if he truly believes he’s caressing my mother’s back. The others stand in the background. Always lurking. Always seeking answers.

Josie!
Keller’s growl pulls me out of my toxic reverie. I give up on the CPR. It’s not working anyway. I shove past the spectators and come face to face with Bruce and about four other officers, along with two paramedics carrying a stretcher. I shake my head at Bruce’s questioning eyes and sprint past them and up the stairs, ignoring all their shouts of protest. Once inside my office, I practically fly to the corner of the room, slam the shutters closed and lock them.

“Are you all right?”

I spin and bump into Keller’s chest. He grips my arms to steady me. “You shouldn’t be here. You could have…” Burned? Died? I wrap my arms around him and hold tight. “She’s dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.”

He runs his hand over my head and down the length of my hair. “Who?”

“My moth—no,” I say, shaking my head. “A woman. A customer. My customer. She was here last night.” I push away to pace. “Blonde hair, pretty, life of the party.”

“I remember her. I’m sorry, love. What happened? How did she die?”

A knock sounds at the door, tentative and quiet. “Ms. Hawk?”

I blow out a breath and look from the door to Keller. “She fucking overdosed on Pixie Dust,” I grit out between clenched teeth.

The knock turns into more of a pound. “You’re needed downstairs,” says whoever is on the other side of the door, his voice growing stronger.

Keller picks up a book from the corner of my desk and hurls it against the wall. More pounding on the door follows. “It feckin’ kills me that I can’t go down there with you,” Keller says, his voice low and icy.

His frustration washes over me and my shoulders slump with the weight of it all. “It can’t be helped.” I move to open the door. I turn back to Keller with one hand firmly on the knob. “There is something you can do right now.”

“What is it?”

“Call Hector.” I nod my head toward the phone on the desk. “His number is on speed dial. Tell him I asked you to call. See what he’s found out. Tell him we’re running out of time. Tell him—”

Keller shushes my rambling with a kiss. “I’ve got it. Go talk to the cops.” He moves to stand in the shadows of the corner, completely out of sight.

I open the door and offer a weak smile. I walk out before the fresh-faced officer can come in. “Sorry, officer. I just needed a minute.” What I need is to line the pixies up in front of a firing squad. “It’s not everyday someone dies in your place of business, you know?”

He removes his hat and wipes his forehead with the back of his hand. “I understand, ma’am. I’m gonna need you to come downstairs.”

By the time we make our way back to the bathroom, the forensics team has arrived and Bruce has ordered that we shut down. The band is no longer playing, and all my customers have been told they can’t leave until they’ve been questioned. I can’t believe this. I close my eyes and send a message to Keller: Please tell Sage they’ve shut us down.
I leave the body to the professionals and walk into the main room. Bruce pulls a pen and a small notepad out of his pocket and moves toward me. The whole scene is reminiscent of one of those old school cop shows, and here I am, the star witness. Except I’m not.

“Any idea what happened here?” he asks, all business-like.

No doubt Sage would be in the office within the next two minutes if she could teleport during the day like her brother. If the cops tell me she needs to be here, I’ll have to lie and say she’s out of town or something. Now I know what the shifter must have felt like when I was interrogating him. Being on this side of things sucks the big one. People should remember that before they decide to die inside my bar.

I grab a chair and collapse into it, all the air escaping from my lungs like a deflating balloon. “She was dancing when I got here. She was here last night, too. She appeared drunk and I told the waitress to cut her off. Then she went to the bathroom and this is how I found her. I tried CPR.” End of story. Done.

Bruce cringes a bit. “We saw that.”

“Sorry. I got a little aggressive.”

“Understandable, considering.” He lowers himself into the chair across from me and pushes his notebook to the side. I don’t know him well, but I’ve always considered Bruce to be friendly, on the up-and-up. Maybe this is just the method he uses to question people, but when I look at him, I see nothing but kindness.

I lean forward and look him square in the eye. “People don’t die in my bar, Bruce.”

He pats my hand. “People die everywhere.”

“You’re wrong.” I shove out of the seat. The wooden legs scrape against the floor before the chair topples over and bounces off the ground. I bend down and pick it up, sliding it back under the table. “They don’t die inside Wolfie’s.”

“That’s changed now.” He sighs. “I need to ask you some questions.”

“I know.” I pull the chair back out and sit again. The seat hasn’t even had time to grow cold. Unlike the dead body in the bathroom. “Go ahead.”

“Is Sage here?”

Of course. Can I predict shit or what? “No. She’s out of town. She’s going to be devastated when she hears about this.” No doubt she’s bending Keller’s ear this very moment.

“All right. Let me know when she gets back and I’ll stop by to talk to her.” He waves his hand in the air to let me know he’s moving on. “Last night I asked you if you’d seen anything suspicious going on.”

“I hadn’t. Now all that’s changed. You don’t get more suspicious than a corpse. Do you know how she died?” Might as well turn this interrogation around.

Bruce taps his pen against his lips. “I’m not at liberty to say, Josie. Did you see her talking to anyone specifically?”

“A lot of people, actually. She liked to dance. Cowboys enjoy pretty women. That’s a recipe for a good time all around.” I pick a napkin up off the table and shred the corner. “Can you at least tell me her name?”

“I guess there’s no harm in that.” He glances at his notebook. “Katie Danielson. She’s from Iowa, according to her license.”

Katie. I couldn’t save her, but at least now I can say a prayer that her soul will move on to a better place, wherever that may be. “A tourist.”

“Apparently. Look, I’ll make this as quick as I can, get your customers out the door so they can go on with their day. You’ll be shut down for at least tonight. Maybe tomorrow too. It can’t be helped. There’s a protocol here.”

“I know. I can’t afford to be down tomorrow, too, Bruce, so anything you can do would be greatly appreciated.” I look up and see several news stations standing outside, cameras rolling. “Fantastic.”

Bruce follows my gaze. “Nothing I can do about that.”

“I know.” I shrug. “All publicity is good publicity, right?”

“So they say.”

I feel like an ass for even saying it. Even though I didn’t know her, I do know that Katie deserves better than my flip comments. I have every intention of making sure her killer and everyone involved pays for her death. I excuse myself and head toward my staff. They’re huddled behind the bar like gossiping teenagers. Cassy, who is standing at the edge of the mob, is the first to spot me. She rushes toward me.

“What can I do to help?”

I squeeze her arm as I walk by. “Offer our guests water, juice, and soda. On the house, of course.” I do need to talk to Cassy, but now isn’t the time. To the rest I say, “The police are going to question all of you.”

Speaking of…Baldy Shwartzmongerfitz, or whatever the hell his name is, is standing at the end of the bar watching me—leering, actually. I show him my back and mentally flip him the bird. “Be honest and tell them everything you can remember,” I continue. “Even the smallest detail is important.” I plan to question them as well. Surely someone saw something.

“Once they’ve dismissed you, feel free to go home. I’ll pay you all for a full shift, including tips, and I’ll let you know about tomorrow. Plan to be here. If that changes, I’ll call you.” I scan the room. Did one of these people sell her the Pixie Dust?

I jerk and spin on my heel. I swear someone just pinched my neck, but the only people behind me are the bartenders and waitresses and they’re all staring straight ahead. The stress must be getting to me. I rub the tension from my muscles.

The room grows as silent as a condemned library. The paramedics wheel out a gurney, covered with a white sheet. Red splotches smudge the sheet in two places. I bow my head as Katie passes by, all the while scanning every face in the crowd. Several people lower their gaze to the floor, while others look like their necks are made of rubber. I catalogue their reactions for future reference. I know they’ve opened the front door when I hear the click click click of cameras and the roaring buzz of reporters asking the coroner questions. I shake my head and wonder when the sun set. I hadn’t even noticed. There’s nothing more I can do down here, so I turn and head back upstairs.

A hand on my arm stops me. “Ms. Hawk, I have some questions for you.”

I don’t even need to look to know Baldy is behind me. “Talk to Bruce,” I say without sparing him a glance. I don’t like this man. Not one bit. “I told him everything I know.” Feeling the beginnings of a headache, I leave.

I climb to the second floor slowly. My legs feel as though I have concrete bricks strapped to my boots. Upstairs, I let out a long breath and reach for the doorknob, only to stop before I turn it. Going in unannounced could be deadly. It’s me, Keller.
I know. Come on in.
I hold back a maniacal bubble of laughter before it escapes. My heart tightens like someone is squeezing it with two hands. I was right about Sage. I knew she’d come as soon as she could. She’s not only here, but she’s chewing her fingernails to nubs. What I hadn’t expected was to see the others.

Keller, Lucian, Alex, Grant, and Matthew all stand as I enter the room. The small office can barely contain all the testosterone, let alone their sheer size. “What are you all doing here?” They must have come the moment the moon passed the sun.

“We’re a team,” Alex says.

Sage dabs at her eyes and I’m close to having to do the same. Grant shifts closer to her, then as if catching himself, moves back.

Several mumbles of assent drift through the small group.

“Thank you all for being here.” I know. Totally lame. Right now, it’s all I’ve got. My eyes lock with Keller’s. “Did you get a hold of Hector?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“We’ve definitely got a killer on our hands. At least six other humans have overdosed on it this week alone.”

Sage gasps. A number of low growls follow.

What? How had I not heard about this? I’m a huntress, for Christ’s sake. Six more? A vision of Katie, broken and dead on the tile floor, enters my mind. I pull the blade out of my waistband and flip it from one hand to the other, over and over again. I miss and the blade tumbles to the ground. I’m more shaken than I thought. I bend to retrieve it, and nearly bump into Keller as a wave of dizziness rocks through me. I shake my head to clear my thoughts, but the buzzing won’t stop. Locusts have decided to take up residence in my brain. Must be an adrenaline crash. “Tell me.”

One by one, the vamps find a spot to sit. I remain standing, as does Keller after he stows my fallen blade back into its sheath on my hip. He relays Hector’s findings to me. I hear bits and pieces. Highly toxic and addictive. Induces horrific hallucinations. Opium. Angels’ Trumpet. Atropa Belladonna, a.k.a. Deadly Nightshade. It gets worse and worse with each fact. Apart, these ingredients are dangerous. Together they are a deadly combination, the likes of which I have never heard of. No one in their right minds would mix all these hallucinogens. I got off easy. I’m fortunate my nightmare only ended with a headache and raw feelings rather than me being carried off under a white sheet.

“Are you all right?” Sage asks.

I offer a smile, though I’m not sure I’m successful. “Fine.”

Keller moves closer. “Hector wants you and I to meet him at his place tonight.”

I nod my head.

Keller stays quiet and I look up. “There’s more,” he says, his voice so quiet and lethal I wonder if he’s about to sprout horns and spew acid.

More? Sure there is. Why wouldn’t there be? “What?”

He doesn’t say anything. I look around the room. Everyone is staring at their toes, looking like a bunch of punks after their first arrest.

“What?” I demand. My brain is knocking against my skull like a caged gorilla.

“You’ve been summoned.”

Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Teleporting sucks.

Sucks worse than being on an out-of-control teacup ride at a supernatural carnival run by demons and their not-so-trustworthy, drooling, red-eyed hellhounds. Seriously, it’s that bad. As seemingly endless miles and oceans whip by, I tightly lace my clammy fingers through Keller’s strong hand and count the seconds off as a way to maintain a semblance of control. The only upside I can think of to this whole beam me up, Scotty routine is speed. After what can be no more than thirty torturous seconds, we come to an abrupt stop that has me rocking on my heels and fighting for balance. I swear it would have been easier to slam into a brick wall at sixty miles per hour.

Icy sweat beads on my forehead and trickles into my eyes at a steady clip. This is the worst case of tele-sick I’ve ever had. Blinking, I lose the balance battle, drop to my knees, and pull in a ragged breath as my stomach attempts to keep down last night’s dinner of cheesy French fries and chicken wings. Frowning, I curse half of my lineage—the weaker human half. A shudder creeps through my body and I do my best to swallow the greasy combo back down. Like I said: Total suckage.

Cracking my neck, I quickly push off the ground, shrug off Keller’s help, and take in my surroundings. Where the hell are we? We’ve landed in a hall with at least ten doors on either side. Each door could potentially represent a challenge. I reach down and slide my hand up my thigh and beneath my skirt until I feel the sheath holding one of my blades. My fingers linger there. I wait. I watch.

“Easy, Josie. You won’t need that here.”

“You sure about that?”

The scent of old death taints the air, faint but unmistakable. Many have died here, but not for some time if I’m correct. That’s something, I guess.

“You okay? You seem off.”

Brows drawn close, I offer a sharp nod as his melodic Irish lilt washes over me, soothing, assuring. “I’m good.” Not really. I don’t feel like myself.

I’m good—good, confused, and wondering if we’ve landed in the wrong place. Which means I should have strapped more weapons to my thighs. This isn’t what I’d imagined. Not that I had anything to go on other than my extremely vivid imagination, but still. I’d pictured gothic, yet posh surroundings. Maybe even a boardroom with a sleek table and buttery-soft leather chairs. Definitely not this.

“How positive are you that you brought us to the right place?”

Keller chuckles. “Doubting me?” he asks in a teasing tone. “This is where they said we should come. I’ll admit it’s a little different.”

“Hmmm.” Can anyone say set up? The Assembly summons me and we end up here. Something other than the death stench lingering in the air doesn’t smell quite right.

I’m about to play a game of eenie meenie minie moe when the double doors to our left creak open. Tension builds in my veins, but I cannot deny the invitation. To do so would be career suicide. I enter the room.

And start laughing.

“Josie?”

I ignore Keller.

Bones. Full skeletons. Partial carcasses. Twisted. Broken. Clean. As if they’d been picked at for days by scavengers, bitten and licked until not one bit of flesh remained. They’re everywhere. Taunting in the most silent and fragile of ways. My mind unwittingly sifts through all the gory stages of death. I know the details well. I swipe at my eyes to erase the visions. But those visions will never go away. They are as much a part of me as the blood flowing through my veins.

Yet, still, I giggle. I’m a total flipping sicko.

Candles in various sizes are scattered around the room, dripping white wax onto the neatly piled bones decorating the floor. The flames flicker in the stagnant air and cast shadows throughout the room. Heavy drapery panels the color of pitch hang from ceiling to floor, shutting out any light threatening to leak through. Clusters of shimmery blue fog are staggered every two feet or so. The mist wavers, thinning almost to the point that I can see through it, then just as quickly thickening, until even a superhero with x-ray vision would find the task of cutting through impossible. With my weight on the balls of my feet, I turn a full circle. Heart stuttering, my gaze skims the floor. Ancient runes are etched into the smooth stone. The runes cast a faint glow that silently promises power to those who can decipher their meanings. 

I stop laughing.

The power tugs at my mind, reeling me in. I know I can’t allow it to take hold, know it like I know who I am.

“Something’s not right,” Keller says, close to my ear.

You think? “I know.”

Clenching my jaw, I imagine an anchor attached to my ankles and force myself to remain still. What the hell is going on? This place screams wrong when it is supposed to hold all that is right. I guess it could be perceived as welcoming, if you’re into that whole haunting and cryptic kind of vibe. I’m more of a flashing neon sign kind of decorator—something erratically sparking to life to light up the dark and dangerous world we all live in. Thankfully, the majority of the human population is blissfully ignorant to the beings that lurk in the shadows. I’ll take some credit for that.

Two loud thwacks break the silence, commanding my full attention. The staccato sound echoes off the walls of the chamber. The bones rattle and shift positions. Let me tell you, none of this is what I expected when I tumbled out of bed this morning.

The fog swirls around the room before disappearing through the ceiling above.

“Let the ceremony begin.”

Pretty sure my jaw just bounced off a rune. Ceremony? What ceremony?

My gaze quickly lands on the source of the odd voice. My hands itch to block the jarring sound from my ears. I squeeze them into tight fists. I thought I was prepared, but those four words—not to mention the obscured being speaking them—has frigid claws gripping my spine so hard I fear I may split in two. I picture my torso falling forward until my head smacks the ground and bounces twice before settling, while the lower half of my body collapses into a useless heap. I mentally shrug. That is so me. Like a worm, I sometimes think my ass is my head and tend to talk before I think, which explains so much about my witty verbiage.

“Josie? Are you all right?”

I jerk my chin down in answer. I need to focus.

Circumstances and ambiance being what they are, I’m thinking I need to keep the sarcasm to a minimum for at least the next hour or so. Kinda hard to do when my heart is pounding harder than a double bass drum, and all I want to do is hoof it the hell out of here. Bantering is my own personal shield, especially when I’m nervous. I am the self-proclaimed Queen of Words, after all, and I’m ready to battle at any given moment.

And why is my Keller staring at me like I’ve grown two heads?

I open my mouth to ask, then slam it shut as incredibly tall beings in long, billowing robes the shade of brilliant indigo form a half-circle along the perimeter of the ancient-looking room. Something about them makes me wish the fog had kept them concealed. They sway back and forth, their robes making a soft swishing sound, while pulsing power ripples in the small spaces between their bodies. A brisk and frigid wind sweeps through the room. The double doors behind me slam closed. I jump and clamp my lips together to keep my teeth from chattering. The folds of the silky material pool at their feet like puddles of the brightest sea. Muted chanting floats through the air, rhythmic, hypnotic. I can’t make out the words, and I wonder if a spell of some sort is being cast. I still feel like myself. I think. I shake my head. Something seems off, but I can’t put my finger on exactly what it is. I keep my breathing shallow on the off-chance they've added something toxic to the air. No, no. The toxins are back in Nashville. Not here.

The Assembly.

The governing body of all supernatural beings.

The accusers.

The jury.

The executors.

The end.

Vampires, shifters, trolls, witches, warlocks, phoenixes, fairies, pixies, berserkers and every creature in between are all technically supposed to answer to the Assembly, but nothing is as black and white as that in this world or the next. According to the Assembly, my job is to take out the strays: the rogues, human and inhuman alike, or half-breeds like me, that refuse to fall in line. Had I known this is what it would be like to meet the members of the Assembly in person, I probably wouldn’t have been so damn persistent.

“Josephine Hawk, Huntress of the Night, step forward.”

Yeah, that’s me. I should totally be moving right now, but my body is frozen in place. I have to dig down deep to slice through the fear, which really pisses me off. I’m a badass. I really am. Usually. Right now I’m a quivering pile of slush and mush. It’s definitely mental pep talk time. Except I don’t have time to scold myself.

Keller squeezes my hand.

Screw it. I can do this. I want to do this. One booted foot inches forward. I force the other one to follow until I sense what I think must be an invisible X in the center of the room. I quickly look down and for the first time—ever—I question my choice in clothing. Perhaps my hot pants and cowboy boots hadn't been the wisest decision I’d made today. At least that’s the impression I get from the silver eyes shooting judgmental looks my way. Totally not my fault. This summons came out of nowhere. My disheveled bright-red hair gives me either a wanton or total serial killer look. Neither is what I would have chosen had I known this was happening today. It’s kind of important that I show some respect to the Assembly.

Maybe I’m being inducted. I giggle again, but Keller’s glare has me snapping my mouth shut. What. The. Hell?

You’d think, with me being a huntress and all, that something as simple as attending a summoning that could possibly result in an acknowledgement from the Assembly would be a piece of cake.

I do want this. I’ve wanted it for more years than I care to count. It’s hard to believe it could finally be happening. I sneak a look to my right, to the one who usually has a whole lot to say. His hair isn’t very neat either. Wicked sexy, though. I barely contain a shiver and refocus my attention straight ahead.

I’m dying to ask Keller if this is what it had been like when the Assembly selected him to be a part of their Team. My gut tells me to save that conversation for later. When your job is as dangerous as mine, it’s important to listen to your gut. I always do. I hear Keller clear his throat and I wonder if he’s correcting me.

Fine. I almost always listen.

“Raise your left hand,” the being commands.

Left? Well that’s backward thinking. I stop myself from looking to Keller again. He’s here and that’s enough. This is it. It’s happening and I can totally do this. I’ve made it known—more like shouted from the rooftops through a bullhorn—that I can and will do things on my own, no matter how much Keller feels he needs to help me.

I start to raise my right hand and remember I’m supposed to use my left. I pull my right arm behind my back as I slowly lift my left hand. I’ve never been in front of the Assembly before. Maybe they do everything the opposite of normal here. I have, however, haunted their asses relentlessly via email, text and hand-written letters for the past decade or so for one simple thing. A promotion. It’s that thought that has me throwing back my shoulders with confidence.

Induct me.

Swear me in.

Do whatever you have to do to me. I have to get back to Nashville. The pixies are killing and I have to stop them. My people need me, and to be honest, I need them. Protecting them from the nasties is what I was born to do. With the backing of the Assembly, I’ll be able to do it better. That’s why I’m here.

The tallest member of the Assembly, and the only one who has spoken since I entered their chamber, approaches me. I kick my chin up, way up. It’s almost like an ant trying to see the top of a Redwood tree. Impossible. I’m not backing up, though. Not a chance. Clenching my fist behind me, I tilt my head and wait for him to speak. I’m guessing he thinks I can read minds. Nope. That’s Keller’s gig. I hear a soft chuckle behind me. I almost send Keller a mental message but decide against it. Who knows who else in this room has that special ability?

That, Josie, is one of the many reasons I adore you. You are very smart indeed. Now focus, will you?
Focus. Right. I can do this.

The robed being in front of me reaches up. I flinch, expecting him to touch me. He doesn’t. With two hands, he shoves his hood back. I blink. Holy Hot Stuff. I think I just sighed. Literally. In fact, I’m pretty sure I might have even moaned out loud, considering Keller moves behind me and squeezes the back of my neck possessively. Sue me. I’m a healthy woman and this is one fine specimen. Unnaturally so. Who knew?

Thick and dark lashes frame the being’s quicksilver eyes. His skin is radiant, sun-kissed and flawless. Perfectly manicured jet-black hair gleams in the candlelight. I wonder if all the males wearing robes look like this. Sage will kill me if I don’t organize a toga party.

“I am Quin,” he says, with only the slightest tilt of his head. “I am the newly inducted chief commander of the Assembly, and you, huntress, have some explaining to do.”

My knees nearly buckle. Well, shit. Quin had me until he opened his mouth again. I’m so weak. Put a pretty boy in front of me and I forget how very dangerous they can be. This one just went from deliciously attractive to grotesque in my mind. His screeching tone grates on my nerve endings like a million fingernails clawing a chalkboard. How am I supposed to explain anything when his voice makes my brain ache and my knees knock?

Keller? So much for going this alone.

I don’t know what’s going on here, Josie, but I’ll help you through it.
Quin lifts his right hand and presses it against my left palm. Explosive heat floods my body, and I swear if he blows me up, I’m gonna kick his ass to Hades and back. After a few seconds he lowers his hand, but I think he’s branded me somehow. I press my burning hand against my bare leg and breathe a sigh of relief when my body doesn’t ignite.

“The Assembly would like to know why your city is out of control?” Quin asks in a very agonizingly matter-of-fact tone. My brain pulses with each syllable he utters. Quin’s face seems to disappear for a moment. I shake my head. The chanting grows louder, but can’t compete with the power behind Quin’s voice. The pain in my head grows until I can barely see straight. The room swims and I lean into Keller to remain upright. His firm hold steadies me, and I blink several times to clear my vision.

I do my best to focus on what Quin is saying, but secretly I’m fuming and linking my fingers together to keep from grabbing my blade out of my waistband and slamming it between his eyes. It’s not supposed to be like this. It’s supposed to be formal and proper and full of promise, not an painful and deadly inquisition.

I'm not scared anymore. I'm furious, and with anger comes clarity. Any sense of pride I’d felt at the onset of this meeting has turned into a very lethal toxin. The Assembly never wanted me.

I’m the one who initiated this alliance, the one who insisted they put me in charge of my region. I seriously think Quin is trying to kill me. I’m not an idiot. Keller would have told me if his meetings with the Assembly had gone down like this. I’m not yet over the fact that it took them too damn long to acknowledge me and that Keller had to be the one to convince them I was right for the job. Plus, I have to share my title with my vampire boyfriend. That part I’m okay with. Mostly. The other parts? Yeah, I’m more than a little miffed.

“Mr. Quin,” I say through clenched teeth. “We really should try to speed this up. You see, that city you speak of, my city, is not out of control, but it will be if I don’t get back.” Whether they want me or not, I deserve this. “The sun’s already set, and I need to be on the streets.” It’s nervy of me to speak this way to the new chief commander.

Speaking of, Keller hadn’t said anything about a leader change, and I certainly didn’t get a memo. Not that I’m privy to the inner workings of the Assembly or anything. Maybe if I survive this ceremony, all that will change. I don’t really want to tick Quin off too much, not enough to die anyway, so I take a deep breath and continue. “No disrespect intended, but…” I shrug my very best sheepish shrug.

Quin opens his mouth and exhales a screech so loud I fall to my knees. Keller drops too. Plugging my ears does nothing to mute the sound. The pain tears through my body like a raptor clawing at my skin. My arms tremble from pushing so hard against my ears.

Then there is blessed silence. I take a deep breath and lift my head to look around. Quin is standing directly in front of me. The other members of the Assembly have closed circle around Keller and I.

Keller hisses at the same time I feel warm liquid sliding down my jaw line. With one finger, I swipe at my cheek.

Blood.

A vicious scream rips through the air.

Mine.

Chapter Eighteen
 
 
I knew I should have kept my big mouth shut. A pissed-off Quin is lethal. I have the busted eardrum to prove it. I’m sure once I get over the shock, I’ll be nursing one hell of an earache.

It takes some doing, but eventually I manage to shove off the ground and stand again. I’ve got a blade in each hand and I’m not letting go. Keller presses his back to mine and skims his hand over the knife wedged in my waistband. He doesn’t take it. Quin bends at the knees and leans close. His mouth is moving but I can’t hear anything he’s saying. Now that’s one perk I hadn’t considered. I squeeze the handles of my blades.

Josie, pay attention.
I’m trying to, Keller. I can’t hear him. I briefly wonder how I can even hear Keller inside my head, but I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s a lot older than I am and with age comes power.

You’ve got to learn to keep your mouth closed.
I know Keller’s harsh words stem from concern. I can’t bring myself to care. Screw you. You weren’t complaining last night. I don’t need a father. Keller is walking a very fine line. Right or wrong—and for the record, I know he’s right—I don’t want to hear this from him.

Yes. I love that saucy mouth of yours. I’ll tell you what Quin is saying. Raise your left hand again. If you want this, tell him that you vow to represent the Assembly. That their code is the only code. That you’ll do it their way and pass their tests. Tell them you will report to them monthly, in person. It’s up to you, but make a decision so we can get the feck out of this place.
I narrow my eyes. Monthly? Their way? Tests? A war wages inside me. I’ve always held such a high regard for the ways of the Assembly. I want to do what’s right, but how can this be right when it feels so very wrong? Damn it. I’ve got to pull it together and get over the fact that I’ll have to answer to someone. I’m not backing out now. My people need this. Keller nudges me and I slowly say the words, secretly wondering if they truly count since I can’t even hear my own voice. The vibrations in my chest tell me some sound must be coming out. Who knows if I’m even speaking English? Whatever I said, it must be what Quin wants to hear because he nods his head and sweeps his arm in a grand gesture.

Keller moves in front of me, squeezes my wrists before sliding his hands over mine. Give me your blades. I won’t let him harm you. He wants you to follow him.
I give Keller my knives, but only because I’ve got more where those come from, and the element of surprise often works better than an in-your-face attack.

Follow him where? I rub my ear hard and am thankful when I hear a buzz.

Keller never answers me. Instead, he tugs my arm and gently guides me to the right, though I feel an unexplainable pull to my left. I realize then that Quin has left. I follow the sea of blue filing out of the room and squeeze through a narrow doorway.

This room is different than the one we just left. It’s posh and well lit. The heavy feeling of dread begins to lift. I crack my neck to loosen my muscles and exhale a long and relieved breath. It’s like we’d simply exited Hell and walked straight into Heaven.

The robed ones fan out to flank their leader. He doesn’t appear so tall now. Had I imagined that? Quin opens his mouth again and I immediately reach for another blade.

“If you pass this test, your induction will have officially begun, Ms. Hawk.”

My hand stills. I shake my head. I swear Quin’s mouth just moved, but the screeching voice is gone. This voice is smooth and somehow familiar.

I want to ask Quin about his voice and what he means by his statement, but the last time I spoke to him, I ended up on all fours with bleeding ears. Because I am all kinds of wise, I simply nod my head and wait for him to tell me what I must do. Now that Hell is behind us, I’m feeling much more optimistic. I will pass this test with flying colors.

“Eccentric as you are, I do believe you will be an asset to the Assembly,” Quin says.

“Thank you, sir.” See? I should be an actress.

“To prove your allegiance to us, I need you to see Horon before your return to your city.” Quin tilts his head and acknowledges yet another door.

“Horon?” I ask. “Who is that?”

Keller brushes my cheek with his knuckle. I turn, one eyebrow lifted in question.

“You sure you really want this?” Keller’s eyes shine with concern. “I can take you home.”

I shake my head. “You know I want this. I’ve always wanted this. What gives? Who is this Horon guy?”

Neither Keller nor Quin answer. The door Quin had shown me slowly opens, the iron scraping the floor. If no one is going to tell me, I’ll figure it out myself. I walk to the door and step inside. Once my eyes adjust to the dim lighting, I realize why Keller is so concerned.

I step backward but not fast enough. The door slams shut as I hear Keller shout my name. He’s pounding on the door.

The being I assume to be Horon grunts and moves closer. He’s armed with a weapon I want nothing to do with.

I crouch. He lunges. I dash. He grabs. Fucker’s got my ankle in a death grip.

“Oh, hell no.” I’m not being tagged with a tracker. My mother—no. This isn’t about her. It’s about me. No one—not even the Assembly—needs to know where I am at all times.

I claw at the ground, dragging myself toward the door. Keller is still pounding, still yelling my name. The vice grip pulling my leg threatens to completely take it off.

Hands clamp down on my arms, strong enough to hold me, but careful not to hurt. “I’ve got you, Josie. Stop fighting.”

Keller isn’t yelling anymore. He’s as calm as a lake on a warm spring day, caressing my arms with his thumbs. My stomach pitches. I’m not with Horon. I’m in my office and that doesn’t make a bit of sense. An ugly feeling settles deep in my gut, scratching at the walls to no avail. I jerk like an innocent man who has just heard the gavel that proclaims a life sentence.

"What happened?” My head is pounding like I've been run over by a Mack truck, and I can’t seem to bring anything into focus.

"You passed out."

I realize I'm lying with my head in Keller's lap. I try to sit up. The room swirls. Any second now, I’m going to heave chunks all over the floor. This is why I never drink alcohol. Hangovers always hit me hard. As far as I can remember, I haven’t had one lick of alcohol in at least five years.

Admittedly, I am a bit tired and more than a little foggy, but Josie Hawk does not pass out. "No. I didn't."

A shadow moves closer. Lucian's face looms over me. "Sorry to tell you, but you did, babe. Conked your head, too." He offers me a bottle of water.

Sage squeezes my hand. "It wasn't your fault. You were drugged."

Excuse me? With both palms planted firmly on the floor, I clumsily get to my feet. "Where? How?" Wouldn't I have known? I snag the bottle from Lucian’s hands and drain the contents.

Alex steps forward. He’s all panther swagger with his precise, fluid movements and perfect ebony skin. He's holding a tiny needle between two fingers. "What the hell is that?”

"You were harpooned."

Harpooned. Like a flipping whale. You have got to be kidding me.

"We'll take it to Hector to be sure, but I found it behind your ear after you fell. I teleported us straight back here.” Keller explains. “I'm positive it was laced with Pixie Dust. I'll explain it to the Assembly and let them know this is what caused your erratic behavior."

I do believe I am about to go ballistic up in here. Erratic behavior? What am I, a child who needs her daddy to smooth things over and make everything better? "I don't need you to explain anything. I'll do it myself. Take me back there." The water is helping. I toss the empty container aside and accept another from Lucian. Apparently he’s helped out with hangovers before. Probably even holds his ladies’ hair while they’ve got their heads between the porcelain walls. Stud.

Keller clears his throat and shoves a hand through his hair. "I think we all need to cool off a bit."

"By we all, you mean me, right?" He's acting like I sliced the Elders into pieces and shipped them off in a gift-wrapped box to the devil. Surely I didn’t do something as crazy as that? I remember everything about my first drug-induced trip. Why can’t I remember the details of this one? I take a deep breath. "Was I really that bad?"

"You were,” Keller says, nodding. “I thought you were just nervous. Understandable with this being your first meeting in front of the Assembly. Even so…"

“Just give me a minute.” I pull the rolling desk chair as far away from the others as I can, which isn’t far, considering the size of my office. Regardless, I need to think, and I can’t do that with six vampires not breathing down my neck.

All of them deserve genius awards because not one of them utters a word. Not to me and not to each other. Think, Josie. I lean forward and put my head in my hands. Closing my eyes, I work backward until I get to the part where Keller tells me I’ve been summoned. Bits and pieces of memory start to bond together like a complex puzzle. Keller transports me. Doors. Runes. Quin. Not doing my job. A test…

Shit. I stand. Turn. Twelve amazingly beautiful eyes stare back at me. Sometimes I wish I were a vampire.

What?

Where did that thought come from?

I like being a huntress. I’m good at it. Matter of fact, I’m great at it when I’m not stoned out of my mind. Man, I’ve got issues.

Pulling the elastic band off my wrist, I twist my hair into a bun and secure it to the top of my head. “Who is Quin?”

“He’s new,” Keller says. “There’s been word circulating through the gossip mill that the Assembly has been in transition mode. Something about new blood versus old blood. Many don’t think the old way is the best way anymore.”

I can’t say whether I agree or disagree with that, and I too have heard ramblings about dissension in the ranks. Maybe this discord explains all the activity as of late. “The Assembly is steeped in tradition. I can’t imagine this will be an easy pill to swallow.” I’m all business now. Harpooning does not sit well with me. “Gut feelings on Quin? Do you know him?”

“I don’t think so, though he never showed his face, so I can’t be certain. I don’t like him. Something’s odd.”

“Like what? I’ve only got small chunks of memory to work off of here.” I rub my eyes. “Wait, Keller. He did show his face.” Didn’t he?

Keller shakes his head. “He kept his hood up the whole time.”

How is it that I saw him and Keller didn’t? Oh, right. I was looped out of my gourd.

Grant sighs and leans against the corner of my desk, arms crossed over his massive chest. “Keller’s never wrong about these kind of things, so I think we should learn more about Quin. Who is he? What is he? Where did he come from?”

“Since we’re closed down for at least today,” Sage offers. “I can search the Internet and make some calls. See if I can find out anything?”

I smile. “That would be great, thanks.” An idea glimmers to life. “Grant, I’ve got an extra laptop in the bottom drawer. Why don’t you stay here and help Sage?”

I sneak a look at my best friend. She’s glaring at me while braiding her pink-highlighted hair into tiny rows. She’ll thank me later.

“Can do,” Grant says, reaching for the bottom drawer.

I do appreciate a man who gets straight down to business.

Matthew says, “Where do you want us?”

“If Keller gives you directions to the pixie’s headquarters, can you three go underground?”

Alex smiles, showing two rows of straight white teeth, and a pair of vicious-looking fangs. “We can.”

“Great,” I say, feeling more optimistic than I have in two days. “I’m looking for a pixie by the name of Esmeralda. She’s got light yellow wings and beady black eyes. She’s wily and fast, so be alert.” As if I have to say that to any of the Team. “Find her and bring her to me.”

The room grows silent as Keller mentally gives them the coordinates.

Matthew steps forward. “Consider it done.”

I cross the room to stand in front of Keller. I place my palm against his cheek. I need to talk to you privately. How much of what happened was real? Did Quin really say I had to pass a test before I could officially be part of the Assembly as a Team Leader? I have to know.

“Everyone meet back here in four hours,” Keller says, wrapping his arms around my waist.

I lean my body against his, waiting for it. The world around me blurs and we’re gone.

Chapter Nineteen
 
 
“This is bullshit, Keller. Complete and utter bullshit. I’m a huntress. That’s supposed to mean something. I’ve proven my worth over and over again. Now this? Treating me like a newbie?” He’s brought us back to my place. I’m wearing a hole in the stained carpet, feeling like a caged lion, while Keller is perched on the kitchen counter, watching me like one would watch the path of a grenade. Resentment laced with a potent dose of anger prickles under my skin, desperate for escape. While the part about the tracker was just a hallucination, the part about the tests was all real.

His jaw tics. “Times are different now.”

What’s that supposed to mean? Is he with me or not? “Are they?” I ask. My tone is so full of frost I could ice a cactus in the desert during summertime. “I’ll have to disagree with you on that one. You’ve,” I jab my finger toward him, “never been treated like this. Did you have to pass a test with the Assembly? Did they question your worth and capabilities? You don’t even have to answer that. I’ve worked these streets for years. I’ve protected my people. I’ve been stabbed, bitten, clawed, and shot on more occasions than I can count. I’ve paid my dues. Who have you protected? Who have you bled for? They probably treat you as if you floated in on golden wings.”

He sits perfectly still, but his eyes are as intent as an eagle. Everything about him screams danger. “I might be a lot of things, but I am not your punching bag. I’d appreciate if you watch where you throw your anger, Josie. While my path may not line up exactly with yours, there are some parallels. You are not the only one who has ever suffered.”

“I—”

“But to answer your question… No. I was asked to join.”

I stop. It’s not often that Keller needs to put me in my place. When he does, it stings worse than being attacked by a swarm of hornets. He’s right, though, and I’ll take this spanking and get over my selfish self. Being turned couldn’t have been easy for him. Sage has told me stories about their sire. As bad as those stories are, I know she’s only giving me vague details. I tend to forget that when I have blinders on and traipse headfirst into my all-about-Josie world. Dragging a hand through my tangled hair, I blow out a shaky breath. “I’m sorry.”

He nods and offers a forgiving smile. Done. It’s as simple as that. I wish I were a little more like Keller in that regard. Actually, I wish a lot of people would adopt his mentality. Wishing for that is like wishing the pope would invite me to his wedding.

Now that our verbal skirmish is over, I’m right back to pacing. “You’ve made my point a little, though, right?” I can’t let it go. I went to school and I killed every test they threw at me—written, oral, and physical—so it’s not like I’m doubting my abilities.

“They asked you to join. Sought you out and invited you in. Rightfully so. They’re lucky to have you. I’m lucky to have you.” I glance over my shoulder. He shakes his head at me. Irish knows me too well and is totally not buying my suck up. “But I’m being put through a string of obstacles like an obedience dog testing to be on the police squad. How many baddies do I have to dump on their doorstep before they wake up and stop judging me for my DNA?” Seriously. I’m so fucking fed up with the prejudiced ways of the world. Humans aren’t the only ones that have to deal with closed minds.

“I can’t help that my mother was human, and I sure as hell wouldn’t change anything about her. If it weren’t for the help I know they can provide for my city, I’d tell them to suck my ass.”

Keller lifts an eyebrow. I can tell he’s containing his laughter. Barely. Yeah, I’m a total riot right now. Perhaps I should take my show on the road. Not a bad Plan B should this job with the Assembly not pan out.

I take a deep breath, plop on the bed and throw an arm over my eyes. “What would you do?”

Stretching his arms over the top of his head, he says, “This has to be your decision. I’ll stand by you no matter what you decide.”

“If I don’t do this, they’ll pull all of you.” Me alone on the streets of Nashville again. Me against a million baddies. I didn’t mind that in the past. Things have changed. I’ve changed. “Either that or they’ll take me down,” I mumble to myself. Like a horse with a bum leg. Dig the hole, shoot, and I’ll topple into the dark abyss.

“You can’t really believe that.” His tone is flat.

I sit up. My gut clenches into a knot. “Yes, I do. And so should you. Granted, I’d like to speak with them when I’m not doped out of my mind, but you got the same impression I did, and you weren’t looped up. Something is up with Quin, and he’s not going to change his mind about this. The other Elders will follow him like dogs after a meaty bone.” I don’t know how I know that, but I do. Quin is powerful, and the others have turned into his sheep. Which gives me all the incentive I need to make this decision. “I’ll do it. I’ll pass every fucking test they throw my way. And when I’m done, they’ll wish they would have done this decades ago. If Quin doesn’t watch his step and his mouth, I might make him the final exam.” Matter of fact, I vow it to myself. There is something to be said about honor and tradition. I have a feeling Quin has stomped all over everything the Assembly has always stood for.

Keller smiles and I nearly pass out from the dazzle. “Now that’s the Josephine Hawk I know,” he says.

I smile and curtsy. “Josephine Badass Hawk at your service, my lord.”

Keller jumps off the counter, a sexy gleam flickering in his eyes. “At my service?”

He’s so insanely attractive I can’t even stand it. I bite my lip. “Uh huh.”

Before I can say another word, I’m shoved against the wall, one of Keller’s taut legs nestled between mine. He cradles my face between his hands and my world becomes his in the space of a breath. Kissing Keller is my favorite pastime. Screw baseball. Irish is the only man I know who can knock it out of the park with nothing but a kiss. I moan as tension builds in my core, winding tightly. One more caress of his tongue against mine and I catapult over the edge as a climax rocks me unsteady, spiraling out of control and whipping through my body. I’m not even ashamed. He pushes for more, making sure he drains me before he steps back.

“You ready?” he asks, his tone sure and calm.

How does he do that? I’m dizzy as hell and he’s Mr. Solid Ground, seemingly unaffected by our tongue tango. I run my hands across his abs. The tension in his body tells an entirely different story. Blinking my way back from LaLa Land, I say, “Sure. Yeah. I’m totally ready. For what?”

Laughing, he grazes my swollen lips with the pad of his thumb. “We need to go see Hector, remember?”

I bite at his thumb, scraping my teeth along his skin, wanting more. “I remember. Don’t we have a couple hours to kill?”

“Already killed those. We’re killing moonlight, babe. I’ll give you twenty minutes.”

“Just enough time for me to grab a shower.”

“Funny,” he says and leans his forehead against mine. “I was just thinking the same thing.”

“You wanna go first?”

“I want to come with.”

I push him back and give him my sauciest smile. ‘That can be arranged.” Keller and I can do a lot of damage in twenty minutes. “Race you!” I leap past him, laughing and feeling a heck of a lot lighter than I did an hour ago. This vampire is good for me. I need to remember that. Keller catches me and tosses me over his shoulder. He crouches to make it through the bathroom door without bashing my head. Much appreciated.

Shower’s on and we’re naked faster than a pair of horny teenagers in the backseat of a car. I find myself pinned against the wall again. The tile is cold against my heated skin. I’m not complaining. And I sure as hell don’t fight the next orgasm that nearly paralyzes me as Keller sinks his fangs and his cock into me simultaneously. I sag against him. He holds me up, pumping his hips leisurely one second, harder the next, all the while pulling strength and pleasure from my neck. I hold tight, tugging him closer in an effort to have him crawl inside me. He is the only drug I’ll ever need. This is the high people should crave. This is real. Intense. Overwhelming. Undeniable.

I shatter again, calling his name, begging for more. He gives me all that and then some. Pulling his fangs from my neck, he seals the wound with his tongue, whispering against my skin. I don’t understand what he’s saying until he slips into my mind.

Mine. Mine. Mine.
This time I can’t argue with him.

Chapter Twenty
 
 
Hector is waiting for us by the time we make our way across town. He gazes up at Keller the way a kid stares at his favorite athlete after he scores the winning points in a triple overtime game. Slack-jawed and mesmerized. Total envy. His energy is almost to spastic level. I’m waiting for his eyes to do that ah-ooga thing like a cartoon character. I hide a smile by lowering my head and pretending to check out my engineer boots.

Rather than let it feed his ego, Keller treats Hector with mutual respect and pretends he doesn’t notice the eager-beaver attitude. A lot of vampires are so cocky I’m surprised they can walk upright, considering the size of the chips on their shoulders. Keller’s never been like that. He blends. Sure, he draws a lot of attention with his looks, but after you get to know him, he’s just one of the guys.

After a round of friendly greetings, hand shaking, manly back patting and all that, Hector finally pulls his gaze from Keller, though I can tell the task practically kills him. He drums his blunt fingers on the sleek metal table and arches his brow at me. "You brought me a doozy this time, Red. What have you gotten yourself into?"

As much as I adore Hector, I know a set up when I see one. Like I’d totally spill the details or something amateur like that. I concentrate on his cleanly-cut nails. I'm not falling into his trap, though I have a feeling he’ll will find a way into my world one way or another. Looking up, I simply smile innocently, bat my lashes a few times and wait for him to continue. Tonight he’s wearing oatmeal-colored linen pants with a matching shirt and brown sandals. Very island-y. Somehow he pulls it off and has me jonesing for a frozen strawberry daiquiri served at a tiki bar. I can almost hear the melodic sound of steel drums in the distance.

Disappointment briefly flashes in his eyes, but is quickly replaced with his let’s-get-down-to-business stare. "This is some really bad shit. Worst I’ve seen. I'm sure Keller already told you, but what you've got here is a very lethal cocktail. Angels’ Trumpet. Opium. Deadly Nightshade. These are all hallucinogenic on their own. Angels’ Trumpet has been banned in several places. It’s exotic and prefers balmy climates, but you can grow it indoors if you know what you’re doing.” He scratches his forehead. “Opium, as we all know, has been used for thousands of years. Nothing new there, as it seems to be the go-to ingredient for a lot of the newer drugs out there, as well as your standard crop of heroin and such.

“This drug combination attaches to your neurons, flooding you with euphoric energy. It’s probably touted as safe and fun, an escape from the harsh reality of life. But the euphoria is short lived. Then you tank. I’m guessing you come down so hard, you’ll fight tooth and nail for your next dose.”

Not me. I’m fighting to eradicate this drug from my streets. I’ve witnessed its effects first hand and I wouldn’t wish its toxic horror on anyone.

Hector snaps a pair of gloves on and pulls a container from an overhead cabinet. He opens the lid and removes a plant with green leaves, deep purple flowers, and dark blue berries that could easily be mistaken as small blueberries. “What we have here is Deadly Nightshade, or Atropa Belladonna, if you will. It’s native to Europe and Asia. Every part of it is poisonous. The berries, the leaves, the roots. Your concoction here is root based, which, of course, happens to be the most poisonous part. Anyone stupid or unlucky enough to get this drug in their system is in for a nightmare that very well could end in death. Sadly, that’s already happened.”

Hector shakes his head like a man who is either impressed or disturbed by what he sees. I’m certain it’s a heavy dose of both.

“And, as most drugs are, this is highly addictive,” he continues. “Either someone has one hell of a greenhouse in Nashville, or this is being imported. Doesn’t really matter, I guess. It’s here and it’s bad."

Chewing on my nail, I nod. Nightmare and death. He's got that right. "How'd you figure out this is what caused those other deaths?"

He carefully replaces the plant before removing his gloves and discarding them in an orange bin labeled biohazard. Turning to me, Hector slides his tongue across his teeth once and then crosses his arms over his chest, wrinkling his shirt. "You've got your secrets. I've got mine. Let’s swap information."

Keller laughs. I narrow my eyes at the two of them. Fat chance. This isn’t one of those sit around a campfire and sing folk songs kind of gigs. "You playing hardball with me, Hector?"

"You busting my balls, Red?" He flicks his gaze to Keller and leans forward, resting his elbows on the table. "I know what you are."

Whoa. This is so not cool. I step closer. "Hector," I warn. "Have you been contaminated?" Either he's been juiced or he’s completely lost his mind. At this point, I’m not sure which I prefer.

"No," he says, still watching Keller. "I just don't appreciate being treated like an idiot. I’m good enough to run your little tests for you, but not good enough to treat as an equal. The insult stings."

"That isn't our intention," Keller says. His voice is full of sincerity as if he’s wounded by Hector’s thoughts. He grips Hector's shoulder and squeezes, making sure to lock eye contact. "Everything comes in time, man."

Hector releases a long breath and finally settles. There’s not a doubt in my mind Keller used his power of persuasion to simmer down Hector. I'm not sure if I agree with Keller's method, giving hope where there should be none, but I understand. We all want what we can't have—me included. Truth be told, Hector has a point, and one I just hashed out with Keller. Hector is good enough. Too good for the world he wants to be a part of. But who am I to make that decision for him?

A card-holding member of the occult world by golly, that’s who. And as a member, I must uphold my vow of secrecy. Even if others don’t.

"Sorry about that,” Hector says, shaking his head. “It was a rough morning."

I laugh softly. "It sure was. Maybe someday we can compare war stories." Oops. Why don’t I tie another carrot to the hope stick? Damn Hector and his charming ways.

“Something I haven’t figured out, though,” Hector says, pulling his microscope closer. He peers into it, his jaw locked with tension. “This drug is blue. And it sparkles, for lack of a better word.”

Keller and I exchange a look over Hector’s head.

“It’s not your normal, run of the mill dye. I’ve run every test I can think of and I can’t get a lock on it.” He straightens and I mask my expression. “Any idea what it could be?”

Um, yeah. I know exactly what it is. Death laced with real pixie dust. I shrug. “You’re the expert.”

He doesn’t believe me. Hector sighs and hits a few keys on his keyboard. “The M.E. reports line up with my findings. Every last one of them.”

Several pictures flicker across his screen. I’m not squeamish, but damn. He's obviously hacked into the NPD's server and obtained the crime scene photos and God knows what else over the last couple of days. While the victims are different—men, woman, young and old—the similarities are enough to have me seething. Each person—scratch that—each human is lying down, either on the floor or in a bed, with blood coming from his or her mouth and nose. There is nothing peaceful about their expressions. Their deaths did not come easily. Not one of them slipped into their forever slumber without walking through Hell first. Whether their eyes are opened or closed, they all appear broken and haunted. I want to rinse my eyes out with bleach and burn them for good measure. These images will be branded on my soul forever.

I slam my fist down on the table. I let this happen.

It would be easy to let that fact eat at me until I’m as worthless as a wet blanket. I never take the easy path. I can’t turn back time, but I sure as hell can do everything in my power to make sure no one else dies.

I blink away from the screens and turn to Keller. "If I had to guess, and based upon my own experiences, I think the hallucinations stem from the last negative thought the person had before they consumed the drug." It’s time I tell Keller the particulars of my hallucinations. I don’t know if it will help us put a stop to the madness, but maybe he can find some logic within this complex puzzle.

Keller frowns. I’m sorry.
Don’t be. You didn’t do this to me. We’ll talk later.
“Hector, do you have a printout of the ingredients?”

“I do.” He flips to another screen, taps a few keys, and walks to the printer. The machine whirs to life and spits out two copies. He hands one to Keller and one to me. “You’ll see a list of everything this bad boy is made of. The order is from heaviest concentration to least. I’ve also noted where these plants are most commonly found and what it would take to grow them in Tennessee.”

Stuffing the list in my back pocket, I walk over and give him a super smooch on his cheek. “That, my friend, is why you are the man.”

Keller pulls several hundred-dollar bills out of his pocket and slides them across the table. Hector would rather have immortality than the cash, but he’s a wise man and knows how to bide his time. Plus, dude’s got to pay his bills.

I thank Hector again for his help and he sees us out.

Keller walks behind me on the narrow path leading to the front of the house. “You know he’s watching from the window, don’t you?”

I don’t turn to look. “I know. He’s hoping you’ll do something amazing.”

Keller tugs on my hair until I twist my neck to look at him. “I am amazing,” he says.

I roll my eyes. “I know that. But he wants to see something spectacular and superhuman.”

“Like this?”

I whirl on my heel. Before I can warn him not to do anything stupid, Keller throws his head back and laughs. Jerk.

“Gotcha ,” he says with a wink. “I made a vow too, Josie. But I guarantee our pal Hector will be allergic to the sun one of these days.”

I look past Keller and see Hector staring out the window. He flashes a toothy smile, and I already see his canines growing. He’s got a body stretched out on his metal table and he’s draining her life, out of control with blood lust. It’s my imagination working overtime right now, but it will be the truth. I wave goodbye. “I know. He’s determined. I just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid and get himself killed in the process.” Which is exactly what I’ll have to do if I ever find an out-of-control, newly-turned vampire inside his garage.

“We’ll watch over him.”

“Yes,” I say. “We will.”

Keller’s phone rings in his pocket. He pulls it out. “Matthew,” he tells me after glancing at the screen. “Hey, Matt.”

I step closer, trying to listen, but I can only hear Keller’s side of the conversation. Frustrating as hell to a nosy girl like me. I inch closer and Keller slides his arm around my waist. I lean in for a quick sniff and am rewarded with his one of a kind scent: Ice and mint.

“Yeah? Where?” A pause. “Cool. Josie and I will be right there.” Smiling, Keller slides his phone back into his front pocket.

“What is it? What happened?”

“The boys have a present for you.”

My eyes bulge. “No way.”

Keller nods, and a stray lock of hair falls over his forehead.

“Seriously?” I reach up and push his hair back into place, which is really no place at all, considering he has no rhyme or reason to his hairstyle.

More nodding.

Excitement has me ready to jump out of my skin. This is gonna be so freakin’ great. “Oh, hell yeah. That bitch is mine.”

Chapter Twenty-one
 
 
I’m not one who gets off on torturing others, but times being drastic and all… a huntress has got to do what a huntress has got to do. Right now, this huntress is palming two blades and wishing she had four more hands. Damn. If I were an octopus, I’d be unstoppable.

I storm through the doors of the factory, my boots pounding on the cement floor. The heavy sounds echo off the walls like an army is following in my wake. I don’t need an army. My anger is enough to see me through, and for a moment, just a blip in time really, I almost feel sorry for my target. I shake off the unwanted compassion faster than a dog shakes off river water.

Keller taps my shoulder. “Slow down there, Pistol Annie. Don’t you want to think this out? Figure out the best way to go about this? Going in all hepped up might not be the best plan.”

“Pistol Annie? That’s cute, Irish,” I say without stopping. I bust through another set of doors, purposely making a lot of noise. By the time I reach the back room, I want her to know I’m coming. “I know what I’m doing.” Don’t need a plan when I’ve got vengeance on my side. “Six humans—that we know of—have died in the last few days. My plan is to torture her to within an inch of her life and then some if I have to.” I pivot on my heel and nearly crash into him. “Whatever it takes, Keller. Whatever it takes. This isn’t a game. They don’t get to play with humans like they’re dress up dolls, theirs to do with what they will.” I turn back around and I’m on the move again. “Nope. Not on my watch.”

Each room I pass through is empty, every window boarded up with plywood. Not a sliver of sunlight passes through. If it weren’t for the overhead fluorescent lights, it would be black as pitch in here. For all appearances, the once busy tire factory is now nothing but a shell made of brick and wood. The lingering scent of grease and rubber permeates the air. If I focus hard enough, I can sense the energy that once passed through this place. The workers are all gone now. If the faded sign on the front door is any indication, the chances of getting this place sold or leased have long been forgotten. Little does anyone know that four vampires have turned this into a lair. Five, if I count the rare occasions Keller stays here.

“For the record, I agree with you.” Keller catches up and matches me stride for stride, which is probably hard for him, considering his legs are nearly twice as long as mine. “I just think a little finesse goes a long way when one is torturing another.”

He didn’t just say what I think he said. I can’t contain the laughter. With just a few words, Keller has cooled me down to a mere simmer rather than an explosive volcano. “You seriously think finesse and torture can be used in the same sentence? You’re sick.” Keller has a dark and twisted side. I figured as much. But he always seems so straightforward and annoyingly logical. Apparently, I still have a lot to learn about Mr. O’Leary.

“What can I say? I’ve learned a lot in my hundred years.”

I cluck my tongue. “And change.”

“Excuse me?”

“A hundred years and change. You’re over a century, bud. You can stop playing the spring chicken role anytime.”

Keller gives me his toothiest smile. “Spring chicken? Is that all you’ve got? I’ll show you spring chicken, dosser.”

“Did you just call me lazy?”

He attacks, wrapping his arms around me and squeezing. I thrash and kick until I worm my way out of his grasp, somehow managing to maintain my grip on my blades. Sprinting across the room, I laugh, look over my shoulder, and run straight into Keller’s chest. I bounce off and stumble backward a few steps, staring at him with accusatory eyes. “Not fair. You totally teleported.” Dude is always cheating.

“Depends on who made the rules,” he says with a shrug.

I widen my legs and assume a fighter’s stance. Blades ready, I circle him. I know what he’s doing and I appreciate it. If I had gone in there with all guns blazing, I’d be at maximum potency, nothing to work up to. Every interrogator needs a cool head, every negotiator a plan.

Keller is an ideal sparring partner. He gives just as good as he gets. He lunges. I dodge. He swipes. I jump. He grabs. I kick. Totally nailed him in the back of his knee. Keller grunts and twists away. “Gotcha ,” I say, gloating like a blue ribbon winner at the county fair.

“You two done frolicking?”

“Oh, Matthew,” I say, and lower my blades. “Keller and I were just blowing off a little steam so I wouldn’t go crazy and kill somebody.” I use my blade to point at him. “You, my friend, are no fun.”

He jams his hands in his pockets and leans against the wall. “So I’ve heard.”

His blue eyes seem more haunted today than usual. Matthew is one of the most serious guys I have ever met, but this goes beyond his usual cool demeanor. I sense something deep-rooted is going on with him. Maybe he’ll talk to Keller about it. Mental note: Prod Keller about Matthew. I smile. “You should do something about that. Fun is very underrated.”

“Working on it, Josie. I’m working on it.” He nods toward the back of the room. “Everyone is back here. You coming?”

I flip one of my knives straight up in the air, watch it spin, and catch it by the tip. The blade swings between my fingers like a pendulum, silently counting down the seconds. “We’re coming. Lead the way.”

Matthew shakes his head at me, and shares a smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes. We follow him deeper into the factory, passing a set of bathrooms and a fully equipped gym. Heavy metal music plays in the background. Considering he’s wearing baggy grey sweats and an old white t-shirt instead of his usual jeans and button down, I can easily assume Matthew was working out before he greeted Keller and I. His choice of music leads me to believe whatever is eating at him has bad written all over it.

Maybe I can help. I don’t know Matthew well, but I consider him a friend, or at the very least, someone who will be in time. There aren’t many who make that list, so I take care of the ones I do have. How can I not love someone who appreciates my blades almost as much as I do? Mental note two: Don’t ask Keller to do what I can do for myself.

Matthew opens another set of doors, and my chance to talk to him is temporarily taken away. The scene playing out in the well-designed heart of this vampire lair is almost laughable. I hear an undignified snort behind me and wonder if it came from Keller, Matthew, or both. I’m having a hard time containing a fit of giggles myself.

Lucian, Grant, Alex and Sage are all in the kitchen area seated around the circular mahogany table. Their fingers are steepled as if in prayer. In the middle of the table sits a large Mason jar with an oversized red bow adorning the lid. They’re all staring at the jar like it’s sprouted two legs and gossamer wings. Oh, wait. In a way, it has.

I really, really love these vampires. A group hug is in order. Seriously, I’m feeling all squishy inside and about to burst with happiness.

Tucking my blades away for the time being, I walk over to the group with a sassy sway of my hips. I wish I had some gum to pop. The effect would be perfect. “Hey, guys. What do we have here? A present?” I fan my face with one hand and hold my other hand over my heart. “For little ol’ me? You totally should have.”

No one says a word. The corner of Sage’s lip twitches. I can’t even believe she’s here. She’s got to know I’m about to go bananas. It won’t be pretty.

I bend down and get as close as I can to the jar. I wave my pinky finger. “Hi there, Esmeralda!” Oh my God, could I have any more perk factor? Why, yes, yes I can. “Golly. I’m so happy you decided to come over and play today. I’ve got so many fun things planned for us to do.” Her black eyes nearly bug out of her head, and her face flushes like a ripening tomato.

I tilt my head. “Should we start with tag? I’m game if you are. Last time I checked, I believe I’m it.” I remove the bow carefully and set it aside as a keepsake. I can’t help but smile when I see the tiny air holes someone has punched in the lid. I have the best friends ever. They made sure Esmeralda didn’t die before I got here. If I had to guess, I’d bet that was Sage’s idea. She’s more of a squish than I am.

“You ready, Ezzy?” I ask and twist the lid one time.

“Wait, Josie!” Esmeralda yells and throws her hands over her head like someone has tossed a grenade. “Cross made us do it.”

I freeze. Well, fuck. That was way too easy.

Chapter Twenty-two
Keller

 
I smack my palms on the table. The wood splinters down the middle like the parting of the Red Sea. Sage gasps. The jarred pixie jumps, throws her arms up again, and shields her face as her prison teeters. Luc saves it from falling to the floor. She should be scared. I’m well past my tolerance limit. “Explain yourself,” I demand.

Josie tosses me a glare. “What happened to finesse? Don’t mess up my interrogation.”

“Rein it in, brother.” Sage whispers.

Sage knows what I am capable of better than any other. Including Josie. Sage doesn’t like seeing me this way, on the brink of destroying everything I’ve worked hard to change, and I can’t say I blame her. Neither of us chose to become a vampire, but while Sage repelled and rebelled early on, I let anger lead me and had played with the darker side. Murdering our prisoner today would not be the wisest of moves, even though the pixie just uttered the one name sure to set me off.

I close my eyes and clench my jaw so hard I hear my muscles pop. Finesse flew out the window the moment Esmeralda mentioned Cross. Guilt rips my gut in two with hot, jagged claws. I should have planted someone outside the ancient’s house all along. Should have stashed someone inside, too. I screwed up and Josie paid the price. At least six humans have paid with their lives. Assuredly there are more. Always more. I choose his next words and tone carefully. “How is Cross contacting you?”

I wish I’d taken matters into my own hands and ended Cross when I’d had the chance. The Assembly hadn’t authorized the kill, and I had followed orders instead of following my instinct. That could very well have been the biggest mistake of my life.

Esmeralda peeks at me through her fingers. Eventually, she lowers her arms and blinks with renewed confidence, most likely because she is still breathing. For a moment, she appears almost innocent, and I wonder how someone like her can possess such a mean streak. Then I remember the way her eyes glittered when she blew Pixie Dust all over Josie and I have to clench my fists to keep from strangling her to death. All beings are capable of cruelty under the right circumstances.

“Sometimes he calls,” Esmeralda answers slowly. “Sometimes he visits. But not often.” She glances at Josie. “He didn’t like you interfering with his business. He was here long before you came to town. Nashville is his.”

Luc stands and offers Josie his chair. She collapses into it with a weary sigh. “So he targeted me and you agreed to it?”

Esmeralda nods.

I stand behind Josie’s chair and massage the knotted muscles in her neck. “Why? From what I gather, Josie has worked with the pixies in the past.”

“The past is the key word in that sentence, vampire.” She screws up her face as if her last word tasted foul.

Except Cross is a vampire as well. Esmeralda isn’t making any sense. Perhaps she indulged in her own messy dust.

Luc and Grant lean closer, ready to act. I wave them off. “Meaning?”

“Times are changing. If you want to be in the game, you’ve got to roll with it. We’re choosing to roll to Cross’s side. Arranna is very pleased that I made this connection. She’s really enjoying her new lifestyle, and I reap the rewards.” Esmeralda laughs. Her confidence has been replaced with cock-laced bravery.

Josie leans forward, sticks her hand inside the jar, and plucks Esmeralda out with two fingers. All laughter stops. She brings the pixie close to her face, so close Esmeralda’s wings shake like leaves during a storm from Josie’s breath. “What the fuck did I ever do to you?”

Esmeralda attempts a shrug, but Josie tightens her fist around the pixie’s body until Esmeralda’s face turns two shades of purple. “You protect them,” Esmeralda hisses.

“Who?” I ask.

“The humans.” Esmeralda tries to wriggle out of Josie’s grip, thrashing her head back and forth. She gives up after several attempts with an annoyed huff. “We all know you’re a Halfling, but you’ve chosen them over us. You’ve ignored your other half, the half that really means something. You think the humans are better than us.”

Josie stands. Her body trembles with unleashed anger. I know just how much fury seethes in her veins. I hear it. Feel it. Nothing new about that. Anytime someone speaks ill of those Josie has chosen to protect, she lashes out. What gives me pause is how her scent smells scorched, almost as if there’s been an electrical surge that caused an outlet to spark and pop. Releasing my grip on her shoulder, I reach around and place my hand over her fist. Intense heat penetrates through the layers of skin in my palm. If I were human, my skin would have blistered on contact. Even with my strength and power, I’m having a hard time touching her. “Give her to me, Josie.” My anger matches my mate’s, but my skin remains cool.

Josie shakes her head. Her hair tumbles over her shoulder in long silky waves. Is it my imagination, or is her hair even redder than mere seconds ago?

“She knows nothing about you.” I keep my tone calm and soothing as I whisper close to Josie’s ear. Esmeralda gasps for breath. Another minute or two and we won’t have a prisoner left to interrogate.

Eyes narrowing, I stare at Josie’s arm as it takes on a mottled appearance. Orange and blue markings dance along her skin, twining and merging like two snakes preparing for battle.

“Keller?”

“I see it, Alex. Everyone move back. Josie,” I say, my voice firm but low. “Let her go.” I struggle to remain calm as blue sparks crackle above Josie’s hand.

She doesn’t respond. I reach around with my other arm and pry Josie’s fingers apart. Esmeralda falls to the table. She coughs and rolls to her feet. Before the pixie can take flight, Grant scoops her up, shoves her back in the jar, and seals it shut with the lid.

I pull Josie against me, her back to my chest. Sage runs around the table and approaches from the other side. “Don’t touch her,” I order. Her skin temperature has spiked to dangerous levels. I release her hands with a hiss and grip her shoulders again. “Get me some ice.” I hear someone scramble toward the refrigerator while I turn Josie to face me. Now that Esmeralda is out of her reach, who will be the target of her fury?

I tilt Josie’s chin up and stare into her eyes. They appear no different, other than the sheen one carries when they are lost in thought. “That’s enough, Josephine. Calm yourself.” I infuse my clipped tone with persuasion. She hates to be ordered around, which is exactly why I do it. She’ll likely stick her blade in my heart if she knows I’m using my powers on her. The pain will be worth it. If her anger is directed at me, maybe she’ll snap out of her trance, and I can figure out how the feck she was about to become a conduit of fire.

“I’m a huntress,” she says, her voice distant, edged with venom and a touch of doubt.

I nod. Doubt is the catalyst to failure. No matter the course, I will see to it that Josie doesn’t fail. “You are a huntress. You can pan them out like no other.” Someone hands me a bag of ice. Her skin makes a hissing sound on contact. I slide the ice up and down Josie’s arm while keeping the rest of her body tucked firmly against me. Steam swirls, encompassing the two of us in a foggy cocoon.

“I took a vow.”

Finally. She is coming back now. “We all did.”

Josie blinks at me and pushes away the ice with a shiver. “What are you doing? That’s freezing.”

Someone starts to speak. I cut them off with a shake of my head. I’m not about to do this in front of an audience. Josie and I would talk about this strange new development when we are alone. Did she know she was capable of this power? Has she kept it from me? No. I would have sensed something as strong as this.

“Just cooling you off and giving you your finesse back.”

Brows drawn, Josie seems to pull everything back into focus. She turns around and grips the edge of the table with one hand. Drawing in a deep breath, she jabs a finger toward Esmeralda. “I am a Halfling, a.k.a. halfbreed, a.k.a. mutt, and I happen to like it that way. Humans need my protection. That’s what I was born to do. I won’t apologize for that.” Josie snatches a blade from the sheath secured to her thigh and sets it gently on the table in clear view of Esmeralda’s wide eyes. “But don’t you dare forget that I have protected your flying asses on more than one occasion.”

Esmeralda remains silent. As does everyone else in the room. This is Josie’s moment.

“The pixies took a vow along with all the beings of the occult. We are not to share our secrets with the humans. We are not to interact with them on our level. They cannot know we are real. If they discover who and what we truly are, hell will break loose, and then I beseech the gods to help us. You think the streets are bad now, Esmeralda? What’s going to happen when the humans want you for a pet? When all of you are kept in jars like this? Like you’re nothing more than backyard fireflies? Yet, you mingle with them? Bring them into your home as if they could truly understand what our world means? What the lore is capable of? You get them high, show them a good time, and kill them right in front of everyone.”

This time, Esmeralda does shrug, though I sense she isn’t as unaffected by Josie’s words as she seems.

“They’re just casualties in a war against you,” Esmeralda says. “Cross told us all about you and what you really stand for. I’m not just talking about the pixies, either. You’re up against a whole lot of us now. You think you can walk on both sides, but instead of being a princess of everything, you’re a princess of nothing.”

Esmeralda stands, plants her legs shoulders-width apart, and leans forward with her hands on her hips. “Cross pays us well, and truth be told, we like working with him. It’s exciting. He’s opened a whole new world. He appreciates us for who we are. We have abilities. We’re useful. We’re tired of living a lie. We’re not hiding anymore, no matter what kind of Hell that brings. We don’t need you, Josie Hawk.”

Before Josie can react, I pick up the jar and hurl it across the room. Esmeralda screams as her glass cell crashes into the wall and shatters. She slides to the ground in a useless heap. Her head hangs limply to the side. Her wings wilt. She isn’t dead, though it wouldn’t have bothered me if she’d broken her neck.

The pixie has declared war, and I have just ended this verbal battle.

Chapter Twenty-three
Josie

 
“I apologize,” Keller says, stepping away from me and crouching next to the shattered glass. Bits crunch under his boots. “I should have let you do that.” He drags a hand over his face. Weariness shows in the faint lines around his eyes. These past few days have taken a toll on all of us, and I sense it’s nowhere near over.

He’s straining to refrain. I know that feeling all too well.

Two days ago, I probably would have been mad at him. Now I can’t bring myself to care that he stole my moment. I would have done the same in his position. I’m mentally drained, not to mention physically beat. “It’s no big deal,” I say, and mean it. Seriously, I’m over this whole day. “Is she dead?” As pissed as I am about Esmeralda’s rant, I don’t wish her dead. She’s young and stupid. Cross has enough power to brainwash a jellyfish. The pixies didn’t stand a chance.

“No,” Grant says. He taps his foot on the floor. “I can hear her heartbeat from here. She’ll be fine.” He glances at Esmeralda’s prone body. “Eventually,” he adds with a shrug.

“Good,” I say.

Apparently, I’ve shocked everyone, because the room grows silent. A quick glance around the kitchen, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand up like soldiers at attention.

Alex stares at the ceiling like the angels are calling his name. Luc studies his nails. Matthew’s gaze is fixed to a spot on the other side of the kitchen, and Grant examines his shoes like he’s never seen a pair before. Sage? She’s looking at me with wide and crazy eyes. “What is wrong with everyone?” Before anyone can speak, I see Keller shake his head out of the corner of my eye. No one says a word. I glance at Sage. She blushes.

“Don’t do that,” I say, whirling on my heel to give him my full attention. “What gives, Irish?”

“We’ll talk about it later,” he says, rising. He sets his jaw as if he’s made a conscious decision to end the conversation. His gaze leaves mine and flicks to the others. “Someone get another jar. I want Esmeralda in it before she wakes up.”

Grant reaches for a jar from the top shelf of the cabinet, deposits a sleeping Esmeralda inside, and sticks her on the counter. Sage grabs a broom to sweep up the glass. Such a domestic moment in the midst of my chaotic life. Part of me screams for that kind of normalcy. Another part cackles, knowing it can never be so. Not to mention, I’d be incredibly bored and probably become catatonic.

I turn back to Keller. I’ve never been a fan of being dismissed, and today I find I have even less patience than usual. “We’ll talk about it now. I know she didn’t drug me, and I’m pretty sure I’m really in this room right now.” I pinch myself first, then I pinch Alex, who happens to be the unfortunate vamp standing to my right. He doesn’t move, not even a tiny little flinch, and he still won’t look at me, instead choosing to stare over the top of my head. Rude. “I don’t understand why everyone is acting all freaky. Spill it.”

Luc breaks the silence by opening the refrigerator and grabbing a bag of blood. He eyes it like a drunk in need of a hit. Instead of indulging, he pours the contents into a flask and tucks it into his back pocket. “I’ve got some stuff I need to take care of,” Luc mumbles. He nods at Keller, gives me a weak smile and leaves.

Wimp.

“Um, yeah,” Matthew says, clearing his throat. “I’m gonna go find us a new kitchen table. I’m thinking steel. Alex? You in?”

“Hell, yeah.”

Those are two more words than Alex has said to me since arriving at the lair.

Within thirty seconds, everyone bails with one excuse or another, except Sage and Keller. All of a sudden I’m feeling like I’ve contracted Leprosy. Keller lifts his brows at Sage, clearly dismissing her. She plants herself in a chair and glares at her brother. “I’m not leaving. She may be your woman, but she’s my best friend.”

Kudos for Sage and her newly-found backbone. I’d throw confetti if I weren’t so pissed. “Both of you,” I bark. “Out with it, now.”

Keller runs his tongue across his teeth, stalling.

It’s so quiet, I can hear a clock ticking in the distance. Somewhere in this lair is a non-digital timepiece. Some vampires can’t let go of the past. I’m not judging. I’ve got my own closet of secrets.

Tilting his head to one side, then the other, Keller stares at me like he’s truly seeing me for the first time. When he looks at me like this, it’s like staring into a mirror and seeing the true me, broken and weak. I want to turn away from the pain, the memories. I don’t. That’s not me anymore.

I’m not used to seeing him like this, and I’ll admit, it’s making me nervous. He’s always been intense, but this is…

I cross my arms over my chest. With each passing second, my blood pressure creeps steadily toward you-don’t-want-to-go-there level.

“Have you been feeling any different?” Keller finally asks.

Different? I open my mouth.

“Oh, please,” Sage says, rolling her eyes. She clasps her hands together and nails me with an intense stare. “You were about to incinerate Esmeralda.”

I open my mouth again.

“Literally,” Sage continues, cutting me off before I can speak. “Your arm was all lit up like a sparkler on the fourth of July,” she says, waving her hand around. “Pretty, but very, very weird in a you-totally-creeped-me-the-hell-out kind of way.” She leans back.

Mouth open. Mouth close. I am officially a trout. My immediate reaction is to dismiss this as a joke, an impossibility. Sage’s expression holds a combination of bewilderment and awe. What the hell happened? Why can’t I remember any of it? You’d think with something as epic as this, I’d feel…something. “Truth?” I ask Keller.

“Truth.”

An expression I’m hard pressed to name passes over his face. For a moment I think it’s relief, but I can’t wrap my mind around why. “My arm was on fire? On fire?”

“Sort of,” says Sage.

Keller tilts his head. “Not quite. I can’t technically classify it as fire, though I’m fairly certain you’d have gotten there eventually. Your veins came to life. They looked like feckin’ blue and orange flames dancing on your skin. I could hardly stand to touch you. Your skin…” He shakes his head. “Your skin was blistering hot when you had your fist around Esmeralda’s body. She was gasping for breath and you didn’t even seem to notice.” He pauses, puts two fingers under my jaw and succinctly closes my mouth.

“Sparks sizzled around your hand.” He slides a hand down his face. “I never saw actual fire, but I felt it, Josie. I felt it.”

I shake my head, taking it all in. “I don’t understand how that happened.” Most hunters and huntresses have special powers that show up sometime between the ages of ten and twelve. We’d all just assumed I didn’t have anything unique to offer by the time birthday number twenty rolled around and I was the same old me. My father had thought that maybe I was just a late bloomer, but even he’d given up hope. Was it possible? This late in the game?

“Do you remember any of it?” Sage asks, patting my hand.

“No,” I answer. “Not really. I remember grabbing Esmeralda and pulling her ass out of the jar. I remember what she said. The next thing I remember is Keller freezing my arm off.”

Sage scoots back from the table. “I’ll get you some coffee.”

I smile. “Thanks. I could use the caffeine.” Vampires don’t drink coffee, but their kitchen is well stocked for any humans they bring into their domain. This room is the picture of normal—other than the blood pouches lining the shelves of the fridge.

“Has anything like this ever happened to you before?” Keller’s voice carries a hint of ice.

I jerk from the verbal slap. Suddenly his prior look of relief makes perfect sense. Wow. Really? The room has grown cold, and I welcome the warmth of the coffee cup Sage hands me. Wrapping my fingers around the mug, I inhale deeply before speaking. “Don’t you think I would have shared something like that with you?”

He blanches at my tone. Score one for me. It bothers him that I’m bothered that he’s bothered. Yeah. Round and round and round we go. One of these days, I’m going to plummet from this noxious merry-go-round.

“In Keller’s defense,” Sage says. “You’re not always the most open person.”

“Ouch.” I sip my coffee to give myself time to think. “That stings.” Then again, truth often does. Sighing, I say, “Perhaps.”

I stare at my arm. If it happened once, surely I can make it happen again. Instantly, I think of all the ways I could use that kind of weapon to my advantage. I could seriously blow some shit up. I’d finally have a leg—or an arm—up on the demons. Fight fire with fire. Excitement has me smiling into my mug.

Keller laughs. “You’re trying to make your arm light up, aren’t you?”

Setting the coffee aside, I look at him like he’s an idiot. “Duh. Do you have any idea what I could do with flames?” Top of the world.

“A few have crossed my mind, yes.”

Sage groans. “All I see are more ways for you to get hurt. Stop looking at your arm. You’re freaking me out.”

Pfft. “You’re always freaked out.” Still, I stop trying. For now. It didn’t work anyway. My plan is to conserve my energy until I’m alone. Then I can go all gangbusters and find out how legit this power really is. Maybe it was a one-time thing. How sucky would that be? I had a flame-thrower for an arm and totally missed the whole damn thing. My father would know more about this. Too bad he’s stuck in the hunter commune, and the only way to contact him is to actually go there. I can’t spare the time it would take. Not with everything that’s going on. I shake my head. There’s never a good time and I miss the hell out of him.

I stand and stretch. “When you see your boys again, tell them I said wimps suck.”

Keller rises, kisses my forehead. “Not their fault. I told them to beat it.”

“Why?”

“Yeah,” Sage chimes in. “I’d like to know that, too. Family sticks.”

“They’re not family.”

“Wow.” I punch Keller in the arm. “Do they know that?”

Keller blows out a long-suffering breath. “That’s not what I meant and you know it. I just thought it would be better if—”

“Sometimes you think too much, big bro.”

“Agreed,” I say. “Our Team is more than just a group of fighters. If you don’t want to label them family, that’s fine. But we stick.”

Sage punches his other arm. “Like gum.”

I laugh. “Like glue.”

“Like snot after a hella sneeze,” Sage says, tossing her pink braid over her shoulder.

“Damn,” Keller says, shaking his head and struggling not to laugh. “You two are relentless. I get it. I’m sure the fellas will appreciate all this love.”

I sober as an idea takes form. “How quickly can you get them all back here?”

“Very quick. Why?”

I glance at Esmeralda, who is still sleeping. “I have a plan, but we’re going to need even more reinforcements.”

“You doubting our capabilities?” Keller asks with a taunting smile.

Sage is right. I’m not the most open person. I’m working on it. “Never that,” I answer and kiss him soundly on the lips.

Sage sighs, and I detect a hint of whimsical envy. I’ve got to figure out a way to get Sage and Grant together. Archery isn’t my strong suit, but I’d make a wicked-ass cupid.

Esmeralda groans. The love boat will have to sail later. “This is bigger than us,” I say. “Cross is wicked powerful, and he’s got an army that he’s continuing to expand.” I remember being held in his cold prison with his half-starved vamps, and I shudder. The basement was full of unfed vampires who wanted to drain me and rip me to shreds. My neck still burns when I think about that one contaminated bite. Thank God Keller had shown up when he had. I look at him now and I know he’s remembering too. It turned out okay. I’d gone all kinds of girly and declared my undying love. Okay, not really. But as closer to it than ever before.

“Who do you have in mind?” Sage asks.

Pulling my mind out of the past, I ask, “Is Cassy working right now?”

Sage looks toward the clock on the microwave. “I think so, why?”

“Ah… I know where you’re going with this. I like how you think.” Keller smiles. “Since Ilya isn’t here, I’ll grab Esmeralda.”

“I’m so confused,” Sage says with a frown.

I throw her my most dazzling smile. “You’ve got to come, Sage. This is going to be a blast.”

“Come where?”

“First to get Cassy. She can lead us to the coven. It’s time to call in the witches.”

Chapter Twenty-four
 
The witches of the Nashville coven have made their new home on the outskirts of the city. Cassy jumped on the idea of helping us before I could even give her specifics. She’d told me she’d been chomping at the bit to be included on a hunt. Huh. Who knew? This particular hunt will prove to be especially exciting for her. Very apropos for her first time. Witches and pixies have never been friends. That rivalry stems from the battles of long ago, back in a time when streets didn’t exist and wars were aplenty. Pixies play by their own set of rules, which are a far cry from fair, and the witch community didn’t appreciate the backstabbing and undermining that had caused them to lose some title they’d held for decades, and ultimately the land they’d called home. History is not my strong suit, but I know it’s written down somewhere.

There’s more than that, though. Witches are basically humans with elemental powers, some born, most learned and cultivated over time with boatloads of intense and exhausting practice. They are susceptible to human disease and illnesses. They don’t even get to live longer than any other human. Witches really do hold the short end of the stick in the supernatural department. When I’d explained to Cassy that drugs manufactured by the pixies had killed several humans, she’d informed me that the same drug had killed a member of their coven. They just hadn’t known the pixies were responsible.

Until now. Thanks to me. Esmeralda had talked about a war. I say, bring it on.

When I’d learned the witches were holding a vigil, I had had no idea how closely their fight was linked with mine. Pixie Dust, in one fashion or another, is affecting every faction of Nashville. The side of the line toed is really the only separation.

After Cassy had given the basic directions, we’d collectively decided walking was out of the question. So we’d all piled into the van Crimson Beat uses to lug around their gear. The large, white monstrosity is held together by nothing more than rust and botched welding attempts. With five oversized vampires, one dainty-fanged she-vamp, Cassy, and me, the fit is tight—not to mention the van is in need of new shocks—or any shocks period. I swear my brain rattles around in my head every time we hit the slightest bump in the road. I’m a little worried the floor is going to drop out from under me. Keller assures me the van, affectionately known as Beast, is indestructible. I have serious doubts the Beast could hold its own against a dirt road, let alone the weight of its current occupants.

“Remember,” Cassy says, while holding on to the back of the driver’s seat for support. Since we pulled her right off her shift, she’s wearing her short jean skirt, Wolfie’s t-shirt, and cowboy boots. “We’re still in mourning,” she continues. I’ve noticed Alex glancing at her long legs several times throughout the ride. “And they won’t appreciate me bringing in outsiders. If it’s okay with all of you, I’ll do the talking.”

“Got it,” I say before anyone else can offer an opinion. I know what it’s like to have someone close die. You’re left feeling angry, raw, and capable of just about anything. Including mass murder. Been there, almost done that.

Matthew hits a pothole. Keller grabs me before I smack my face on the side of the van. Cassy falls backward, spilling right into Alex’s lap. She tugs her skirt back into place, and accidentally—I think—nails Alex in his nads. Alex grumbles something incoherent, picks her up by her elbows and puts her back in her previous spot.

Cassy glares at Alex. “I’d say thank you if you hadn’t been such a brute about it.”

Alex glares right back, his eyes nothing more than thin slits. “I’d say you’re welcome if I cared about your gratitude.”

Everyone laughs except Cassy and Alex.

This ride has turned into a tin can full of fun. Not to mention a sweatbox. The air conditioning inside Beast is non-existent, even though I hear something hissing and gurgling through the vents. Apparently, I’m destined to a summer full of faulty air units and buckets of sweat. Pulling my hair to the side, I split it into three sections and braid it tightly. The van only has two seats. Matthew is driving and Luc had called shotgun. Genius. If I had known I’d have to sit on the floor, I’d have arm-wrestled him for dibs on the passenger seat. Keller is sitting next to me. I scoot closer to him and sigh. He’s better than any air conditioner. His skin is as soothing as the cold side of a pillow.

After about twenty minutes, Cassy taps Matthew on the shoulder. “You can pull over here.”

I get on my knees and edge my way between the bucket seats to look out the windshield. Prickles of uncertainty cover my skin and I purse my lips in thought. I’m way out of my element. Give me city lights or give me death. “You sure? There’s nothing out here.” The road ahead is long, narrow, and dark. The woods on either side are even darker. The trees are in full bloom, creating a canopy over the old two-lane highway. We’re on the set of a slasher movie, except there are no cameras and this is all too real. I don’t like it. Only a bunch of idiots would stop here.

“I’m sure.”

That does it. I’m getting a can of spray paint and tagging this bitch. The Idiot Crew.

Matthew pulls to the side of the road, and Beast sputters to a stop before settling with a groan and a shudder. Matthew turns the engine off and Beast wheezes like an asthmatic horse a shotgun away from death. Keller unlocks the back door and kicks them hard with both feet. We crawl out, and I stretch my cramped limbs. I’m not a prude and I’ve never had luxury, but Beast is more worthy of a junkyard than any kind of travel.

A shiver that has nothing to do with the temperature runs along my spine. I look up past the overgrown trees, and see thick clouds gliding along the sky to cover the last sliver of moonlight. There goes nature’s flashlight. Darkness wraps around my team like a smothering flannel blanket on a ninety-degree day.

“Well, this is creepy,” Sage says.

Very. Once again, she’s surprised me. I thought for sure she’d stay behind. Palm meet forehead. I swear, sometimes I can be the poster child for ignorance. Sage is here because Grant is here. Can I get a duh, anyone?

“At least you can see,” I tell her. I’m blinder than a bat wearing sunglasses. Vampires have it so easy. I don’t know why they complain all the time.

I’m not complaining.
I lace my fingers through Keller’s. No. You’re not. Care to be my escort through the haunted forest? We can make out while the creepy mask-wearing guy beheads the others.
Brilliant. He squeezes my hand and I shiver again. This time for a completely different reason.

If I could get my arm to light up again, I wouldn’t need his assistance. I’ve been trying since we left Wolfie’s and nothing has happened. I swear someone gift-wrapped frustration and disappointment and handed them to me in a big, shiny box.

“Everyone ready?” Cassy asks. Her voice rings loud and clear, breaking the crushing silence of the night. “It’s not far.”

Come to think of it, why is it so quiet? Where are the crickets? Why aren’t the leaves rustling in the wind that’s blowing my hair out of its braid?

“Anyone else feel an ambush coming on?”

I’m with Alex. But I know Cassy a little better than him, and I’m choosing to trust her. That doesn’t mean my guard isn’t up. It’s up. Way up. Like a rocket launching into space up.

“Alex,” Cassy says, drawing his name out in a teasing, yet assuredly degrading lilt. “If you’re too scared, you can stay in the van.”

I bark out a laugh. I can’t see them, but I picture Cassy’s and Alex’s heads butting against each other like dueling rams.

Alex remains silent. I do hear something that sounds an awful lot like grinding molars.

“Now, children,” I say in my best principal voice. “Didn’t your mamas teach you that when boys and girls pick on each other, it means love is blossoming? Cue the music and break out the champagne. We’ve got ourselves a wedding in the making.”

Keller nearly chokes next to me. Luc laughs hysterically, and I picture him doubled over, slapping his knee. I hear a snort, but can’t tell if it’s Matthew or Grant.

Someone had better get me a bow and arrow for Christmas. I’m better at matchmaking than that diaper-wearing Cupid any day of the week.

“Ha,” Cassy says.

I have no idea what she means by that. She probably doesn’t either. Total defense mechanism.

Alex is still silent. Which tells me, I’ve hit a mark. Nailed it on the first try.

“Let’s get this show on the road. I’ve got a date later,” Luc says, his voice light, and dare I say…merry? Yeah. The promise of dinner and sex will make any man happy.

“A date with your hand,” Alex responds.

He’s finally found his voice, and here I was getting all worried about him. I giggle to myself.

“Which,” Luc says, “is one more date than you’ve had in a month, Big Al.”

“You better start walking, Cassy, before someone gets hurt.” As fun as this bantering is to hear, we’ve got pressing matters and a ticking clock. While working with vampires has definite advantages, the time restrictions are a bitch. I need to consider expanding my team. Depending on how things pan out tonight, Cassy could very well be in line for a second job. Assuming I get clearance from the Assembly. Easier said than done. Dealing with the Assembly is like wiping my ass with poison ivy.

Keller tugs on my hand and we all start moving. My boots move from asphalt to grass to sticks and plants. I only know this based on feel. Even when a twig snaps under my boot, I hear nothing. Now I know what it feels like to live in a bubble.

“Something isn’t right,” Sage whispers.

“It’ll be fine,” Grant says, his tone reassuring.

Will it? “Why aren’t there any sounds, Cassy?”

“Wards.”

No need to say more. Now it makes perfect sense to me. Relief rushes through me, and I realize a part of me doubted Cassy. Wards are exactly why we’re here. I need the witches to break some down and create another to my specifications. I see the whole thing playing out in my head. I only have to convince them to work with me. That won’t be an easy task, considering I have to leave all the talking to Cassy.

Me and my trust issues.

We walk for another five minutes or so before I see an orange-tinted light filtering through the trees. The light mixing with the leaves on the trees creates a dappled effect on everyone’s skin. At least I can see now. I focus on it and move faster. Patchouli-scented incense chokes the air. My heart hammers against my ribs. I finally feel as if we’re making progress.

Kicking Cross out of Nashville hadn’t been enough. I should have realized he would find his way back into the folds of my city. I knew the whole eviction thing had been way too easy. I’d needed him to sign a treaty—one that would put an exclamation point on the vows every being of the lore took before being released into the human world. No vow. No freedom. At least that’s the way it was supposed to be. Cross was the tie I needed with the darker beings. While they may not trust him, they respected him. They listened. All of this was based on fear, but none of that mattered to me. Not when the end result made the city a safer place for my people.

Sure, Cross had put up a fight, though upon reflection, that had all been for show. An ancient didn’t leave town simply because an employee of the Assembly told him to. He’d left because he’d had bigger plans.

The fact that Cross still has this much control from so far away, makes it far worse somehow. When he was here, I knew what to expect, knew what I had to deal with. Now? He’s capable of anything and I have to find a way to stop him. Ideally forever. I almost laugh at myself. Killing Cross? Nearly impossible. Nearly.

The haunting sounds of a banjo and fiddle break the peculiar silence of the dense woods. The song is a heart-wrenching melody of mourning. Each note plucks at my soul with calloused fingers, and I feel the urge to bow my head and pray. The witches are taking their loss hard. That makes me even more determined to bring Cross to heel.

I stop at the edge of the clearing. My breath mingles with the music, adding a sigh to the end of every fourth bar. Witches of all ages are holding hands and chanting. The winds tease the ends of their hair, lifting the long tresses off their backs. The harmonies flowing from their lips are flawless and ethereal. The coven has grown over the years. Last time I’d seen all the local witches in one spot, their numbers had been surprisingly low. I’d wondered if they’d survive. Many witches across the world have chosen a solitary life. They hide. They don’t practice their magick. They blend more than necessary. If the scene before me is any indication, times are changing, and I think it’s for the better.

Several wooden wagons painted in vibrant shades of reds, oranges, purples and blues, which double as transportation and homes, create a circle around a large bonfire. The flames rise above the tallest wagon, reaching toward the heavens in dance. Several smaller fires are scattered throughout the camp. The whole scene reminds me of a gypsy caravan.

The night air is thick and as hot as bubbling tar. The addition of the raging bonfire takes it beyond stifling, yet I’m drawn to the flames, curious to know what it would feel like to touch them. Before I do something stupid, like throw myself into the fire pit, I jam my hands into my back pockets and clear my throat.

My interruption isn’t necessary. They know we’re here. They knew the moment we stepped foot into their woods. While the streets of Nashville may be mine, this is witch territory. I can respect that.

Cassy steps forward. We follow suit. The moment our shoes touch the grass in the clearing, every bent head snaps up. The chanting stops. I suddenly feel like a fly under a microscope. Their gazes are probing, angry, and if we’re not careful, we could find ourselves imprisoned within these wards. If times weren’t so desperate, I’d have given them another week or two to mourn in private. I don’t have that luxury. I nudge Cassy with my elbow.

She nods, leaves our little group, and heads toward the coven leader. I’ve seen Melissa before. She’s only about five foot two and probably weighs a whopping ninety pounds soaking wet, but her aura packs a punch and screams watch your step. Melissa is wearing a dress in a patchwork design of brilliant blues and purples with a bright green threading. The skirt is so long, the hem has collected twigs and leaves. As if her vibe didn’t already scream earthy. Her sleeves cover at least half the length of her slender fingers, and I wonder how she’s not dripping with sweat. On the contrary, she appears to be the picture of calm and cool. Until I look into her eyes. The green orbs are full of anger and determination. Before Cassy even opens her mouth to speak, I know I’ve won. The witches will help me.

“Come here, huntress,” Melissa says. Her tone is so frosty she could make Puerto Rico in August feel like winter in Alaska.

Okay. Maybe this isn’t in the bag.

I move. My badass band of vampires follow. Melissa holds up her hand and we all stop in our tracks. The coven leader is an earth witch, and she’s pulled power from the dirt. The heavy soil roots us in place. “Just you and the other female, if she wishes. No men.”

“I don’t like—”

I turn to Keller, cutting him off with a look. “We have to respect their wishes. You five are the only men here and they don’t like it. Stay here. Please.”

If Keller didn’t love me so much, he’d probably choke me right now. With this many witches in one spot, I could be walking across a field of landmines and taking his sister with me. “Seriously, it’ll be fine.” I turn to Sage. “Up to you, girl. It’s okay if you want to stay back.”

Sage chews on her bottom lip, pulling the circular ring into her mouth, obviously distraught. I’m about to tell her to stay put, when she stiffens her spine and nods her head. “I’m going. Let’s go.”

Well, alrighty, then. Perhaps Grant is even better for Sage than I’d originally thought. Bravery, even the forced kind, will be good for her. I glance at Keller one last time. I trust you to have my back. If shit goes south, do whatever you have to do.
This emits a smile on my grumpy vampire’s face. Is it the trust thing or the promise of violence? Probably better not to analyze this one.

The dirt releases its tight hold on my boots. I wiggle my toes.

Sage and I ignore the chickens skewered on a spit over one of the smaller fires, although I see her crinkle her nose. Normally, the chickens wouldn’t bother me, but I see they’re saving the feet—they have them hung with clothespins on a laundry line strung between two wagons—and I have to wonder what spell they’re for. A lot of what we think we know about witches is false. An equal amount of it has more truth in it than I care to think about. It’s better for both of us that way. Still, the curious part of me wants to know what’s bubbling in the cauldron I can’t see.

My stomach grumbles. The scent of baking chicken has reminded my body that it hasn’t been fed in way too long. I really need to get on a more regular schedule. Maybe I can grab a leg for the road when we’re done here.

I don’t have to turn around to know the witches are closing in around us and cutting Sage and I off from the men. It’s exactly what I would do. Keller’s low growl confirms my suspicions. Sage walks next to me. Her body is so stiff it’s a wonder she doesn’t crack like a crumbling Greek statue. She has more strength than every one of these witches. She’s afraid to use it and that makes all the difference. Mental note: Get Sage in the gym and teach this girl how to fight. “Want one of my blades?”

She shakes her head.

Probably wouldn’t be a good idea anyway. She’d probably stab herself. Besides, it’s too late. If I handed Sage a weapon now, Melissa would take it as a threat. I can’t afford to piss her off. I need to remember that and start dripping sugar. “Hello, Melissa,” I say in my saccharine-laced voice. “Thank you for seeing us.” Being a good huntress requires me to be a master of masks. Every situation requires a different face.

Cassy stands to Melissa’s left. Her bland expression gives away nothing.

“Tell me what you know about this Pixie Dust.”

So much for pleasantries. Even though I’m taller, I feel as if Melissa is looking down at me. Her green eyes carry specks of gold. Her hair is the color of milk chocolate and frames a sun-kissed face with a sprinkle of freckles across her nose. “I know that it’s killing people. According to Cassy, P.D. has killed one of your own.”

Melissa remains stoic, but Cassy flinches. I take a breath and smooth out my tone. This entire situation ticks me off. Remaining calm isn’t easy for me. “Pixie Dust is being manufactured by the pixies at Cross’s request,” I continue. “They are being paid very well for the task.”

Melissa tilts her head, and I realize this petite witch could turn into a pit bull at the drop of a hat. “Cross. The ancient?” she asks.

“Yes.”

“I’d heard he was no longer residing in Nashville.”

“He isn’t.”

“Yet, you claim this is his doing?”

“No doubt about that. He’s stirring up trouble and getting people killed. None of that matters to him. He only cares about making an impact and acquiring more wealth.” I conveniently leave off the fact that he’s out to get me.

“Go on,” Melissa says.

“I saw a shifter dealing it on the streets. He’s not the only one. Cross has several members of the occult working for him and the people of Nashville are paying the price.”

Melissa’s cheeks hollow as if she’s sucking on her tongue. Her eyes remain clear, but I have no doubt she’s mulling this over.

“Pixie Dust is incredibly hallucinogenic and highly addictive. What starts out as euphoric quickly turns into a nightmare. Trust me. I’ve been there. I don’t ever want to go back.” Ah. Now I’m getting somewhere. Melissa balls her hands into fists at her side. I decide it’s time to go for my kill move.

“I have proof that the pixies are fraternizing with the humans, luring them into their home and showing who they truly are.” I let my words dangle in the air for several seconds. “They’ve broken the vow. When the humans are no longer under the influence of drugs, fear will be their leader. They’ll hunt us all.”

Cassy goes pale. The witches have a history of being not only hunted, but hung. Sage mumbles something intangible under her breath. Melissa and I have a stare off.

She finally says, “Tell me what you need.”

I smile politely. Before I tell her the plan, I say, “I know you require payment.”

“Not this time, huntress.”

I nod. Whoever died must have been someone very close to Melissa. It’s widely known that witches always require payment in the form of a gift for their services. “Appreciated. Still, I’d like you to accept a gift as a token of my gratitude. We can’t do this without you.” Not exactly true, but whatever. Her eyes sparkle. She won’t turn me down. Not when I’ve dangled the promise of a shiny new toy in front of her face.

“I’ll accept.”

I jog back to Keller. He’s heard every word and has the jar resting on his outstretched palm. I wink, grab Esmeralda, and return to Melissa. Those gold-flecked eyes widen at the sight of my hostage. Esmeralda is wide awake and trembling. The fire reflects off her iridescent wings, making her even shinier than usual. Bonus. I should feel bad for turning her over to the witches. I don’t. Maybe I’m less human than Esmeralda thinks.

“She’s too much,” Melissa says, her voice as breathless as a debutante after the dance.

Yeah. She kind of is. I hold out my hand. “I insist.”

“In that case.” Melissa quickly takes the jar from me as though I might rescind my offer. She cradles Esmeralda’s new home against her chest like a child who’s found her long-lost teddy bear. Or a woman who just received a ten-carat diamond. “I’ll owe you for this.”

I almost tell her she won’t. Instead, I nod. Eventually, I’m going to need a favor. Might as well hold this card.

“Please,” Melissa says and waves a hand in the air signaling someone. “Join us for a meal.”

We don’t have a lot of time. I should decline. I open my mouth just as a witch with ass-length blonde hair, and eyes so blue they could be pools of summer sea, brings over a mouth-watering tray of chicken and biscuits. I love biscuits. I lick my lips. My stomach rumbles louder. I’m too hungry to be ashamed. What to do? What to do?

“We need to go,” Sage whispers.

Right. The Team over chicken. I almost forgot.

“Thank you for the invitation,” I force past my drooling lips. “But I have several vampires with me and we really have to start getting back.”

Melissa nods her head. “Yes, I understand. Allow me to send you with some dinner for the road.”

Fist pump. Move over, Sage. The Hawk’s got a new bestie. “That would be great.”

The blonde leaves to pack my to-go bag while I quickly tell Melissa what I’ll need from the witches. She assures me everything will be ready in time. Cassy, Sage and I head back to Keller and the others. I’ve got two bags of chicken and a dozen biscuits. I am a very happy girl. As we step into the woods, Esmeralda screams her head off.

“Don’t leave me, Josie. Don’t leave me!”

I turn. “Remember when you said I wasn’t needed?” I wait for Esmeralda to nod. She does, the movement so slow and shallow it’s almost undetectable. “You’re on your own.”

Chapter Twenty-five
 
Two miles from downtown, sirens wail, and the typically quiet Matthew swears.

“What is it?” Keller asks. The hand that had been resting on my thigh is now squeezing my knee so hard I can almost feel the bruise forming.

Ease up. You’re hurting me. I take a bite of chicken and wipe the grease off my lips with the half-eaten biscuit I’m holding in my other hand.

He releases my leg immediately, leans over and kisses my forehead. Sorry.
“Cops,” Matthew says, and drops another f-bomb. “We’re being pulled over.”

“For what?” I ask, searching for a place to hide my weapons. There’s nowhere. Other than us, the Beast is nothing but an empty metal box. “I didn’t know driving under the speed limit was a crime.” I drop my chicken leg into the bag for later and set it to the side. I shove the remainder of the biscuit in my mouth. I’d hide my blades in the bags if I didn’t think they’d be coated in chicken slobber later. As much as I love food, I love my blades more.

Matthew slows and eases to the shoulder. “I wasn’t driving under the limit, Josie.”

“You were,” Sage chimes in.

“Whatever. Next time someone else can drive.”

I wish the Beast had back windows. As it is, I can’t see a thing and have to rely on Matthew and Luc for updates.

“Two cops.”

“Pretty sure they were in the bar the other night.”

Great. That tells me a lot. There were over a dozen officers in Wolfie’s the night Katie died. The night I’ll never forget. If we don’t hurry, more are going to die on my watch.

The city lights are so close I can almost touch them. So freakin’ close.

“Are we getting arrested?”

Sage tries to contain it, but I hear the fear in her question. She’s worried about dawn. I am too. It’s fast approaching. We have about five minutes to wrap up whatever problem this is and get the vampires inside. If it weren’t for the fact that the Beast hadn’t wanted to start back up after our meeting with the witches, and the unfortunate flat tire about ten minutes into our drive, we’d already be safely inside. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear Fate was seriously trying to fuck up my night.

Dual beams light up Luc and Matthew’s faces, one coming from each side of the van. Matthew’s jaw is tight, while Luc’s expression portrays boredom. I know he’s anything but. If the cops had known they were about to pull over a van full of vamps running from the rising sun, they’d have turned tail and headed the other way.

“Step out of the vehicle, please.”

I breathe a sigh of relief. Bruce is one of the cops. I’ve got this.

“Do it slowly.”

Fuck me. That’s Baldy’s voice. I wedge my body between the two seats. “Hey, Bruce.” I wave.

“That you, Josie?”

“Yeah. Is there a problem?” Why do people always ask that? Obviously there’s a problem or we wouldn’t have been pulled over in the first place.

“Someone called in a suspicious van trolling their neighborhood about two blocks over. This one meets the description.”

Interesting. Something stinks and it ain’t the sewer. “Wasn’t us.”

Baldy taps on the side of the van. Dude must be trigger-happy because he’s got his Glock out and ready. Set up, anyone?

“Says you. Step out of the van. All of you.” Baldy aims his gun at Luc.

Now that’s a really bad idea. I don’t endorse killing innocents, but Baldy has just put a neon target on his forehead. I turn back to Bruce. “Is this really necessary? It’s been a long night. We’re tired.” I fake an exaggerated yawn and remain calm. Inside, I’m about to go a little cray-cray.

Bruce’s gaze bounces from Baldy to me and back to Baldy again. I’m guessing he’s a little confused.

I try again. “The guys here had a gig outside of town and we’re all just trying to get home.” Please don’t look in the back. The Beast isn’t carrying any instruments tonight, and he’d know I was lying and wouldn’t have a choice but to investigate. Me loaded with blades from head to toe might cause a wee bit of suspicion. While Bruce mulls it over and Baldy inches his gun closer to Luc, I glance at the skyline. Black is giving way to navy.

“We need to hurry,” Cassy whispers from my right.

Baldy wrenches the door open. “Out. All of you.”

Luc slides out of the van, and I know he is one second away from tearing into Baldy’s jugular. Matthew doesn’t move, but his grip tightens on the steering wheel so hard, the plastic cracks.

I hear Sage crying. I hate when she cries. Might as well stick a blade in my gut and filet me wide open. Drastic times call for drastic measures. Time to end this and get the fuck out of Dodge. Keller?
He doesn’t respond. I turn around. The back door is wide open. Keller and Grant are gone. Alex places a finger against his lips. Cassy rolls her eyes. I can’t blame her. Alex kind of did just state the obvious.

Sage’s panic-filled eyes flick from me to the horizon. “It will be okay.” Keller will make it okay. We wait in silence, and several excruciating heartbeats of time pass. Patience is not my strength. In fact, I’m pretty sure I don’t contain an ounce of it. I realize I’m palming two blades. My foot is tapping the let’s-do-this dance and I’m crouched in the ready position. I creep past Cassy and Alex, pat Sage’s knee twice, and keep moving toward the back doors.

Fragments of a conversation make its way to me. I focus on Keller’s voice.

“There’s been a mistake…never saw us…in your car…go north.”

Something hits the ground with a clatter.

I sense movement on my left and on my right. I hop out of the van, ready. Bruce and Baldy pass me without so much as a glance, climb into their patrol car, turn and head the other direction. Vampires. They take all the fun out of everything. If I had the power of persuasion like Keller, my job would be hella easy. If Sage weren’t so scared of the sun, she’d have realized that her brother would get them out of this.

Keller and Grant round the van just as I jump back in. Grant slides Baldy’s gun into his waistband. Luc slips back into the passenger seat, silently fuming, according to the set of his jaw. We’re not out of the woods yet.

“We’re all going to the factory,” Matthew announces. “I don’t have time to drop anyone anywhere else.”

He’ll get no argument from me. This time, Beast roars to life as if he too knows how dire the situation is. I picture a rotting van full of ash and my heart slams against my ribs. Before Matthew can take off, I yell, “Wait!”

“No time, Josie,” Keller warns.

“Exactly.” The claws of dawn have passed the horizon. “Matthew and Luc, get in the back. Cassy and I will take your place. It’s the only way.”

We switch positions faster than a bobsled team at the Olympic finals. I throw the truck in gear, push the gas pedal to the floor, and take the corner on two wheels.

“Shit,” Alex curses. “The sun won’t matter if Hawk kills us first.”

“Remember that.” It’s good for peeps to fear me. Thankfully, the streets are quiet at this time of the morning and I don’t have much traffic to contend with. Most of the lights are flashing yellow. Call me color blind because they all look green from where I’m sitting. “How’re you holding up, Sage?”

Sage doesn’t make a sound. Maybe she’s in shock.

“We’ve got her covered.” This from Grant.

Good. I hope spending another day together will seal the deal for these two lovebird wannabes.

“Someone throw Cassy the keys to the factory,” I holler over my shoulder. I don’t know who does it and I don’t care, but I hear a jangle as Cassy catches them in her left hand. “I’ll back the van up to the door, Cassy will unlock it and then y’all better run like your asses are on fire.” Technically, I’m not far off.

A bright-eyed Cassy nods and bounces in her seat. “I’m ready. This has been one exciting night.”

“Hardly,” Alex mumbles.

“Don’t be a douche,” Cassy retorts.

Keller could teleport, and I almost ask him to. But I know he won’t leave the others. We’re close now anyway, and I think I can get them there in time. Actually, I don’t really know that, but I’m not even the least bit embarrassed to admit I’m kind of getting off on this. I feel like I’m in a high-speed chase. I whip around another corner. The tires squeal. I glance in the mirror and see I’ve left my mark. Hell, yeah. Who knew I had such mad driving skills? Note to self: Get some badass wheels.

Far too soon and not nearly soon enough, I see the old tire factory coming up on the left.

“Ready?”

Cassy’s fingers have a death grip on the door handle. “Ready.”

I sneak a glance in the back of the van. Keller catches my eye and smiles. He loves the excitement as much as I do.

Nice driving, Josephine.
Why, thank you, Irish. We should do this again sometime.
He shakes his head and laughs to himself as I slam on the brakes. Cassy jumps out and I yank the gear stick into reverse. Beast groans his resistance but does my bidding. I hit the brakes again to a masculine chorus of curse words. Music to my ears. Lucian kicks the back door open. Before Sage can move, Grant throws her over his shoulder, jumps out the back door, and runs into the safety of the lair. I don’t know who she’s going to hate more, Grant or me. At this point, all I care about is everyone’s safety.

Five seconds later, Keller and I are the only ones still in the van. “Go in. I’ll park this piece of junk masquerading as a vehicle and be right behind you.”

“Don’t insult the Beast. He’s sensitive.”

I roll my eyes.

“You’re right behind me?”

“And you say I have trust issues?”

“Make it fast,” Keller says. “I don’t want you out here alone.”

Keller jumps from the van just as the sun crests. I lean against the steering wheel, blow out a long breath, and watch its slow ascent. A familiar heat washes over my face. I soak it in. Today is going to be a pretty day. The clouds from last night have been pushed away by an abundance of blue. Another indigo dawn. The time of day I like to call the thinking hour. In these moments, I rehash my life in painstaking detail, filtering the good from the bad and compartmentalizing accordingly. The mornings belong to me and me alone. It’s a blip in time when I can be completely by myself. The only one who needs me is my mind. On a good day, my mind is my best friend. Together, we figure out the tangled problems and create a plan to solve them. On a bad day—there are too many of those—my mind hates me. ‘Nuf said.

I park the van next to the old sign and thank the Beast for getting the job done. After retrieving my chicken and biscuits from the back, I hop out and shut the door.

A low growl sounds nearby. I drop my bags and curse when my food tumbles out onto the gravel. Turning, I grab my short blade from my thigh sheath, lean against the van, and wait as if I don’t have a care in the world.

Not more than ten seconds later, the mangy drug-dealing shifter rounds the corner. He’s missing several more clumps of hair, and the exposed skin is red and irritated. Dude has a bad case of eczema. Nostrils flaring, he stops, one paw in the air, and tilts his head, studying me and wondering how big of a threat I am. He’s thinner than the last time we met. I can count every last rib like the keys on a piano. Apparently ripping the meat from my shoulder hadn’t been enough of a meal to gain him a few pounds.

I slowly bend down and retrieve my half-eaten chicken leg. Holding it out in front of me, I ask, “You hungry, boy?”

He growls his response. I’d ask him to shift, but then he’d be naked, and seeing a boy on the brink of death is more than I can take today. I think he knows who I am, but all light has left his yellow eyes. He can’t be more than a day or so away from his grave. I can’t let that happen. I don’t know what it is about him, but I want to help. I toss him the chicken and wait the two seconds it takes him to inhale it. I briefly think about how chicken bones aren’t good for dogs, but at this point, the benefit outweighs the risk.

Muttly steps closer and sniffs the air. I crouch and scrape all the chicken and biscuits into the bag. “If you want this, you gotta follow me.”

Keller is going to kill me. I move toward the factory door with confidence, yet aware of every step. Any fast movement and the dog will pounce or flee. I could fight him off, but that would mean I’d have to kill him, which is the exact opposite of what I want to do. Who knew I had a heart? A black one, but a heart nonetheless.

The door wrenches open just as I reach for the knob. I sense Keller on the other side.

“What the feck are you doing?”

“Shh! Come on, Muttly.” I pat my thigh with one hand and shake the bag of food with the other. “You know you want the chicken. If you’re a good boy, I’ll make some gravy for the biscuits.” Who doesn’t like biscuits and gravy?

Muttly’s tail thumps against the ground. He growls low in his throat. Yeah. I can totally relate. I’m that mixed up most days of the week.

I step back and move around the corner, luring him inside with the scents of grease and yeast. “Keller, sweetie. Do you have a leash?”

“You can’t be serious. You’re not keeping him.”

I hear my spine crack as I straighten. Hmm… Did someone just tell Josie no? “No leash? No problem. You must have a spare room here somewhere.” I could fit more than twenty of my tiny apartments inside this factory. Surely, there’s a closet or something they’re not using.

Muttly pokes his head around the corner and whines. My insides turn to mush. I reward him by tossing a biscuit in the air. It smacks him on the snout and lands on the floor. He shakes his head. Spit flies. He lowers his muzzle to the ground and eats the biscuit without chewing.

Moving farther into the room, I signal Keller to close the door after Muttly makes it through. Surprisingly, he doesn’t slam it. “Have a heart, Irish. He’s starving.”

Keller pops his jaw. “Do you know him?”

I throw another leg on the ground. “Not really. I’ve seen him around. Look. I don’t know why, but I want to help him. I met him in his human form. He can’t be more than fifteen or sixteen. He’s angry and alone. I don’t know if he abandoned his pack, or if they kicked him out. But few shifters can survive on their own. Look at him.”

Keller does. I know the instant I’ve won. Something softens in Keller’s dark gaze. He too knows what it’s like to be alone. It’s not a good feeling.

“We have plenty of room for a temporary stay. He might not want your help, Josie. You have to be prepared for that.”

I nod. “I know. He can decide after he’s been fed, bathed and clothed.”

“I’m not bathing him.” Keller leans down and scoops Muttly into his strong arms. The dog thrashes with what little energy he has remaining. His jaws snap.

Ignoring it all, Keller says, “Bring the chicken.”

Be still my mushy heart. I follow, swinging my chicken and biscuits and whistling a victory tune in my head.

 
* * *


“You two need to see this.” Alex points at the television.

The mayor is standing outside the courthouse, giving a press conference. His face is grim, the lines around his small mouth tight with stress. Several police officers and detectives flank him. Baldy is one of them. Unlike the mayor, Baldy’s expression is smug. I seriously don’t like Dude.

“The death toll has reached more than a hundred,” the mayor says. “This drug is dangerous. Warn your children, warn your co-workers. No one is immune.”

My insides are boiling. Cross is turning into Nashville’s equivalent of Hitler. We’ve made national news, and not for our country music.

I reach across the table and hit the power button on the remote. I’ve seen enough. “Sage, I need you back at Wolfie’s. One of us has to be there tonight.” I’m not lying, but it’s the safest place for her to be. On the off chance I’ll offend her, I decide to leave that bit out.

“Wes is scheduled to work.” She twirls her thumb ring.

One of these days, people will say ‘Yes, Josie’ and leave it at that. Right. That will happen about the time cows learn to play the piano. “You know how I feel about Tool Boy. I don’t trust him. “

Sage chews on her lip, considering.

Seriously? What’s there to think about? She doesn’t even know how to fight. I’m totally giving her an out. She needs to run with it, and if she doesn’t soon, I’m going to cut off her pigtails.

“Grant will be there with you,” Keller says. “If Cross is in town, we need to have all our bases covered.”

Sage nods. “Makes sense when you put it that way. You can count on me. I’ll be there.”

I need to remind myself to thank Keller for this later. As soon as I throttle Sage for not listening to me from the get-go. Earlier, I’d thought this was going to be a pretty day. Now all I see is blood-coated streets every time I close my eyes. Which is exactly why I won’t be sleeping today.

“How about me?” Cassy asks, clutching a steaming coffee mug in her hands.

“How strong is your magick?” I break off a piece of blueberry muffin and pop it in my mouth.

“Not as strong as Melissa’s yet, but I’ve been working hard.”

“Okay,” I say. “Alex can escort you to the spot we’ve asked the other witches to rendezvous.”

“No,” Alex and Cassy say simultaneously.

Keller stands. “I don’t know what it is with you two, but we don’t have time for this. This city isn’t that big. Learn to deal with it.” He looks from Cassy to Alex, silently daring them to defy him.

I love when he gets all authoritative like this.

“Keller and I are the only ones going inside,” I add to break the mounting tension.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Matthew says.

“It is. Hear me out. Whether Cross is here or not, he’ll have guards. I’m expecting a lot of resistance. Demons, shifters, and pixies, just to name a few. And probably even some doped-up humans. I need you, Lucian, and Alex on the outside, containing the madness. I hope it’s enough. All we need is for you to buy us time.”

“We got you,” Luc says, and chugs a glass of blood.

Seeing him drink reminds me just how long this night has been. “We all need to be at top strength. Do whatever you’ve got to do today to get that way.” I stand and stretch.

“You need to sleep,” Keller says.

“I can’t sleep.” The backs of my eyelids have turned into a movie theater playing reel after reel of horror.

“You can try.” Keller leads me out of the kitchen, deeper into the factory. His room is bigger than my entire apartment and filled with warm tones of brown and green. His bed has at least ten pillows and sports a down comforter that’s begging me to crawl beneath it and get all cozy. My eyes grow heavy and I rub the sand out of them with the back of my hand.

“Are you nervous?”

I turn to him. “I don’t get nervous. You know that.”

Keller tugs me toward the bed, and gently pushes me down. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

“I don’t know how to explain it. I feel a shift. I think I’ve been naïve to think we could beat the darkness. Power and money talk. I don’t have any of that to offer, and I don’t see the Assembly stepping up to offer some of theirs. So what’s to stop Cross and other beings like him from taking over?”

“Sounds to me like you’re giving up.”

I shake my head, more to convince myself than Keller. I know he’s goading me. “I’m not. I’m competitive. I like to win. Especially when I know I’m right.”

“And are you?”

“What? Right?”

Keller nods and drags the back of his hand over my thigh.

“Hell, yeah, I’m right. It’s more than that. If I don’t fight to protect the innocents, who will?””

“Me, for one.”

“I know that,” I say. “All of you have been fantastic. Are we enough?”

“We’ll have to be. I think the only solution is to win.”

I never did get around to telling Keller about my drug-induced nightmares. Now doesn’t seem like the right time. Still, I say, “Don’t die on me, okay?”

“I’m not that easy to get rid of.”

“Not joking here.”

“I know. I’m not going anywhere, Josephine Hawk.”

“My mama used to say that same thing to me.”

Keller angles his head and studies me. This time I don’t look away. “Sage said you never figured out who killed her.”

Insert knife into heart. “No. We didn’t.”

“Would it make you feel better if you did?”

I’ve thought about that often. Back then it had been too hard. I’d needed the time and distance. Recently, she’s been in my thoughts more and more. What pisses me off is that it’s not the good parts I’m remembering. “Maybe.”

“Let’s get through tonight and we can talk more about this tomorrow.”

“Your place or mine?” Looking around his room, I realize he’s made a home here, yet he chooses to spend his time with me in my dump of an apartment. I crawl into Keller’s lap and wrap my arms around his neck.

He smiles. “Wherever you are is where I’ll be.”

Man, this vampire makes me squirm. I unbraid my hair and toss it over my shoulder, exposing the full length of my neck. Keller’s body hardens under me. “We won’t be able to talk once we’re inside. That means we need a strong connection, vampire.”

“How strong?”

“Very strong,” I say, doing my best Irish imitation.

Chuckling, Keller nuzzles my neck and I melt into him. I close my eyes, and for a moment I’m thrown back into the white-washed world where Keller is ashes in the wind. I suck in a sharp breath.

Keller leans back, his brows drawn in concern. “What’s wrong?”

My throat is closing around the words I desperately want to say. I swallow past the lump and part my lips.

“Josie?”

“I love you, Irish. I am yours.”

Keller flips me over and sinks his fangs into my neck. I cling to him as tears stream down my cheeks. Life is short. Death is forever. I’d forgotten that. I’ll never forget again.

 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-six
 
It’s time.

The sun has set and the patrons have left the museum. The witches have formed a circle along the perimeter and are chanting quietly. An iridescent glow surrounds the entire block. If I didn’t know better, I’d say Nashville is on the apex of the Apocalypse. Anyone not already within the witches’ ward won’t be allowed in, instead they’ll feel a strong urge to walk the other way. As hard as the witches are working, they need to work harder and faster if we’re to have any chance of pulling this off.

If everything is going according to plan, Cassy and Melissa should be stashed inside the museum next to the Reba McIntire exhibit. After Keller and I get in, we’ll lead them to the room forever known as the-room-that-broke-my-ass.

As I’d predicted, the beings of the occult are thick on the streets tonight. They must really think I’m all kinds of stupid if they believe I don’t know exactly why they’re here. Protecting their goods while working for the devil. Matthew, Alex and Lucian are going to have their hands full. I actually envy them.

I keep one eye on the sky at all times. Surprisingly, there aren’t any pixies flying around. Maybe they’re expecting us. That, or they’re too busy trying to keep up with the high drug demand. Even with the mayor’s warning, I doubt most will listen. Either way, tonight is the final showdown.

“Ready?”

I smile at Keller. “Why do you always ask me that? If I’m not ready, I’m dead.”

Keller tips my chin up and kisses me for several seconds. “I’ll remember that.”

We move to make our way to the main entrance. I hear a scuffle behind me. Pivoting on my heel, I retrieve my longest blade from inside my right boot. Keller widens his stance. A demon with fiery orange scales and a wicked-long horn jetting from his forehead runs toward us on all fours. He opens his mouth, exposing two rows of five-inch long teeth.

I hold my ground until he’s almost on top of me. I jump and slam my blade between his eyes. He screeches in pain. I twist my wrist before jerking the blade free. Acidic blood arcs, sizzling as it hits the air. I hop out of the way of the splatter’s reach. Keller grabs the demon’s tail and flips him onto his back. Like an alligator, Hell’s pet dog goes into a death roll. Keller falls to his knees.

“Let go!”

He releases the demon, stands up, and steps back to gauge his next move. The demon snaps his jaws closed and a low growl emanates from deep in his belly. If circumstances were different, I’d be all over this shit. Unfortunately, we don’t have time for this song and dance.

As if he hears my thoughts, Luc sprints across the parking lot. He jumps onto the demon’s back and punches him just above his horn, leaving a dent the size of a large muffin. Holy shit. The demon flails back and forth. Luc holds tight. “I’ve got this. You two go.”

I have zero doubt Lucian can handle the situation. With a shrug, Keller and I leave Luc to tangle with the demon.

We approach the door. I use my blade to pick the lock.

“What about the alarms?” Keller asks me, his hand covering mine.

“Melissa has taken care of that.” Other than infiltrating the security company, which would have taken too much time, the witches had been my only option, and a good one at that. I ease the blade into the lock and jiggle it until I hear the mechanism click.

We’re in.

I flash Keller a smile, shut the door behind us, and sigh in relief. We move past the information center and straight into the heart of the museum. Even in the dimmed lights, Elvis’s enormous display shines. Having so many rhinestones on one jacket should be a crime. I realize Keller has probably never been inside the museum. One night, we’ll have to sneak back in so I can give him the grand tour.

Cassy and Melissa are exactly where they should be. Right next to Reba’s infamous burgundy dress. Cassy smiles as we approach. It should be safe to talk here, but once we move downstairs, we’ll have to go into silent mode.

“You two set to do this?” I ask, glancing around.

Melissa nods.

“We’re ready,” Cassy says, excitement shining in her eyes.

“Good. Keller will lead the way. Once we get inside the pixie headquarters, we can’t talk. There’s a slim chance we’ll get in undetected. I’d like to sway the odds in our favor as much as possible.”

“Understood,” Melissa says. “Cassy and I will need to conserve our energy anyway. It would be a shame to disturb any of this memorabilia.”

I shake my head. “Not just a shame. It can’t happen. I don’t care what y’all have to do to contain it, but you must. Keller and I will help as much as we can, but wards are your game.”

I take a deep breath, crack my neck, and give Keller the signal. A quick inventory check, and I’ve got one blade for each hand and several more for backup. I tuck another into Keller’s waistband. Just in case.

I’ve already told Keller about the secondary entrance to the lower level. It’s hidden under Elvis’s gold Cadillac. We inch between the grand piano and the glass dividers, then I hold a finger up before sniper-crawling under the car. I find the hidden panel, stick my blade under the edge and pull it up. After I set it to the side, I back crawl my way out from underneath.

Okay, Irish. You’re first. Keller fist bumps me before getting on his belly. Nice ass.
It is, isn’t it?
I laugh.

He disappears in two seconds. Cassy is next, followed by Melissa. I take up the rear. I drop into the black hole and feel strong arms around my legs. What a hero. Before Keller puts me down, I slide the panel back into place, sealing us in.

Finding our way in the dark won’t be easy. Thankfully, we only have to manage a short hallway that will lead us to the main entryway. The smell of mold tickles my nose.

We progress slowly, my senses on high alert. We could be attacked at any moment, but I don’t think that will happen. Yet. Something wet and warm drips on my face. I look up. I see nothing and continue on, wiping whatever it is away with the back of my hand. It’s slimy and I almost gag. Each step I take is leading me closer to Cross. I can feel it.

After what seems like an hour, but is probably closer to a minute, I see the torches. Adrenaline pumps through my veins. I’m in for a good fight and my body knows it.

Keller enters the room and signals for us to follow. I squeeze the handle of my blade and wait for Cassy and Melissa to make it through the small opening. A low, hungry moan, one I’d hoped never to hear again, sounds directly behind me. I whirl. Red eyes flash in the dark hallway. It’s Cross’s zombie vamp. Freakin’ fantastic.

Cross believes having half of his crew on the brink of starvation gives him an advantage. From personal experience, I know these particular vamps are slow, but no less lethal. Their saliva is toxic, and I want nothing to do with his bite. I don’t wait for his slow ass to get to me. I take off at a jog, leap, and slam the heel of my boot into his neck. He groans and falls back. I leap and kick again, this time in the gut. He teeters. I wait until I hear him fall to the ground, then I straddle his waist and jam my blade into his heart. I jump off a split second before he sizzles and turns to ash.

There are more where he came from. No doubt about that. I should have given Cassy and Melissa blades, too. I run into the entryway to find the witches are backed into a corner and Keller is kicking major ass.

Melissa stands in front of Cassy with her hands extended out in front of her. Lyrical words tumble from her lips. Her eyes are growing heavy, and I know she’s sapping her energy in her effort to keep the vamps away. That won’t do.

Any chance I’d thought we’d had at coming in stealth has left the building. From here on in, it’s balls to the wall. With a yell to draw their attention, I take out two sluggish vamps with one blade. I’m ruthless in my attack, ripping through the small horde with all the violence I have inside me. Cassy’s eyes go wide, and for a brief moment, I wonder what she thinks of me. Her eyes are like mirrors, and I see death creeping toward me. Before I can turn, thick claws scrape my neck, tearing my flesh. Fuck. Blood trickles down my shoulder. Might as well paint a target on my back.

Now I’m pissed.

So is Keller.

Between the two of us, these vamps don’t stand a chance. Keller roars and rips the head off the vamp he’s been battling. The body falls to the ground, but not before Keller slices into his heart with a short blade. Ash flutters like confetti. Had I known we were going to throw a party, I would have brought champagne.

The celebration will have to wait. I take down two more and Keller ashes three. The room finally grows quiet again and Melissa slumps against the wall.

“Please tell me you’re not completely tapped.” My tone is harsh. I can’t help it. This is too important.

“Not quite,” Melissa says, her breath short and heavy. “Thanks to Cassy. She fed me some of hers. We can still do this.”

“Let me see your neck.” Keller tugs me to him, his fingers dancing over my skin carefully. “It’s shallow. You got lucky.”

“Yep. That’s why I don’t play the lottery. No one else would ever win.” I don’t mention my neck is stinging like a bitch. Whatever. I’ll deal. “Let’s move.”

I take off at a run and stop only when I reach the door I’ve been looking for. Keller had knocked it off its hinges the other day. The pixies—or someone—has tried to repair it and done a really crummy job. A bit of super glue and duct tape would have worked better. The door hangs cock-eyed. I could probably blow it over with one breath. I prefer more of a show. I shove it open and send several pixies scattering. The rest stare at us, pausing in their work. They’re naked except for the latex gloves and surgical masks. I blink to erase the image, yet every time I open my eyes I see a bunch of nude-ass pixies. Where’s the bleach when I need it?

The pixies start giggling one by one, each seemingly feeding off the next. I look at Keller. He shakes his head as if he’s perplexed by the ridiculousness of the situation. The pixies return to their work. They’re making Pixie Dust right in front of us. And laughing in our faces as they do it.

I kick one of the tables over, silencing their laughter. “If you want to live, you’ll leave. Now.”

Some do. Some don’t. I refuse to feel responsible for their stupidity. I turn to Melissa. “I need you to get me in there,” I say, pointing to the interior door as Keller upends the remaining tables. A few more pixies flee. Apparently some of them have come equipped with brains. Go figure.

“Cross won’t like you being in there.” A naked pixie buzzes close to my ear.

I swat her away. “Good.” I rip off the bottom of my shirt and tie it around my neck to staunch the flow of blood.

The witches stand in front of the door, holding hands and whispering in unison. Keller and I move closer. The air around the door shimmers like sun-streaked water. Keller kicks it down just like the last time. Difference is, I’m not going in until I know the ward has been broken. The witches chant louder, and I study the interior through the wavering wards. Inside is one major greenhouse. All the plants and flowers commingling, and just the toxins the pixies need to make the drug. Unreal. One room full of a million nightmares.

I walk behind Melissa and whisper in her ear. “Once we’re in, move as fast as you can to protect the museum.” I know she can’t answer. But I also know she heard me. I move past her and wait for the chanting to stop.

As soon as it does, Keller and I leap through the doorway. The room is stifling hot, like a rainforest in the thick of the summer season. Moisture drips from the ceiling and beads on the leaves.

I turn. The witches are gone. I’m about to breathe a sigh of relief when I’m hit from behind. I fall to my knees. Rolling quickly to my back, I throw a blade and hit the shifter in his flank. He whimpers and limps to the corner to lick his wounds.

Two more have Keller pinned against the wall. Snarling, drool drips from their maws. I whistle to get their attention and reward each of them for their ignorance with a blade in the eye. Keller kicks them from behind, then uses his power of persuasion to back all three out of the room.

“They’ll be back,” I say, winded.

“Assuredly. Thanks for the backup, but I could have taken them.”

I smile. “Assuredly,” I say, teasing. I pull a lighter out of my pocket and flick the flint wheel. The flame rises about an inch. “We need to destroy this room.”

“Josie?”

I glance at Keller and flip the lid on the flame. “Please tell me I didn’t just hear Cassy call my name.” She’s supposed to be upstairs. This won’t work any other way.

“Ah, feck.” Keller looks at me, his face grim.

I turn and see my plan fizzle away like dried up leaves.

It isn’t just Cassy. It’s Alex. And Lucian. And Matthew. All bruised and bleeding. And they’re not alone.

Cross, dressed in a jet-black suit and shiny shoes, has Cassy’s dark hair wrapped around his fingers. He yanks and pulls her close. His crew of nasties are packed into the room. We’re so outnumbered I don’t even want to attempt a head count.

“Let her go,” Keller orders.

Cross doesn’t spare him a glance, his focus solely on me. His eyes are a brilliant shade of blue, almost crystal white, hypnotic.

“Did you miss me, Ms. Hawk?”

“Yeah, not really,” I say. Except I did. But not in the way he’d like me to. Still, I feel his enigmatic pull. I plant my feet. I’m stronger this time. “Is it prom night?” He really is overdressed for the occasion.

“You could have come to visit,” Cross says. “We had such a nice time before. Remember?”

Oh, I remember all right. And I’m not buying the sincerity in his voice. “I remember destroying more than half of your in-house security. Did you need me to clean house again? I’m all about taking out the trash.”

Cross tilts his head. His face flickers and I gasp. One moment he is the Cross I’ve always known, sexy and dangerous, light in skin and hair. The next second his face morphs into that of Quin, dark, sensual, menacing. Quin smiles broadly. Then Cross flashes his fangs. I shake my head, but the flashing continues. The more mixed up the two of them become, the clearer things are to me.

I step closer, leaving the greenhouse behind and moving back into the drug factory. Keller grips my wrist, but I pull away. I realize all of my hallucinations weren’t exactly illusions, but perhaps visions of what was to come. “You are one in the same. There is no Quin, only different shades of Cross.”

“Aha. Now you see, Ms. Hawk. I wondered how long it would take you. I was starting to question your intelligence.”

“Never do that,” I tell him as my mind whips through all the possibilities. “Eventually, I always see you for who you truly are. I knew there was something familiar about you.” I look at Keller. He’s confused, and I know it’s because he doesn’t see what I see. I’m changing. Before I had strength and determination. Now I can add powers I don’t understand into the equation. Something is happening to me, and I have a feeling this is only the tippy-top of the iceberg. I wish my father were here to explain this to me.

“Josie?”

“There is no Quin,” I say to Keller while keeping my eyes on Cross.

“I’m not sure I’m following here. If Quin isn’t real, then who is the new head of the Assembly?”

Cross steps forward, shoving a very silent Cassy from behind. “I am.”

“Impossible,” Keller hisses.

“Nothing is impossible. That word shouldn’t even exist in your vocabulary.” Cross licks his lower lip. “What a waste it was to make you a vampire.” He twists Cassy’s hair tighter in his fist.

Cassy doesn’t move. I latch on to Keller’s arm to stop him from reacting. We need to know more.

“But you, Ms. Hawk,” Cross says, and tsks. He lowers his gaze to my toes, and takes his time studying my body before he makes eye contact again. “You’ve changed. I like what I see.”

I ignore him. “What did you do to the Elders?”

“Do? What makes you think I did anything to them?”

“It’s more than a fair assumption. No one would put you in charge, Cross,” Keller says.

Cross shrugs. “Perhaps you’re right. Fear and money is a very persuasive combination. Those that couldn’t be bought were disposed of. Funny how witnessing a little torture can quickly change minds. I’m not a fan of the weak.”

I hope Cross keeps talking. The longer he stands there blowing up his own ego, the more time I have to develop a new plan. Not to mention, the Team is looking haggard and could use a few more minutes to get their strength back.

“But you’re not weak, are you, Ms. Hawk?”

The gleam in his eyes has turned seductive. As if one smoldering look from Cross is going to ever make my heart race. “I’ve never been weak. I—”

“She’s not available,” Keller says, interrupting.

“Everyone is available. It’s simply a matter of discovering exactly what they want. I know what the huntress wants. Power.” Cross extends his hand. “Come with me, Josephine. Be my first lady and I will give you all the power you could ever desire.”

Keller charges. “Like hell.”

Cross releases Cassy, sending her sailing across the room. Alex sprints and catches her before she slams into the wall. Keller nails Cross in the jaw. Cross retaliates with a kick to Keller’s chest.

Keller hits the ground, hard. Something cracks, and I hope to God it isn’t his spine. He would heal, but it would take time. I move faster than I’ve ever moved before. I’m at Keller’s side before anyone else can even think of helping him. I peer into his eyes. You okay?
Keller answers by jumping to his feet.

To say all hell breaks loose would be the understatement of the century, but that’s exactly what happens. My Team even had me fooled. They aren’t weak at all.

The shifters attack with a chorus of growls. Lucian, Alex and Matthew tear into them with preternatural speed. The Alpha is huge, his coat of fur silver and dense. He sinks his teeth into Matthew’s thigh. Matthew bellows in pain, grabs the wolf’s jaws, and pries his teeth off his leg before throwing him through the door. The wolf yelps and limps back into the room, bearing his teeth.

Melissa grabs Cassy’s hand, and they start to cast their power to drive back the wolves. The pixies do whatever annoying thing they can manage.

As if I’m in a bubble, I watch it all unfold. I want to do something, but I seem to be rooted in place. Anger encompasses me with its poisonous needles, pricking and stabbing at my skin.

I see Cross and Keller battling, both powerful in their own right. Keller shouldn’t be a match for the ancient. Yet he is. Why is that? What hasn’t he told me?

Cross believes I want power more than anything else. He’s wrong. I want so many things more than power. Keller, and the well-being of my friends are at the top of that list—right next to the safety of all the good people in Nashville.

Cross bends Keller’s arm into an unnatural position. Keller doesn’t flinch, but I feel his pain. And that is enough to break my bubble. I feel everything Keller feels—pain, doubt, anger—and I don’t like it one bit.

I pull my gaze away from the man I love and the one I loathe, to study the veins running up and down my right arm. They’ve turned a fierce shade of blue mixed with threads of orange. Hoping Melissa is strong enough to protect the museum relics, I concentrate on one word.

Fire.

Heat floods my body and I know I can do this. I was born to do this. I move toward the greenhouse, putting all my focus on the plants that have killed so many. Inside, I’m burning up. But I’m not afraid. No. Never that. I’m determined. And powerful. I don’t need Cross or anything he has to offer.

I lift my arm and extend my palm. Flames fly from my hand, igniting the room instantly. I watch it burn, oddly detached, and yet inside, I am there. I am all of it. I am fire.

The mayhem quiets behind me and I know I’m the reason. I turn to see a slack-jawed Cross. He recovers quickly, literally flying across the room and grabbing me in a chokehold. The Alpha wolf slams Keller to the ground. I kick Cross with both legs. He doesn’t budge. This is exactly what he did to me last time. He could have killed me then, but he chose not to. I can see things are different now. The seductive gleam in his eye has been replaced by pure hatred. I might not make it through this. His strength is staggering. My vision grows shadowed and speckled.

But I have a lot to live for. Contrary to what Esmeralda said, I am needed. “Everything you’ve…worked for is going…up in smoke, Cross,” I manage to wheeze out even though he’s crushing my windpipe. “Tell me, was it worth it?”

Cross tightens his grip. “Fuck you.”

Keller sails across the room and nails the side of Cross’s head full force with his boot. Cross bellows with rage, and I use the momentum of his fall to duck out of his grasp. Cross hits the ground and slides backward.

The fire roars behind me. I don’t turn to look, only embrace the heat as it caresses my backside. My job here is almost done. The end of one chapter means the beginning of another. The Assembly? That entire book needs to be rewritten. Those who are easily corrupted and don’t stand firm when their brethren is attacked don’t deserve to run the occult.

With a nod to Keller, I address every being in the room. “Either you’re with me or against me.” Even I know things aren’t as black and white as that. At the moment, I can’t bring myself to care. The old ways don’t work anymore. It’s time for change.

The nasties in the room look from Cross to me, as if they are unsure which side they should take. Funny. Their decision was clear before I started tossing around fire like baseballs.

Cross stands and moves closer. “No one is with you. I am the new Assembly. I am the law.” His voice shakes with barely restrained fury.

I swivel and send a bolt of fire toward Cross. With a hiss, he leaps out of the way and right into Keller’s awaiting fist. Keller strikes hard and Cross stumbles into the inferno. The ancient screams as the fire burns through his expensive suit and eats away at his flesh. He tries to stand but the flames pull him down. I consider saving him. A few more seconds and there will be no coming back from this. Cross’s reign will be over. I think about all the innocent people he has killed over the years, and I make the decision to do the right thing.

I lace my fingers through Keller’s and walk away. My team, Cassy and Melissa included, follow.

I wasn’t kidding about the others having to pick sides. All members of the occult will need to make a decision soon, because whether they like it or not…

The revolt begins now.

A note from Elle
 
Welcome to my crazy world. In the interest of full disclosure, I have to warn you that things tend to get a little weird around here. Don’t worry. I have lots of extra flashlights lying around for anyone who’s afraid of the dark. Confession: Not all of them have batteries. Good luck!  ~ Elle

Also by Elle J Rossi

 
The Josie Hawk Chronicles
Alabaster Nights
Indigo Dawn
Midnight Masque
* * *

The Brennan Coven
 
The Luminary
The Soother
* * *

Collections
Shatter

Never Fear

Never Fear – Phobias

Never Fear – Christmas Terrors

Jaded – A Starstruck Novella

Rehab Is For Witches
 
For an extensive booklist, visit Elle’s website

www.ellejrossi.com

WITCH HUNT

by Rachel Rawlings


Chapter 1

 
 
My head was killing me. The migraine moved through my head like a freight train and started almost immediately after I’d walked into Captain Matthison’s office. I’d worked for him up until a couple of months ago, when all hell broke loose in Salem.

I’m psychometric. The police once used my talents to interrogate suspects they brought in, and I was pretty skilled at it. Then Seamus walked into my interrogation room. That’s when my nice, little life started to fall apart.

I helped Seamus and the Council defeat the Morrigna—a centuries-old triad of pagan goddesses who had come back to reclaim their place at the altar of mankind. My reward for said good deed was my removal from the Salem Preternatural Task Force and a brand new assignment as the Council’s liaison. This all took place while I was recovering from the ass-kicking I received while I was helping them. Of course, Seamus was dead, so I guess I had nothing to truly complain about. It could have been worse. If there’s one thing I’ve learned while working for the Council, it’s that things can always get worse.

So far, my new job had entailed pretty mundane stuff, such as notifying my old department when we were going to have long-term visitors or keeping them informed of any trials and disciplinary actions within the Others.

The Others consist of beings such as vamps, weres, witches, and all things Fey. The Council was the judge, jury, and executioner of the Others. It was a rude awakening to find out just how much discipline they doled out. The only time the SPTF ever got their hands on an Other was when the crime spilled over to humans—even then, the Council had to approve it. I could count on one hand the number of times I had interviewed an Other in an interrogation room.

I may not have been thrilled with my new position, but the Council certainly was. Agrona was thinking up new ways to use me to infiltrate other vampire communities by going through the “vamp tramps”—humans that whored themselves out to vampires just for the erotic buzz that donating gave them. Mahalia was excited about finally shutting down the dark covens, and their forbidden human familiars, that had been growing in Salem. Roul, a were, was the only one who didn’t seem to have an ulterior motive. Then again, maybe that’s what this visit with Matthison was about.

Today was far from mundane. On the surface, it looked like a typical extended-visitation pass, but Matthison was no idiot. He knew this particular werewolf’s return to Salem was more than a vacation. This was like trying to pass off a cage match for the ballet, and he wasn’t buying any of it.

The wolves are very secretive about what happens in the packs. Humans only accepted the weres because of pack law. It’s civilized on the surface. Sure, it’s archaic at times, but it is similar to the human justice system. If Norms really knew how pack law worked, or the necessary violence woven into their laws, then it might make cohabitation a little complicated.

After the Shift—when the Others came out to the world—humans, or Norms, fell in line when they realized they were severely outnumbered by the Others. Weres make up the second smallest percentage of the Others—only slightly greater in number than the Fey. They just can’t reproduce at the same rate as vamps or witches, for example. Most people don’t survive a were’s bite or the infection that follows, and the infant mortality rate of those born to weres is sky-high. The packs keep their secrets because fear doesn’t just motivate, it unites. Humans may not have pitchforks and torches anymore, but bullhorns and signs aren’t much better. So if word got out that a lieutenant from a neighboring pack was here to challenge Salem’s pack leader in a fight to the death for control of the pack…Well, you get the idea.

“Maurin, who are you kidding? I’ve heard about this guy, and I’m not just referring to his last visit. He’s certifiable. You honestly expect me to believe that he’s here taking in the sights?” Matthison’s eyes were trying to bore a hole in my forehead from across his desk. It had never worked when I had been on his payroll, and it wasn’t working now.

Male weres are issued a pass for any stay over a week. I’m assuming that policy exists specifically for reasons like this. Weres are pretty territorial. If a were wasn’t petitioning to join a pack, then they were usually coming to challenge that pack’s leader. None of that had anything to do with the humans, except that it could get messy, and the SPTF would prefer to know what was going on before it showed up on the six o’clock news.

It was all formality. If Cash, or any other were, came into Salem, the Norms would never really know the difference. Matthison would notice more wolves, but what could he really do about it? Lucky for him—and the rest of the Norms—the Council loves formality. There are hundreds of different types of Others, and they all have their own laws. The Council upholds them all.

There are groups on both sides who want things back to the way they were before the Shift, especially the religious groups who believed the world was ending. And there are other groups within the Others who believe they are superior to humans. But the Shift was about cohabitation, not controlling the Norms. The Others just didn’t want to hide what they were anymore. It was a balancing act, but complying with human rules is easy. They’re nowhere near as strict as the laws the Others have imposed on themselves. This was why I was confident I’d be getting that pass.

“Yeah, actually I do.” I leaned back a little in my chair. I was about to put my feet up on his desk then thought better of it. “That’s what I’ve been saying for the last hour. He’ll be here in two days. So, are you clearing the extended pass or not?”

“When did you become so indifferent? You act like every day a were like Cash comes into town—like I should take him on a tour of the city.” He was shuffling papers around, and the conversation was finally coming to an end.

“Mmm, I think I stopped giving a shit somewhere around the time you sided with the Council and took me off SPTF.” That comment probably wasn’t going to help me.

He let out a sigh. “Against my better judgment, yes, you’ve got your pass. But if I catch one paw out of line, then I’m hauling his ass in and sending him back to Boston.” He was obviously irritated that he didn’t have enough information to officially deny the request.

“No arguments from me. Let me know when the paperwork’s ready and I’ll come by and pick it up.” What I wanted to say was, ‘It’s about friggin’ time! You kept me in here an hour to say what we both knew you were going to say when I first got here?’

I walked out of his office, grabbed the new cell phone the Council had given me, and texted the word ‘Done’. I’d fill them in on the captain’s suspicions later. It was too much to type on my phone. Cash’s pass was approved. That was the most important thing to convey to them.

I meant what I had said to Matthison. He wouldn’t get any arguments from me if they hauled Cash’s ass back to Boston. I’d worked with this wolf before. We may have spilled some demon blood together, and sent the Triad back to the Underworld, but that didn’t make us friends. In fact, I couldn’t stand him. He walked around half-cocked all the time, which may not have bothered me so much if I hadn’t seen the arsenal at his disposal. Maybe they’d pick him up on a gun violation. My instructions were to get the pass. They did not include helping him stay once he had received it.

.

Chapter 2

 
 
I’d barely gotten outside before my cell phone was ringing. It didn’t ring with one of my favorite songs, though, so I glanced at the little screen to see who it was before I answered. SPTF’s main line? I’d just left.

“Maurin Kincaide.” That was my professional greeting.

“It’s Matthison. You need to—”

“Too late. You already approved the pass. You don’t get to change your mind now.” He wasn’t going back on the pass, not after I had already sent word that it was approved.

“First, I only said yes to you. You don’t have my signature on the form yet. And second, I absolutely could go back on it if I wanted to, and there isn’t a damned thing that you could do about it. But that’s—”

“I could get someone to whip up a potion. I know people.” Almost to the corner, I pulled my coat a little tighter. It wasn’t officially winter, but the Solstice was only a week away. I could almost see the sign for the Daily Grind. Coffee was almost within my reach.

“They wouldn’t, and you know it. I didn’t call about the pass, Maurin. You need to come back in.” The friendly banter was over.

“Come back in? You make it sound like I’m wanted for questioning. Am I a person of interest, Captain?” Something was up. So much for a decent cup of coffee. It looked like I’d be slurping down more of the sludge they keep in the coffee pot in the break room.

“You are one of the most interesting people that I know. I need to talk to you about a case.” I could hear him talking to someone, but his hand was over the receiver, muffling his voice.

“Wow! Sounds like you need to meet some more people. Don’t you have any cops working for you anymore, or did you transfer all of them too? Why didn’t you ask me about this when I was in your office?” Of course, I had already turned around. My curiosity definitely peeked, but I didn’t want him to know that.

“I’m looking at it now for the first time. Just get your ass in here.” He hung up.

When I got back to Matthison’s office, he was gone. It didn’t take me that long to get there. I was right outside, for crying out loud. After scanning the desks outside his office, I found him bent over a folder with my least favorite detective—Masarelli. The one good thing about not being on SPTF anymore was not seeing Masarelli’s ugly mug every day.

I walked over to Masarelli’s desk. “Captain.” I didn’t even bother acknowledging Masarelli, the prick. I did, however, try to look at the file on his desk.

Before I could get a good look at anything, Matthison scooped up the folder and waved me into his office. Masarelli turned his best thousand-yard stare on me—as if I was intimidated by him. I was a better interrogator than he was, and he knew it. Of course, he would say it’s because I have advantages he doesn’t. While it is true that I have what I would call “helpful abilities,” it isn’t my fault I have them. Besides, I was convinced I would be a better interrogator than Masarelli even without those abilities. I gave him a wink and a smile over my shoulder and then followed the captain into his office.

He dropped the file onto his desk. “I need you to make a call.”

I shut the door behind me. “I’m sorry, what?” I hadn’t expected him to ask me to make a phone call. Talk to a suspect for old time’s sake maybe, but not a phone call.

“You’re the liaison. I need you to call the Council. Mahalia, specifically.” He started rubbing his forehead, which was always his tell that something was very wrong.

“Okay, and what is it that you’d like me to ask her?” It was never good when he reminded you what your job was. Something was wrong.

He dropped down in his chair. “Tell her that I’ve got a dead witch on my hands, and I need her to ID the body. She can meet us at the morgue. They’ve already finished processing the scene.”

“How are you so sure it’s a witch? If they only just finished at the scene, then there’s no way you have lab confirmation. What makes you say witch?” I was really hoping that he was jumping the gun on this.

There were lots of Norms who liked to masquerade around as witches in Salem. You could find a body in front of a cauldron with a broom in one hand and a wand in the other, and it still wouldn’t mean you had a real witch. True witches have a slightly different genetic make-up than Norms, but you’d never know it without the lab work.

He slid the folder across his desk, spilling its contents. “Besides the ‘thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’ carved into her abdomen, you mean?”

“Shit.” I picked up a photo off his desk. “Are her, are her hands cut off too?” Despite all the gross stuff I’d seen recently, I was still swallowing hard.

“Yeah, and her tongue was cut out too. Why would someone do that?” He wasn’t asking me, which was good because I didn’t have an answer.

“I’ll call Mahalia.”

She was waiting for us in the hallway outside the entrance to the morgue, her deep-burgundy dress in stark contrast to the white of the walls and floor. “Captain Matthison. Maurin.” Mahalia nodded at each of us in greeting.

“Ms. Amarelle. I’m sorry to see you again under these circumstances.” Matthison’s cop face was back on.

“Yes, well, I certainly appreciate your attention to this horrible crime. Even if she turns out not to be a member of my coven, the message seems to be directed at us.”

Matthison gave her a questioning look.

“Oh, I hope you don’t mind, I saw the medical examiner and asked him a few questions.” She slipped her arm through mine as we headed to the double doors.

“Normally, I would mind, but I’m hoping that you’ll be able to advise us as an expert in the study of witchcraft, regardless of the victim’s identity. You’ll need to know what we know. For the most part.” Matthison stopped just outside the door. “Norman’s not usually the chatty type. You didn’t do anything to him to get him to talk, did you, Ms. Amarelle? I can’t have him running his mouth to the press, you know.” Suspicion was clear in Matthison’s voice.

“Call me Mahalia, please. I wouldn’t think of it, Captain. I think he just took pity on an old woman.” She gave my arm a light squeeze as we walked into the medical examiner’s room.

Old woman, my ass. I’ve seen exactly what Mahalia can do. Whatever she had done to get the medical examiner to talk had better wear off quickly.

Mahalia walked right up to the table. The sheet wasn’t pulled over the girl’s face. She was young and pretty. What a waste. I was hoping Mahalia didn’t know her, and that she wasn’t a witch. Not knowing the name of the dead always makes it easier, less real.

“Her name is Laura Youngston. She recently moved to Salem. She wasn’t a full-blooded witch, but she was making great progress in developing her latent gifts. Maurin, if you would? I’d like to know who did this.” Mahalia motioned me over to her.

She was holding my hand, but not because she needed the support. Mahalia knew me pretty well, and asking me to read a dead girl would have definitely caused the old Maurin to bolt. I’ve never read a dead person before, but Mahalia was so confident in me, I felt as if I had to at least give it a try. I moved closer to the body. It was better if I just referred to her that way, I decided.

Matthison was mumbling to himself. “She’s never been able to do that before. Would’ve been helpful…”

“Oh, I think you’d be quite surprised what our Maurin is capable of, Captain. Go ahead, dear,” Mahalia said as she nudged me. Her voice was calm and sweet, as if she were pointing me toward a plate of cookies and a glass of milk instead of a corpse.

It was suddenly hot in here, which was odd for a morgue, so I knew it was brought on by my nerves. I unbuttoned my black wool pea-coat and moved in a little closer. I tried to tamp down the butterflies in my stomach as I lifted the sheet to expose her hands, and then I remembered they weren’t attached anymore. This felt wrong, so very wrong. I felt like some sicko necrophiliac or psychopath. I felt as if I were invading the dead girl’s space, or violating her privacy. I let the sheet fall and looked at Matthison.

“I need to see the hands.” My tongue suddenly felt thick and dry in my mouth, like a piece of dentist’s cotton that no longer belonged there.

Matthison winced. “I’ll get Norm.”

A couple of minutes later he came back in with Dr. Norman Walters. They were complete opposites. Matthison is tall, fit, and well-dressed, while Dr. Walters looked like an overweight Columbo. I could see the looks Normal, I mean Norman, Walters was giving me. Guess I can’t blame him, though. I’d think the same thing about someone asking to hold a dead girl’s amputated hands if I were him. He put a metal bin on one of those implement stands and rolled it over. And then he left, but not before giving me one last look. Suspicion and fear flickered in his eyes briefly and then disappeared. Walters closed the door gently behind him, as if the dead girl were simply napping on the cold, hard table.

“He didn’t say that I could touch them. He didn’t say anything, actually. Did you tell him what I needed to do? Of course you did. That’s why he didn’t say anything.” I was stalling.

“Yes, that’s why he was looking at you like you had six heads. Do what you need to do, Maurin so that we can get out of here. Twenty years of practice does not make this place any more pleasant.” He pushed the tray a little closer.

The delicate hands were palm up in the bin, thankfully. I didn’t want to touch them any more than I had to. I reached into the bin, my fingertips barely grazing hers. I was immediately overwhelmed with pain, excruciating, crippling pain. I couldn’t see anything beyond it.

I bit back the scream building in my throat. If I let it out, then the pain would completely overtake me. Every muscle in my body was suddenly exhausted. My fingers, lacking the strength to hold the connection to the dismembered hands, slipped away. The pain pulled back a little, but I could feel my knees start to give out, with no way to stop them. I was about to hit the floor when Matthison reached out to hold me up. He helped me over to a stool against the wall. Thank God for the wall, or I would have been headed for the floor again. I could barely find the strength to hold my head up.

Matthison grabbed my face with both hands, forcing me to focus on him. “Maurin, what the hell just happened? What did you see?”

I didn’t answer him. I had no idea what had just happened. And I wasn’t ready to tell him I hadn’t seen anything. “Mahalia, I think I did something wrong. It isn’t supposed to hurt like that, is it?”

She looked at the body on the table, her fledgling coven member, then back to me. “Perhaps this was not the best candidate for your first time.”

I was starting to get my second wind. “Perhaps we could have a little more instruction next time.”

She let out a somber laugh. “Perhaps. Dare I ask if you saw anything?”

“Nothing. Except for some flashes of light, like the pain was coming through as color, but I saw nothing useful at all.” I was frustrated. It didn’t matter if this was my first time trying to read the dead and I wasn’t a traditional medium. Everyone expected me to perform with my ever-growing powers, and I couldn’t. I felt like a hack.

“Let’s try the old-fashioned method for a change. My guys are working the evidence as we speak. We’ll be chasing down every lead. Just out of curiosity, is there a time limit on this new ability of hers, or can we come back to it if we need to?” Matthison thinks of everything, no wonder he’s captain.

“We have some time. Maurin, let’s get you something to eat. You need to regain your strength.” Mahalia was already leaving.

“What I need is a real cup of coffee,” I said, as I followed them out the door to the hallway.

Chapter 3

 
 
The three of us sat in Matthison’s office, each with a cup of sludge and a stale Danish. It was a far cry from my favorite chair and a perfectly-brewed cup of coffee at the Daily Grind, but it would have to do. This wasn’t a conversation we should be having anywhere besides his office.

Matthison was drumming his fingers on the mug his kids had made for him a couple of Christmases ago. It had ‘Number One Dad’ on one side and a family photo on the other. The mug certainly didn’t match the man sitting across from me right now. “I feel confident in saying that this perpetrator targeted the Salem Coven. Unless something happens, or some other evidence comes to light, we’ll proceed as such. The other arms of the Council don’t appear to be under threat, so that narrows down our list of suspects.

“Captain, surely you know the history of the Salem Coven? The witch hunts? The pointless persecution? The list of suspects is longer than you might think. There are too many to name off the top of my head actually, though we do keep a thorough database on the extremists. I’ll get a copy of our files for you immediately.” Mahalia got her cell phone out of a small velvet bag that hung from the rope belt around her waist.

I sat there, still recuperating. I heard her give instructions to someone on the phone to copy everything they had in their database and get it over here immediately. Matthison thanked her as she hung up the phone. He said something about how it would save them a lot of time. Their time was better spent on evidence, rather than chasing witch hunters on the Internet.

I gulped the rest of my coffee, fighting the shiver that made its way up my spine from the bitterness and got up for a refill. Remembering my manners, I asked if anyone else needed one, making my way to the coffee pot when neither raised a mug.

The room outside Matthison’s office was pretty quiet, despite the brutal murder that had occurred. Salem didn’t have a high murder rate, and a case like this, involving any faction of the Council, didn’t usually hit a detective’s desk. I would have expected more of a commotion. Someone slammed a phone down. Looking around to see who it was, I saw Masarelli grab his coat off the back of his chair and sprint for the door. The only problem was that I was in his way. He could have gone to his right, around another desk, but chose instead to barrel straight into me. I tried to move out of his way, but he still managed to clip me with his shoulder. My hip hit the desk next to me, and my mug crashed to the floor.

“You’re an asshole!”

He gave me the finger and was out the door.

Broken pieces of my coffee mug littered the floor. Half the witch on a broomstick that made up SPTF’s badge stared back at me from the shards of ceramic. And then it clicked. Masarelli was going to another crime scene. I looked up to find Matthison standing in his doorway.

“You and Mahalia are coming with me.” He pulled his keys out of his pocket and walked out.

Mahalia and I were right behind him. I was hoping she was going to speak up and say it wasn’t necessary for us to go to the crime scene. They weren’t really my thing. You’d think after the Triad and the whole demon army thing that a little crime scene wouldn’t bother me, but it still did. In the heat of battle, everyone feels invincible. Crime scenes have the opposite effect. It’s like they remind you of your mortality, even for those of us who are supposed to be immortal. Nothing is truly immortal; there is always a way to kill it. Even the immortals. Ironic.

There were at least half a dozen police cars, all with their lights still flashing, by the time we pulled up to the Witch History Museum. I can’t recall the last time we had a serial killer in Salem. Matthison parked behind Masarelli’s unmarked Impala. Yellow police tape was everywhere. Barriers were already set up to keep the media and onlookers back. We got out and followed Matthison since he was the only one of us with the credentials to get behind the tape.

The body was sprawled out across the front steps of the museum. Flashes from the crime scene photographer’s camera lit up the darkening evening sky. I rubbed my eyes to get the flash burn out. As the body came back into focus, its delicate curves and small frame told me the second victim was also a woman. Shit. A pattern was forming. My heart skipped a beat as I wondered if this time it would be a witch I knew. Please don’t let it be Amalie.

Matthison bent over the body. He looked up and waved me over. I held my breath, not because of the smell, it was too soon and too cold for that, but because I was afraid of whom it would be. As I got closer, I saw the victim’s hair, and relief washed over me. Jet-black hair with red tips fanned out from the pale face. Examining her striking features, I tried to figure out if I 'd met her before. I fought the urge to look away when I realized her eyes had been sewn shut. Matthison drew my attention to her exposed chest and the carving across her stomach.

‘Witches deserve the heaviest punishments above all criminals of the world.' The letters were small and neat, as if the killer had used a scalpel or something similar.

I was struggling with the killer’s logic. Witches deserved the harshest punishment? Really? I could think of several people, the killer included, who were capable of worse things than any witch I knew.

Whatever the logic, the point of these messages was crystal clear. The person who was doing this hated witches. The choice in victims so far showed that the killer was attacking the coven from the bottom up. We were dealing with a fanatic, an extremist, and that worried me more than having a murderer running loose in Salem. This was like a terrifying mix of a suicide bomber and serial killer. You can’t rationalize with a fanatic. You can never explain away their belief systems. Hatred is ingrained in every fiber of their being.

Matthison brought my attention back to the dead girl on the steps. There’d be time to profile the killer after we evaluated the latest crime scene.

“Who is she, Mahalia?” he asked.

“Julienne Blanc.” Mahalia’s stoic façade was starting to crack. “Julienne was a pure blood. She was stronger than Laura, but not as strong as any of the witches you know, Maurin.”

“Okay, so that pretty much confirms what I was thinking. Whoever is doing this is eliminating the weakest members first,” Matthison said.

“Well, of course they are. That’s what serial killers do, right? It’s about power for them—it’s about preying upon people. And predators go after the easiest prey. I can’t recall a case in history where the murder victims were all your size, for example.” I caught myself, stopping mid-ramble.

If we weren’t standing over a dead girl then that kind of logic might have earned a smile from Matthison. Right now, it just had him staring at me like I was nuts.

“What? You know it’s true,” On the defense, I crossed my arms over my chest with a little huff.

He waved it off. “No, no. You said ‘they’. Why did you say ‘they’?”

“I didn’t even realize that I had.”

He was pacing. “These two murders were too close together for just one person to have committed them.”

“Um, I hate to break it to you, Captain, but Jack the Ripper was one person, and two of his murders were very close together.” At least I thought I read somewhere that they were.

“You’re missing my point. It’s not that there are two murders this close together, but it’s the way the murders were committed. If you consider the lack of blood around the body, then she obviously wasn’t killed here. The words are meticulously carved into her abdomen. Her eyes were sewn shut, and I’m willing to bet if we opened her mouth we’d find her tongue is missing just like the other victim. This wasn’t rushed, but rather relished.” He paused.

There was something different about Julienne. “Why weren’t her hands cut off?” It was unusual for a ritualistic killer to change his m.o.

Matthison turned Julienne’s hand over with as much care as if she could still feel him touching her.

“Not cut off, but cut deep enough to be useless. See it all the time with attempted suicides.”

“Why?”

“They don’t mean to. They just cut too deep. So—”

“No. Why did they take their time with her and not with the other victim?”

“That’s a question for Mahalia, but if I had to guess, then I’d say that there’s a difference for the killer between half-blooded and full-blooded witches. It’s like they wanted it to last longer with her.” He turned to Mahalia.

Mahalia went white as a ghost. Which isn’t really an accurate comparison. I’ve seen ghosts, and they’re a lot more lifelike than you’d think. Something had her scared, and I’ve never seen her scared. I reached out and touched her arm. She jumped. It was small, but I felt it.

Matthison noticed too, except he mistook it for shock. “My apologies, Mahalia. I don’t mean to be inconsiderate. This must be disturbing for you—seeing two of your coven members like this in a matter of hours. I can have one of the officers take you home if you like.”

“Don’t let the gray hair and wrinkled body fool you, Captain. I am not that frail, and I have seen far worse than this in all my years. Maurin simply caught me deep in thought.”

I started to say it felt like more than deep thought to me, but decided not to interrupt her. What she said next made my jaw drop, however.

“There is no difference in half-blood or full-blood to them, Captain. Any trace of witch blood is too much. I know who did this.”

“What?” Matthison and I asked in unison.

“I know who is attacking us,” she said louder.

“Okay, would you like to share that bit of information with the rest of us?” Matthison pulled off a latex glove.

I got the feeling she suspected someone before we even got here, and it pissed me off that she hadn’t said anything sooner.

“Inquisitors.” She practically choked on the name.

“Inquisitors? I’ve never heard of them before,” I said, still stunned that it had taken her this long to fill us in on her thoughts.

“Well, you wouldn’t. You’re not a witch!”

I shrank back from her. She’d never spoken to me like that before—like I was an outsider.

“I’m sorry, Maurin. I didn’t mean to take my anger out on you.” She sighed.

“Mahalia, how can you be so certain that it is this group, these Inquisitors?” Matthison asked. “We’re not even finished here. We need to compare all the evidence that we’re collecting from both crime scenes. There could be more than what we see on the surface.”

“Well, of course I can’t be one-hundred percent certain, but we have been fighting groups like this, the Inquisitors specifically, for centuries. I’ll know more after I complete a recollection.” She stepped away from the body, looking more haggard than I’d ever seen her,

“A what?” Matthison asked the question that was on the tip of my tongue.

“Normally a recollection is a simple spell that is commonly used to draw out suppressed memories or to heal amnesiacs. This one will be more difficult since I won’t be using it on the living. Hopefully, we will have the same results, though I may need to consult with a necromancer.”

Mahalia’s new found fascination with the dead creeped me out.

“What?” I was saying that a lot more than usual around those two. “A necromancer, isn’t that a little on the darker side of things?”

“Like all things mystical, necromancy has gotten a bad name. They don’t raise legions of the dead. Well, some have tried, but most help the dead find their way to the other side. It’s a lot more shamanic than demonic. I have a friend I can call if need be.” Exhaustion filled her voice.

“Why didn’t you try this back at the morgue?” I asked, trying to hide the anger and confusion in my voice.

“I can understand why my decision would bother you, but the outcome would be the same. Julienne and Laura would still be dead. I am certain the captain’s forensics will tell him the same thing.” She picked at the hem of her sleeve, uncertainty shown through despite the confidence in her voice

“But why did you make me go through the whole failed reading if you could have just done a casting?” I didn’t bother hiding my irritation.

“I believe I mentioned that this was a much stronger version of the recollection. And by stronger, I mean harder to accomplish with a much larger power drain. I had hoped that your reading would be a success, and I wouldn’t have to deplete the coven’s power base only to find out that my suspicions were wrong.”

"But they aren’t wrong. We could be chasing these guys down already.” I was practically shouting.

I was pissed off, and she knew why. There were people that mattered to me in her coven. If it had been Amalie on those steps, I would have completely lost it. The only thing keeping me from total panic about Oberon was that the Inquisitors seemed to be going after women. Which seemed to prove my earlier theory about serial killers.

“I get it. Calculated risks. Why unnecessarily drain your power base? If it weren’t the Inquisitors, then you’d be left weak and possibly unable to defend yourselves against a different enemy. At least this way, now that we’re all on the same page, we can help protect you until you recharge,” Matthison piped in.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I almost laughed. “The Council still exists for a reason, Matthison. You can’t protect them anymore than you can protect yourself from them.”

I didn’t say anything else. I just walked back to the car. It was pretty obvious to me that we were done.

Chapter 4

 
 
I was already sitting shotgun in Matthison’s car by the time they caught up to me. Mahalia was on the phone, hopefully with Roul or Agrona. The scowl on Matthison’s face said he didn’t like the half of the conversation he was listening to. He got in the car and slammed the door shut. Mahalia ended her call and got in the back seat.

“If you could drop us off at Toil and Trouble, I would appreciate it,” she said, as her seat belt clicked into place.

“You’re out of your mind if you think I’m dropping you off alone anywhere. I’m coming with you,” Matthison obviously wasn’t concerned about her emotional state anymore.

“The meetings are private. There hasn’t been a Norm at a Council meeting in centuries. Our liaison will be happy to debrief you. Won’t you, Maurin?” Mahalia leaned forward, placing a hand the head rest of my seat.

“That’s half your problem if you ask me. You think that just because we don’t go all furry or drink blood or whip shit up out of thin air, that humans are useless, right? Well, let me clue you into something. We know about you now. All of us. And we notice shit like this, dead bodies and all. And in case you didn’t notice, the media was here tonight. I have people to answer to, Mahalia. I. Am. Coming. With. You.”

I knew that tone. This conversation was over, as far as he was concerned. He threw the car into reverse and sped off to Toil and Trouble.

He parked on the street, right in front of the bar. After all, it wasn’t likely he would get a ticket. Everyone knew his car. The doorman eyed Matthison as we got out. The three of us walked over as a group, behaving as if everything was fine; as if Matthison hadn’t just handed the High Priestess of the Salem Coven her ass.

“Good evening, Joe,” Mahalia said as he held the door open for us.

Joe didn’t look like a typical bouncer, or a Joe for that matter. He was my height and probably weighed less than I did. I couldn’t tell what he was, but if I had to guess, I’d bet he was Fey. Not that it mattered. If he was watching the door, then he was obviously a bad ass.

“Ladies.” Joe didn’t address Matthison; he just kept watching him. I guess he knew who he was and didn’t much like the fact the captain of SPTF was coming into this particular bar.

Neutral ground, Toil and Trouble was one of the few places in town where Others and Norms hung out together. The food was good, and the alcohol wasn’t watered down. The place was always packed, and this proved to be no exception.

Matthison took in the room, a look of surprise on his face. Guess he thought it would’ve been emptied out for the Council meeting. Mahalia on the other hand, looked like a cat drinking her cream, as he shivered slightly when the Council’s table came into view.

“You may know about us, Captain, but you don’t understand us.” Mahalia glided across the floor, not even trying to hide the fact that she was gloating.

Shedding her cloak, Mahalia took a seat next to Olwyn at the long rectangular table.

“What I don’t understand is why you would have a meeting in the middle of a bar.”

A chair short, Matthison dragged one of the wooden chairs over from an empty table next to us. He draped his coat over the back of it and sat down.

“Sometimes it’s easier to hide in plain sight.” All eyes at the table turned to Agrona. “Now, why is the human here? Did you bring me a gift?”

Mahalia cleared her throat. This was the first time I’d seen her nervous in front of the other Council members.

“Don’t tease him, Agrona. The answer to that question has two parts. The coven is under attack. Two of my members have been brutally murdered.”

“I’m still waiting for you to explain why you brought a human to a Council meeting,” Agrona snapped, giving her nails more attention than the human in question

Matthison started to say something, like he was going to justify his presence. I clamped a hand down on his shoulder and squeezed hard, holding on while I pulled out the chair next to his and sat down.

Apart from an occasional handshake, that was the most physical contact I’d had with him in all the years I’d known him. If it hadn’t been so necessary under the circumstances, then it would have been as awkward as hell. I wiggled out of my coat and hung it over the back of my chair as well.

“He is here,” Mahalia continued, “because the bodies were left for the police to find. The media has already gotten wind of the situation. They were all over the second crime scene. Matthison can help us by keeping the media at bay. We will use him to steer the media away from anything related to the Others or the Council.”

“I was under the impression that we had Maurin to handle things like that,” Agrona’s eyes shifted, scrutinizing every person sitting at the table

“It was never intended for Maurin to deal with the media. You should know this since it was you who worked out all the details of her position with me. The fewer people who know of her, the better. Why did you call this meeting, Mahalia? What would you have of the Council?” Ever the voice of reason, Roul tried to get the conversation back on track.

“We need protection. I must cast a recollection on the dead girls, and it will leave the entire coven weakened. I also ask for the protection of another, a person not of the coven but equally essential to performing the recollection,” Mahalia hurried through her request, nervously rearranging the place setting before her.

“We are always willing to help the coven. I offer you and your associate the protection of the pack for the next forty-eight hours. After that, you are on your own. I’m sorry, Mahalia, pack business. You understand. If there is nothing else that you require of the pack, then I will excuse myself and Olwyn from the rest of this meeting.” The two rose before any objections could be made.

Matthison watched them leave before turning his steely cop eyes in my direction. We all knew what Roul meant by pack business. Including Matthison. If we all walked away from this, then I’d have some explaining to do about Cash and his pass.

Agrona leaned across the table with her usual feline grace. This meeting was far from over.

“Who is this stranger that requires safe passage, Mahalia? I can’t recall the last time you asked for such a thing.”

“Her name is Graive Larrick. She is coming to help us with the recollection, and if needed, she will stay until the murderers are caught and punished.” She glanced at Matthison as she spoke that last word.

“Why are you avoiding a direct answer to my question?”

So Agrona noticed that too. It was pretty obvious Mahalia was skirting around something. She was giving up just enough to avoid lying.

“You are deliberately leaving something out. This leads me to believe that my Queen will not be happy about whatever it is you are hiding. Let us not have lies or deceit between us. After all, it was you who came to us for aid,” Agrona’s husband leaned forward, resting both elbows on the table.

“Kedehern, I am not lying or being deceitful at all,” Mahalia chose her words carefully, edging back from the table to put some distance between them.

“Splitting hairs, aren’t we? Intentionally withholding information is the same thing as lying,” he growled.

Kedehern was doing all of the talking, which usually meant that Agrona was too pissed off to speak. I was missing something.

“Spit it out, Mahalia. My Queen is getting irritated, and we all remember what happened the last time she lost her temper at a Council meeting.” The vampire king impatiently thrummed his fingers on the table top.

Matthison looked at me in confusion again. At some point I would have to regale him with the story of how the Vampire Queen had kicked my ass.

I hoped the ward held if Agrona lost her temper. The last thing we needed was for the shield to drop and the bar patrons to see what was happening in the back corner.

“I believe I mentioned the spell we will be using is to be cast on the victims. Since I don’t typically deal with magic involving dead things, this will be more difficult. However, Graive is a specialist in dealing with the dead,” Mahalia said, mumbling the last part.

The light bulb went off. I knew why the vamps were so pissed off with Mahalia.

“Absolutely not. We forbid it. I am astounded by your audacity, Mahalia. You come to us for help, and this is how you would repay us? No, I exercise my right as head of the Council to overrule Roul’s vote. He did not have all of the information before he made his decision,” Agrona’s nails, filed into razor sharp tips, impaled the tabletop and she gripped the edge, fighting to keep control.

“A necro is of no consequence to the pack, Agrona, so I am certain that Roul’s answer would have been the same, regardless,” Mahalia huffed, feigning confidence.

“Hear me on this, Mahalia. If your friend steps one foot in Salem, it is open season,” Agrona warned.

Matthison was dying to ask. I could see it on his face. He hadn’t made the connection yet and wanted to know why the vamps didn’t want Graive Larrick in Salem. He was concerned whether this was someone he wouldn’t want in Salem either. I squeezed his knee harder than I had his shoulder. His leg jumped under the table, but he got the hint. No sense drawing attention back to the human who wasn’t invited to the party right now.

“Agrona, please, I implore you. We must have the necromancer present. We must know for certain who is attacking us. I tried with Maurin, but it is too soon. She has not had enough training. Graive is coming only to help the coven. She will leave immediately after the threat is gone,” Mahalia pleaded.

“You ask too much of us, Mahalia. To let a necro walk among us? Freely?” Kedehern was doing the talking again. That was probably a bad sign.

“They’ve been hunted to near extinction. You are the Battle Lord and Carnage. What is one necromancer when compared to you? I would not ask this if it wasn’t absolutely necessary for the coven,” Mahalia insisted.

There was a long silence before Kedehern finally consented, but not before he gave Mahalia a warning.

“This necromancer will be gone as soon as you have eliminated the threat to the coven. We will instruct our family to leave her alone. However, if vampires outside of our domain learn of your guest we cannot, and will not, interfere. If we feel that it is taking too long, or the necromancer is going against the temporary truce we are offering,” Kedehern paused, looking at Matthison, “then there will be repercussions.”

Mahalia only nodded as Agrona and Kedehern left the bar. Thank God that was finally over. I slumped back in my chair, exhausted from the meeting.

“Uh, fill me in on what the hell just happened here. Why is the necro such a big deal?” Matthison asked.

I felt bad for Matthison. He was way out of his league here. I just hoped it didn’t get him killed. Mahalia looked worse than I felt, so I decided to field this one.

“What do necros do, Matthison? They control the dead, right? And so they can also control the undead. You know, because they are technically not alive, in that they have no heartbeat. You follow?”

I could see it on his face when he got it.

“That’s a big risk, Mahalia.” Back in cop mode, Matthison sounded like he was talking to a cadet instead of the high priestess of the Salem coven.

“Believe me, Captain, if I knew another way, she wouldn’t be coming.” Mahalia looked exhausted.

Chapter 5

 
 
No matter how many times I hit the snooze button, my alarm wouldn’t shut off. Probably because it wasn’t my alarm clock doing the buzzing. I fumbled around on my nightstand for my cell phone, finally answering after what had to have been the hundredth ring.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” I managed to say.

“The witching hour. There’s been another murder. I’ve arranged a ride for you. Be outside in five minutes.”

“Mahalia? What?”

She’d already hung up. I fell out of bed, grabbed a pair of jeans, a black tee, and a gray hoodie. At least that’s what color they looked like in the dark. I threw my hair up in a clip and slipped on my three-hole docs. I didn’t have time for the eights today. I was at the door before I remembered I needed deodorant and that I hadn’t even brushed my teeth.

Matthison was waiting impatiently for me when I came out of my apartment. Damn, it was cold. The cold air woke me up enough to make me realize I had not dressed properly, and my coat was still lying on either the floor or the couch. Matthison did not look like he would wait for me to go back and get it. I’d have to suck it up, I guess. I was not even completely inside the car before he started spewing the details.

“This one is the worst. The violence is escalating. They had her for a while, might’ve even taken her first. They beat her, tortured her, mutilated her like the others, and then they hung her in a tree,” he grimly informed me.

His knuckles were white from the grip he had on the steering wheel. Mine were white from the grip I had on the ‘oh shit’ bar and the dashboard. I was pretty sure we had been up on two wheels around that last corner. Wherever we were headed, we’d make it there in record time; that’s for sure.

“What did the carvings say?” I never thought I’d ask someone that question. I was warming my hands in front of the vents.

“That’s what bothers me the most. No carvings. No message of any kind. I don’t get it. Why the change in MO?” he asked, without taking his eyes off of the road.

“Mahalia already knows?”

“Yeah. She’s keeping the crime scene contained. She seems to think that the hanging is the message. She said she’d explain when we got there.” Matthison’s fingers flexed, gripping the wheel a little harder than necessary.

It was pretty obvious he was losing his patience with the coven.

“So she’s certain it’s the Inquisitors. I guess she won’t need the recollection after all.”

“No, she’s still going through with it,” he managed through gritted teeth.

I was having a hard time keeping up. Not enough sleep, which you’d think I’d be used to by now, and not enough caffeine. I hadn’t even been paying attention to where we were going, but as soon as the gables poked out above the trees I knew. I’d been there so many times over the last couple of months that I probably knew the precise GPS coordinates. I could have kicked myself for not realizing it sooner. Matthison said Mahalia already knew, and that she contained the scene. She had found the body.

Magic pricked along my skin as we crossed Mahalia’s ward. I should be used to all the magic by now, but I was still impressed by the lack of flashing lights and pressing mob of reporters. Matthison parked alongside the front hedge, leaving just enough room for me to squeeze out the passenger side door.

“How long do you think she can hold everyone back like this?” Matthison looked a little awestruck.

“As long as she wants to, I guess. The coven did a hell of a job keeping Salem from knowing there was an army of demons running loose a few months ago. Hell, you probably wouldn’t have known if they didn’t tell you.” I had to shimmy between the car and the bushes.

“I don’t know whether to be impressed or concerned here, Maurin.”

“Both, if you’re smart,” I said flatly.

He crossed the eerily quiet street to an old tree. The outline of a mangled body was becoming clearer as I caught up to him.

“They haven’t cut her down?” I stepped up beside him, rubbing my hands up and down my arms.

“I haven’t called it in yet. And where the hell’s your coat? You’re going to freeze to death out here.”

Whether or not I could actually freeze to death was debatable. I wasn’t a crime scene investigator, however, so I did my best to stay out of his way. For all I knew I was trampling on a critical piece of evidence right now. Although it wasn’t like the killers would ever see the inside of a jail cell, let alone a courtroom, I was just hoping Matthison didn’t try to get in the way of the Council on this. He had to know this couldn’t play out in the human justice system.

“They didn’t kill her here, either. Like the second girl, there’s not enough blood. She wasn’t dead long before they hung her here for Mahalia to find.” Matthison raked his fingers through his hair, a tell he was frustrated. And pissed.

“Better for Mahalia to find her than an officer cruising by on patrol.” It wasn’t much consolation, but it was all I had and it was the truth.

“Wow, criticism and disdain in only a few months. I’d expect that from the rest of them, but not you, Maurin. I thought you’d remember where you came from, who took you in, gave you a job,” he snapped.

“Excuse me? Took me in? Like I was some kind of stray? You’re kidding me, right? You came looking for me, remember? Not the other way around!” Now that my temper was warming me up, my teeth had stopped chattering.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t see the Council hanging around when I came recruiting you. I’m trying to understand all this stuff going on with you, really. What I don’t get is how easy all of this is for you!” Now he was shouting.

“Easy? Who said any of this was easy? Does the last thirty-six hours seem easy to you? Stop taking out your inferiority complex on me!” I closed the distance between us and jammed a finger in his chest.

“I do not have an inferiority complex! What pisses me off is that they’re acting like this is just another day in the supernatural community. They’re just stirring some shit up in their cauldrons, and meanwhile there’s a dead girl across the street. And it sure didn’t take long for you to fit right in over here—now that you are Mahalia’s star pupil, and you are cozying up with your new boyfriend!” Matthison pointed from the body to me, almost poking me in the chest like I’d done to him. Almost.

We were seconds away from a shoving match.

“Well, that’s the difference right there, isn’t it? I don’t have to fit in with them, because I am one of them. I was perfectly happy at SPTF, just being better than Masarelli. You’re the one who agreed to my new job status without me even being conscious to voice my opinion!” I sighed, suddenly exhausted and wanting the whole thing to be over. “All I meant was that the fewer people involved in this the better, and you damned well know it. And I am not having this argument with you while there’s a girl hanging in a tree, and I’m freezing my ass off!” I was done with this conversation.

I couldn’t believe he was starting shit with me now, or at all, for that matter. What the hell did I do to him to deserve this? I headed back across the street to talk to Mahalia. Without Matthison.

“Maurin, wait. Maurin, hold up a second. We’re not finished,” he called out.

“Go to hell!” Thankfully, the only footprints I heard as I crossed the street were my own. Matthison could stay there and examine the crime scene by himself. I was going to find out more about the Inquisitors from Mahalia. She hadn’t been truly forthcoming about them so far, and that tactic wasn’t stopping the bodies from piling up. Maybe Oberon would be there. If Mahalia wouldn’t talk, then I bet I could get him to tell me.

We were taking things slow since the metaphysical connection had been thrown at us a few months ago. The more time I spent with him though, the more I was sure the feelings I had for him were my own and not just attributable to some magical bond. Scota, a.k.a. the person I was in a past life that had suddenly resurfaced in my present life to help defeat the Morrigna, complicated things. Apparently Scota knew Oberon, or Oberon’s past self, and they had been lovers. Those past feelings had spilled over for both of us when we fought the Triad together. But as I gained more control of my new abilities, and Scota became more a part of me, and less a force fighting for control of me, I knew that I was falling for him all on my own. I just hoped Oberon was starting to feel the same way. Understandably, it’s all a little confusing, which is why we’re taking it slow so far.

The warmth from inside the house stung my face as I opened the door. The grandfather clock chimed once as I stepped into the foyer. One o’clock. Officially only one hour in, and I was already starting to hate this day. As if Matthison’s diatribe wasn’t bad enough, I walked into Mahalia’s to see some bimbo pressed up against Oberon. Two things immediately came to mind. I obviously should have knocked before entering, and I really wished I had driven myself here.

There was a familiarity and a history between them that I couldn’t ignore. She was draped across him with the confidence of a lover and eyeing him up like a lioness stalking a gazelle. I didn’t want to just stand there and see if their cuddling went any further, and I really didn’t want to go back outside and deal with Matthison either. Tired and pissed off, and probably against my better judgment, I decided to stay.

“Hey.” I walked from the foyer down the two steps and into the sunken living room, struggling to keep the jealousy and anger out of my voice.

They both looked up. Only one of them looked happy to see me, which only pissed me off more.

“Maurin, hey. I was just showing Graive the quotes that the Inquisitors used. I found them in the Malleus Maleficarum,” Oberon said.

“Yeah, it looks like you’ve been buried in work.”

He looked a little confused by my blatant irritation with him. I watched, satisfied, as the realization crossed his face. He pushed her long leather-clad legs off of his lap and stood up.

“So, you’re the necro?”

“Maurin. I’ve heard a lot about you. Have you come to watch Oberon work the recollection with me?” She grabbed Oberon’s hand to pull herself up from the couch and didn’t let go of his hand to greet me formally.

After what I’d just seen, I wasn’t in a big hurry to shake hands with her, either, especially since she was eyeing me up like competition, and Oberon hadn’t shaken his hand free from hers. It was hard to believe just by looking at her that the vampires, especially ones as old and powerful as Agrona and Kedehern, would even give her a second thought. However, the look she was giving Oberon at the moment was making me glad the vampires had placed a time limit on her little visit. “So you’re working with her on the recollection?”

“Yes, we’ve…well, you could say we’ve worked together before, and Graive said she’d get better results if she had a connection with the person assisting her. So, I volunteered, naturally.”

“Well, isn’t that convenient. So when did you figure out the book connection? Is the Council just letting him play pretend or you planning on showing that to Matthison?” I was trying to change the subject and not focus on the beautiful necro making moves on the guy I was sort of dating.

“Show me what?” Matthison’s voice came from behind me.

Damned carpeted floors. I almost laughed out loud at the irony of that thought. The sleazy ex-girlfriend necro was probably thought the same thing.

After the argument we’d just had outside, I wouldn’t have expected to feel relieved to have Matthison here, but I was. I felt like there was someone who had my back if this bitch goaded me into hitting her. As if I needed much goading right about now.

In an obvious attempt to clear the tension in the room Oberon started to fill Matthison in. “I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d seen the phrases carved into the victims’ stomachs before, so I started digging in Mahalia’s library. I’ve been neck deep in books this whole time.”

That last bit seemed directed at me, but I wasn’t buying it. Not that he was researching all alone this whole time anyway.

Matthison grabbed the book from Oberon and flipped to the first tabbed page. He quickly slammed the book shut.

“How long have you known?” Matthison’s anger radiated off him in waves.

I’d been on the receiving end of the look in his eyes more than once during my time with SPTF.

“Not that long. A few hours, I guess. Why? What’s going on?”

“Where’s Mahalia?” Matthison demanded.

“Out back finishing the preparations for the recollection. Am I missing something here?”

Matthison was already on his way to the backyard when I decided to follow him. That decision may have had something to do with the fact that I really didn’t want to be around Oberon and the crypt-keeper right now. I heard the screen door creak and picked up the pace with Oberon calling after me as I snatched a coat off the hook by the back door. That was the second time in one day I’d stormed off leaving a man calling my name. And the sun hadn’t even come up yet.

Matthison was already tearing into Mahalia when I got outside. And she was giving it right back to him. “It is irrelevant at this point, Captain. You’re here now and have been given the information.”

“How is it irrelevant? The girl hanging from the tree across the street wasn’t dead when you figured out the connection to the book, and it seems to me that all of the evidence is pointing to this Inquisitor organization. If you’d been a little more forthcoming, then we might have prevented that girl’s death!” There was no missing the anger in his voice.

“Unfortunately, Captain, I think if you’re honest with yourself then you would admit that the poor young witch out there really was dead long before we made the connection. So drop the bravado and try to keep up. I know what I’m doing. You’ll have to trust me on that,” Mahalia calmly replied.

“Until tonight, I actually thought that you were different. I thought that we were legitimately going to work together on this. But I can see now that you’re just like the rest of them.” Matthison gestured to the crowd in her yard. “You’re working angles, trying to figure out the best way to use my team and me. Well, let me clue you in. That magical manipulation you’ve got going on with Maurin isn’t going to work on me!”

“Matthison!” I scolded.

“If you want a ride home on something other than a broomstick, then I suggest you get your ass back to my car now.”

Whoa. I’d never seen him so pissed off. He was looking for me to choose a side. I was either with him, or I was with them.

Before I could answer, Mahalia kept right on pushing Matthison to his limit.

“But Captain, I thought you wanted to be present for the recollection?” Mahalia taunted.

“You’re doing it now? Outside?” I asked in disbelief.

Damn! Even wearing the coat I’d pilfered, it was cold. I looked finally noticing everyone was bundled up for casting spells outside in the December dawn, except of course, for the wolves. They were always easy to spot because they were always dressed like it was twenty degrees warmer outside than it was. Roul sent over four of his best. I recognized a couple of them from my first Council meeting. I looked back over at Matthison, but he had become suddenly silent.

Holy shit. The captain was a shade of red I have never seen before. I had no idea why Mahalia was antagonizing him, but Matthison’s head looked like it was about to explode. For a second, I thought Mahalia had cast a spell on him because he didn’t move, but then his hard eyes turned toward me. With one look, I knew I’d better plant my feet right next to him and not move an inch, or all of his pent-up anger would be unleashed. On me.

He wasn’t my boss, and I wasn’t scared of him or losing a measly paycheck anymore. The dynamic of our relationship shifted once I changed, but I still respected him. I still considered him a friend too, despite our argument earlier. So, I stood beside him while Mahalia finished her preparations.

It was only a few minutes before more coven members arrived outside. Amalie came bopping my way, but I shook my head discreetly to stop her approach. I was pretty sure that under normal circumstances Matthison would enjoy Amalie’s company. This was not what I would classify as normal circumstances, however. She took the hint and held up her hand with two fingers extended in the universal signal for ‘call me later’. She went to stand by the sisters, Juno and Phallon. I half expected some giant circle formation, but everyone seemed to be broken off in their usual little groups, chatting away, their warm breath making little clouds in the air.

A hush fell over the crowd as Oberon and Graive made their way to Mahalia, stopping just outside her circle. I knew he was helping Graive with the spell, but did Oberon have to escort her everywhere while he was at it? I was pretty sure she could make it across the backyard by herself. I shoved my hands in my pockets as if I could shove my feelings down into them too.

The old, wooden screen door slammed shut one last time as two men came out carrying a large linen-wrapped bundle. They were struggling with the awkward package. It was hard to tell at first, but as they kept walking I figured out exactly what was shrouded in all that linen. At some point they had removed the body from the tree across the street and prepared it for the casting. Matthison and I seemed to reach that conclusion at the same time. Mahalia had been goading him into a fight as a distraction, and Matthison was so pissed off already that it had worked. I hated being manipulated, and I knew that my former boss liked it even less.

I started weaving my way over to Amalie, knowing she was my best shot at getting any information. Matthison gave up his statue impression and followed me. I knew he would. He wanted to know the reason for the big ruse as much as I did.

“Don’t look at me, Maurin. I had nothing to do with it,” Amalie said, her hands raised in mock surrender.

“That statement implies knowledge. I know you know what’s going on. Spill it.” I tried not to direct my anger at her.

She hesitated, but only for a second; quickly coming to the decision that while Mahalia would explain this all away with eloquent and political perfection, there was no way in hell the two of us were going to wait that long to hear it.

“They knew he’d be pissed off that they had to move the body and mess up the crime scene or evidence or whatever, so Mahalia kind of picked a fight with him to keep you both distracted while they prepared the body for the recollection.” Amalie’s explanation tumbled from her mouth in one breath.

“So she thought that once she moved the body and started working her magic that I would just go along with destroying a crime scene and contaminating evidence? How the hell am I supposed to call this in now? This was not what we agreed on.” Matthison crossed and uncrossed his arms over his chest.

I didn’t realize Mahalia had agreed to anything, but I wasn’t about to point that out now because Matthison’s angry whisper was a hell of a lot scarier than when he actually raised his voice. Mahalia could review the terms of their prior arrangement with him her damned self.

“Oh come on, Captain, don’t be so indignant. Do you actually expect me to believe that Norms never contaminate a crime scene? You already have two bodies.” Amalie’s demeanor changed. Some of the innocence shifted away, revealing the smart and cunning witch underneath.

“This isn’t any different from any other serial-killer case where you don’t have all the bodies. Charge and convict for two murders, when you know that they killed five. But let’s be honest, deep down you know this won’t end in a trial, and that’s conflicting with your belief system. That’s why you’re so angry.”

The reality of what Amalie said seemed to hit home with Matthison. So did the fact that it was too late to do anything about it. Mahalia had, in fact, been honest when she told the Council he could be useful in keeping the media and the humans away. They had been focused on his team’s investigation, and not the coven’s comings and goings. I expected more anger from him, but instead he just looked defeated.

Amalie sighed. “This is why I think that Mahalia should have explained it to you.”

While we had been brought up to speed, the coven members closest to the circle had been busy finalizing everything for the casting. I turned my attention back to them just in time to see Graive slice Oberon’s palm, letting his blood drip down into the salt circle. He wasn’t officially mine. A few dates obviously didn’t cement anything, but still I didn’t want her touching him. I only got a step closer before Amalie grabbed my arm, stopping me in my tracks.

Graive sliced her own palm, and then joined her hand with Oberon’s. They walked the perimeter of the circle like morbid dancers.

I started to feel a little sick. It wasn’t the blood. I’ve seen, and unfortunately been covered in, a hell of a lot more than that. It had to be the magic building as they walked the circle one more time. My chest tightened as they started their third pass, making it hard to breathe. I leaned forward a little, bracing myself with my hands on my thighs and tried to catch my breath.

“You okay?” Amalie asked, bending down to eye level with me.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. I probably just need to eat or something,” I replied, somewhat unconvincingly. I felt something tearing inside, like a rope being sliced apart with a dull knife.

“You sure?” Amalie asked, watching Graive and Oberon complete their final pass around the circle.

I waved her off, forcing myself to stand up straight. I probably should have just kept my head down. Someone had pulled away part of the shroud that covered the dead girl’s face. Apart from my distaste for Graive, the ceremony wasn’t that unusual. That is, until the corpse sat up. It was right about then that I realized just how far from normal my life had veered off course. If I thought it was strange, Matthison must have been about to lose his mind.

“Don’t worry; it’s not going to get all Night of the Living Dead. I mean she’s definitely got a healthy appetite for meat now that she’s a zombie…er ‘animated corpse’, but the shroud that they wrapped her in is heavily spelled and she’s contained within a circle. They’re usually strong when they’re first made, but everything should hold. It should be fine.” Amalie seemed relaxed, prattling on about the zombie as if we were discussing the last Bruins game.

I glanced at Matthison, then back to Amalie. “Not really helping.”

“Bet you thought you’d seen it all, huh Matthison?” Amalie quipped.

“I’m starting to see why Agrona and Kedehern have a strict ‘no Necro’ policy,” he said, without even looking at her.

So was I.

Graive stood in front of the zombie she had just raised, careful not to cross the circle. I didn’t know much about Necros or zombies, but I did know the fresher the corpse was, the smarter the zombie was. If Graive was as good as they said she was, then this could all be over in a matter of hours. I could tolerate her for a few more hours if it meant catching the killers.

She started asking simple questions like: ‘What’s your name?’, ‘Where did you live?’ et cetera. The zombie answered those with no problem, despite not having a tongue, which was an enigma that someone would have to explain to me later. The night had gone completely silent as we all stood watching Graive talk to the dead girl, waiting for the one little detail that would lead us to her killers. Graive started asking her about the last day of her life. “Where was she when they took her?” Graive inquired. “In the coffee shop,” the girl replied.

But when Graive asked her to describe the place where she had actually died, everything went to hell. Apparently some zombies don’t really understand or remember that they’re dead and don’t appreciate being reminded of it at all. I should have known our zombie would react this way.

The zombie started screaming that they had her, and wailing for someone to help her. We all crept forward. We were hoping the pleas for help would hold some clue. The zombie then started to struggle with its bindings. Her screaming became less coherent, quickly going from clear, concise yells for help to indecipherable shrieks of pain. Her eyelids flew open, and she searched the crowd with nothing but the empty sockets that once held her eyes.

A feeling of blinding pain and blackness came over me. I had to fight to stay on my feet. It was the same as in the morgue, which didn’t make sense because I wasn’t even touching this girl. I looked around to see if anyone else was experiencing the same thing. It was hard to tell. The winces and grimaces could just be from the horror of listening to the girl’s suffering, and not from anyone else actually feeling it themselves, the way I was. Matthison looked at me. He could sense I was struggling. He had been with me at the morgue and looked pretty pissed I was going through that experience all over again. He started moving toward Graive, but I couldn’t go after him yet. I couldn’t call out to him either, not that he would have heard me over the zombie girl’s screaming. The pain hadn’t dropped me to my knees yet, but I didn’t have a handle on it either. If I moved now I would probably end up on the ground, no better off than the zombie. I felt as helpless as a Norm, and that really pissed me off for some reason.

Matthison made it to Graive’s side and had his gun to her temple before anyone could do anything to stop him.

“Shut it down, Graive,” he ordered.

“That’s not your call, Captain.” She was eerily calm for someone who has a gun held up to her head. It probably wasn’t the first time.

“Five solid minutes of her screaming hasn’t gotten us any closer to a location. Look around. Bringing you in was supposed to help the coven. They don’t look like they’ve been helped at all by you,” Matthison’s self control was slipping.

“It’s a little early to tell.” Graive didn’t so much as blink.

I couldn’t hear him click the safety off, but I knew exactly when he did so by the subtle twitch in Graive’s eye. The pain was suddenly gone, but it was replaced with an intense hunger. Graive was losing control of her zombie. Matthison was making it worse. He just didn’t know it yet.

The zombie thrashed on the ground, struggling to free herself from both the wrappings and the circle that bound her. This might have been my first, and hopefully my last, zombie-raising, but I was pretty sure this wasn’t how it was normally done.

Pushing back against the gnawing feeling of hunger, I discovered more strength within me than I would have expected. Matthison needed to back off. I wanted this over as much as he did. This fiasco had gotten us nowhere fast, but turning Mahalia’s backyard into a scene from Dawn of the Dead wasn’t going to solve anything either. Trying to walk through all the magic in the air between me and Matthison was like trying to walk out into the ocean against the incoming tide.

The shot fired from Matthison’s gun cracked through the air, shattering the magic around us. Graive went down. Time stopped for a second and then picked up as if someone had pressed the fast forward button. People were scrambling everywhere. I pushed my way through the sea of people. How did this all go so wrong so fast?

I squeezed through the last set of shoulders that were pressed together. Graive was down, but not from the gunshot. Oberon must have pulled her down because there she was, splayed across him, while he held her face in his hands. The zombie witch was officially and permanently dead. There’s no reanimating someone whose brains are splattered all over the grass.

“What the fuck is the matter with you?” Oberon shouted from underneath the Crypt Keeper.

“What’s the matter with me? What’s the matter with all of you? How could you just stand here and apathetically listen to this girl relive the pain she experienced only hours ago?” Matthison waived his gun around, a few of the witches ducking in case he accidentally squeezed the trigger. “Listening to her die all over again isn’t getting you any closer to finding the Inquisitors. It’s a good thing you all have these amazing powers, because you all appear to be fucking idiots!”

Oberon gently pushed Graive off to the side and started to get up. I stepped in front of Matthison, backing him up.

“For the record, Mahalia, there was nothing shamanic about what went on here tonight. We’re done here.” I turned, pushing against Matthison’s chest, physically forcing him to back up even further.

He finally relented, and we made our way through the stunned crowd. I stupidly looked back and watched Oberon help Graive up, tenderly brushing dirt off her arms and smoothing her hair. We headed toward the side gate. The closer to the fence we got, the more the whispering picked up. I heard Mahalia tell Amalie to let me go. I squashed the little pang I felt when it wasn’t Oberon calling for me to stay. As the fence gate clicked shut, I couldn’t help feeling it was a perfect metaphor for my almost relationship with Oberon.

Chapter 6

 
 
 
The drive back to my apartment was quiet and thankfully short. It was a little after four in the morning and still dark. Matthison turned into the driveway and then into the small paved lot behind the building, stopping next to my car. I opened the car door and knew something was wrong the second my foot hit the pavement. Like an idiot, I alerted Matthison to the situation and then proceeded to waste my breath in telling him to stay in the car. I might as well have given him an engraved invitation. Matthison quietly pushed his door closed as mine slammed home, earning me a grimace over the roof.

“There’s no point in being quiet. They have us right—”

Matthison cut me off with the universal gesture for shut up and proceeded to motion toward the trees across the little parking lot. I couldn’t help wondering why, in these types of situations when the person is right next to you, he or she insists on using commando hand signals. Are they the same everywhere? Does everybody know them? I obviously missed the day they taught them at school.

I stopped a few feet from the protection of our cars, grabbing Matthison’s shoulder.

“Seriously, we’ve already fallen right into their trap. It’s just a matter of when they’re going to spring it.”

“Well, that doesn’t mean we make it easy for them, Maurin. I taught you better than that.” Resting a reassuring hand on mine, Matthison gave a little squeeze before letting go.

“There isn’t enough training in the world for this shit. You’re just going to have to trust me on that.”

Right on cue, the shadows between the trees began to move together. Huddled in one large, black-robed mass, they moved out from their cover and stood at the curb across from us. There were only six in front of us, but I knew more would be coming.

“Still think it won’t be easy for them?” Sarcasm saturated my voice.

“Six on two? I’ll take those odds.”

“I’d like them a little better if I had my sword,” Grumbling, I edged a little closer to him.

“Why is it you don’t have a gun?” Matthison handed me his Berretta, keeping a Glock and a 357 snub nose revolver for himself.

.

“The gun I had went with the badge I don’t have any more. Remember? Besides, the crowd I’ve been hanging around lately isn’t all that intimidated by guns.”

“Yeah, I guess not.” Matthison chuckled. “Well, kid, now would be a good time to use some of those amped-up skills that you have acquired.”

It was my turn to chuckle. “Well, old man, it’s not like I can shoot laser beams from my eyeballs yet, so we might have to do this the old-fashioned way. Most of what I can do is best for melee fighting anyway.”

“That would have been good to know before I got out of the car.”

One male voice broke through the monochromatic crowd. “Spare the man and come with us. If you refuse, you both will suffer.”

I looked at Matthison. The offer was tempting. My odds of surviving a hostage situation were far better without him. If I couldn’t get free on my own, I could definitely hold out longer than he could. It wasn’t fair to drag Matthison any further into this shit storm than he already was. Something in my posture must have shown I was considering it, because before I could even make up my mind he was moving. He took a few steps, arms slightly out from his sides, his hands loose on the grips. I hoped he had a plan because I had no idea what the hell he was doing.

The unknown voice called out—this time to Matthison. “Our fight is not with you. Walk away, and we will spare you. Why would you want to help her? She’s not like you, she’s not human.”

My heart slammed against my ribs as I saw what he was about to do. Maybe in a Quentin Tarantino movie with better guns this would be a good plan, but it would never work in real life.

I felt the Inquisitor move before I saw it. Magic, different from the coven’s, electrified the air. Before I could process how that was even possible, I was in motion. Matthison flicked his wrists, tightening his grip back on the guns and let his first shot fly as I slammed into him. The road rash he’d suffer would be far less painful than whatever the Inquisitors were about to hit him with.

I rolled off Matthison and was scrambling to pick up my gun when the first bolt of lightning hit me. The fried eggs that were once my brain tried to tell me it wasn’t real lightning, but my body was screaming, ‛Bullshit!’ White-hot pain ran through every part of me. For the first time in my life, I prayed for death as the second bolt arced through my body. Magic I didn’t even understand stripped me bare of all my strength and abilities. I couldn’t defend or heal myself. I was completely immobilized except for the screams of agony tearing my throat apart.

Just yesterday, I feared Matthison was in over his normal head. Now I hoped the same human nature would spare him from the Inquisitors.

The sound of drums, no, footsteps, broke through the pain. It was drowned back out when I was lifted up by my arms and legs. My head bobbed around, unsupported. I tried to lift it, which my captors mistook for resistance. I couldn’t have escaped their clutches if I had tried at that moment, but I was instantly struck with aftershocks nonetheless. I think I blacked out briefly.

My eyes didn’t want to work, so I tried desperately to listen for any sound of Matthison. Nothing. I told myself the silence was probably a good sign. They didn’t want Matthison. He’s human. If he cooperated, he might walk away from this. I’m an Other. I’m friends with, and work for, most of the people the Inquisitors want to kill. I had to come up with something quick or I was definitely a goner.

The Inquisitors were going to move me somewhere. I could hear bits and pieces of conversations, just not enough to figure out where they intended to take me. By the sound my body made when it hit the metal floor, and the sound of two metal doors slamming shut, I figured they had thrown me into the back of an old work van. Panic didn’t set in until I realized I was hog-tied, and I didn’t remember that occurring at all. Of course, that led to even more panic when I couldn’t open my eyes. Had they sewn them shut? I had lost some time after the lightning strike. But how much? I needed to keep my head together. Freaking out wasn’t going to get me anything but a faster death.

The van pulled out of what I could only assume was my apartment’s parking lot. I fell over onto something I hoped was Matthison as they tore out onto the main road. I tried to measure the distance we traveled, keeping time with the old “One Mississippi, two Mississippi”, but lost track from getting tossed around in the back of the van. They were hauling ass to wherever it was they were taking us and seemed to vindictively hit every bump along the way. The last pothole had me airborne for a second before my back slammed down on the floor and my head slammed into what I thought was Matthison. A familiar grunt confirmed it. Relief flooded through me. He was alive, and I wasn’t alone. It would have been better if he was alive and not with me, for obvious reasons, but I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit a tiny part of me was relieved to have his company.

I knew from the resistance of my eyelids that they had, in fact, been sewn shut. When the hell had that happened? When had they tied me up for that matter? What were they planning to do with me? None of the answers to these questions running through my head were good. The Inquisitors were going to send another message, and I was going to carry it. The Inquisitors had found a loophole for using their magic. Did they have a witch working for them? If the trail of blood leading to the Inquisitors was any indication of their torture techniques, then it wouldn’t surprise me if they had a witch as an ally. A lesser witch might work for them if it meant an end to the pain and a chance to live.

The van stopped, and we were unloaded like baggage. The wind stung my face, but the heavy salt in the air was weakening whatever binding spell they had used to hold me. I needed to figure out where we were so I could find a way to escape. The silence here was the first thing I picked up on. There were no cars and no people. There was just the sound of the ocean. A bitter winter wind, salty air, and the ocean? For the love of Goddess, that could be anywhere on the Atlantic seaboard. I needed to unstitch my eyes somehow.

They hurried us into a building. I could only count three of them. Two of them were shoving me around, and it sounded like the remaining one was handling Matthison. That made five including us. It was going to be pretty tricky getting out of here. I wouldn’t have a lot of time once the ropes were off.

I needed a plan. If I was going to get Matthison and myself out of this, then I was going to need my eyesight to do so. I tried rubbing my cheek against my shoulder, thinking maybe I could pull the stitches out that way. It was harder than it sounds, however, since my arms were still bound. It wasn’t the most subtle tactic either. One of my handlers noticed the movement immediately. I took five strikes to the face—first across my right cheek and then my left joined the party. If he thought that would stop me, then he hadn’t done his homework. After all, I’ve had my ass handed to me by bigger and badder things than a measly witch hunter.

“If this is your only plan, then I hope that you packed a lunch, because it’s going to be a long fucking day,” I said in the general direction of where I thought the man was standing.

“Don’t worry, Miss Kincaide. I am looking forward to testing your unusual ability to heal. Until you came along, I believed that particular skill belonged only to vampires and werewolves. Your endurance will be a refreshing change from the witches we’re used to dealing with.”

It was the same voice from the parking lot. He was evidently the ringleader of this little group.

A door creaked open and shut. The sound of these footsteps was different. Was it a limp? It sounded like there was a new guest at the party.

A boot slammed into my back, dropping me to my knees. Someone grabbed a fistful of my hair and jerked my head to the left. Searing pain and the smell of burning flesh, my flesh, followed. I slumped forward, only to be tugged back by the ropes that were still restraining me. I smelled the salt before it was cruelly rubbed into the burn on my neck. The salt would ensure a scar. This son of a bitch was branding me like I was his cattle. I forced my arms apart, testing the ropes.

“Ah, ah, ah. The bindings are specially designed. You won’t be out of those until we want you to be,” the leader said.

“Everything has a breaking point,” I said, through clenched teeth.

“True. Let’s see if we can find yours,” he smugly replied.

Somehow I was going to get out of these ties and knock that cocky attitude right out of him. Hopefully I would figure out a way to do it soon, too.

Right next to me, someone was going to work on Matthison already. Minutes ticked by until the sounds of fists pounding on flesh turned to the sharpening of a knife on a stone. Beating Matthison hadn’t worked. He hadn’t given them anything, not even so much as a groan. To up the ante, they were preparing to slice him up. Please let him be unconscious. They had pretty much ignored me while they’d worked on Matthison, giving me some more time to free myself. I think they were betting he would be the thing that broke me. They were wrong. If Matthison could hold out, then so could I.

Matthison bumped into me as he slumped to the floor now that no one was holding him up. So the blade was for me then. I could feel the butcher’s gaze as all of his attention was focused on me. He grabbed my throat and pulled me to my feet. The brand on my neck felt like it was on fire again as he ground the sweat and dirt on his hand into the burnt flesh. I almost had one hand free as sharpened steel cut through my hoodie and then my T-shirt. My muscles clenched as I wondered what message would be carved in my stomach for the coven to find. The tip of the cold blade began to press into my stomach. I leaned back, creating just enough slack in the ties to finally slip a hand out. I swung wild, still unable to see anyone or anything.

“You underestimated her strength!” A new, nervous voice cried out.

“I have underestimated nothing!” A gravelly voice ground out in reply.

Despite my lack of sight, I was putting things together. Gravelly voice, or Butcher, as I liked to call him, was the muscle and a sadist. The Ringleader didn’t like getting his hands dirty and was quite content to stand on the opposite side of the small room. It was probably to keep from getting blood on his sensible shoes and to keep the nervous Nancy next to him from changing his mind.

A boot connected with my ribs as I swung wide again. That really hurt. I despised those damned steel toes. His foot smashed into my cheek, tearing the stitches from my right eyelids. Little drops of blood ran together, pooling up in my eye. Finally having it open wasn’t going to make much difference now. Between the swelling, blood, and light sensitivity, all I could identify were vague shapes at this point.

“This could all end, Maurin. We’re here for the coven. No one else has to get hurt,” Ringleader said to my back.

I wasn’t taking my eyes off of the massive, shadowy shape looming in front of me to tell the Ringleader I thought he was full of it.

“That’s like textbook bad guy speech. Next you’ll tell me that you’ll call off the Butcher over here if I tell you what you want to know. He’ll stop hurting me, and you’ll let me go, if I just tell you everything.”

“Well, something like that.” He laughed with that same annoying cockiness.

“Go to hell, I’m not telling you shit.” The last bit came out in a rush with the wind that had been knocked out of me by the Butcher’s blocky hand to my stomach.

He was still close enough to get a shot in. As the Butcher pulled back, I let loose a haymaker, connecting with the side of his head. I wiped the blood from my eye in time to see him stumble backward a little bit.

Too exhausted to do much of anything, I was only able to heal myself enough to remain standing. . My face was swollen and bleeding. The left side of my face hadn’t taken as much damage as my right. Only a few of the stitches had come lose in the left eye. I needed both eyes. Taking a deep breath, I pulled down on my left lower eye lid until I felt the rest of the stitching give. The Butcher came back and finished the job with a stiff jab to my left eye.

“Thanks,” I growled, as I pawed at my eye.

He was shuffling back and forth on his feet, ready for another round. I was ready to get the hell out of here.

“Come on, Maurin, let’s stop all of this. Tell me what you know of the coven’s hierarchy. Things have changed since the last time I came up against Mahalia Amarelle. There are new faces within the coven. I would very much like to confirm the information that we have gathered,” the Ringleader said sweetly, as if I wasn’t being beaten to within an inch of my life at his command.

“You should have asked one of the witches before you let him cut their tongues out and kill them.” I feinted left. I should have moved right, all I did was close the distance between his fist and my face.

“That’s the tricky part, isn’t it, Miss Kincaide? Getting the information out of a witch before she curses you. No, they fulfilled their purpose. And you will fulfill yours by telling me what you know about the coven.”

I spit out the blood that had pooled in my mouth. “If you had reliable information, then you wouldn’t have wasted all of this time with me.”

Whenever the man in charge was talking, the Butcher stopped pummeling my face and ribs. If I could keep him talking for a few more minutes, then I might actually be able to catch my second wind and give the Butcher a taste of his own medicine.

“There are still a few unknowns. You were not one of them, however. It was easy to get to you, what with the mile-long paper trail from SPTF leading right to your apartment door. You probably should have moved. Now, the fiery sisters, on the other hand, are quite the mystery. Or how about the tattooed man that you seem to have taken an interest in? Perhaps you’d like to tell me more about them.” The tenor of his voice dropped, darkening.

“I’m just the help. They don’t tell me shit.”

“That’s too bad. If you truly don’t know anything, then you are unfortunately of no use to us after all,” the Ringleader said, sealing my fate.

“You said that I could keep her! She likes to play my games.” The butcher grabbed my throat and squeezed. He backed me up against a wall until I was almost a part of it. My feet left the ground as he pushed me farther up the wall, bringing me almost to eye-level with him. I struggled to break his grip on my neck before he crushed my windpipe, but his massive fingers were deeply embedded in my throat.

Between the spots forming in my eyes from the lack of oxygen, I saw him pull back with his free hand. With alarm, I realized that he was preparing to drive his knife into my chest. I had a choice to make; continue to struggle to free my neck or I could try to stop him from stabbing me to death. I was pretty sure I could heal whatever damage he did with the knife. What I didn’t know was whether or not I could survive the continued lack of air. Maybe if I fought him for the knife he’d have to loosen his grip on my neck. I was as good as dead if my plan didn’t work.

Grabbing his wrist, I pushed it away from me with everything I had. My gamble paid off. His fingers loosened as I slid down the wall. He hadn’t completely let go of my neck yet, but as soon as my feet hit the floor I pushed my body weight forward, catching him off guard. That little bit of momentum was all I needed to turn his hand and drive the knife straight into his gut, all the way to the hilt. With both hands and every bit of strength I had remaining, I forced the blade sideways through the Butcher’s fatty tissue, muscle and probably intestines, until the knife ripped through his side completely.

The Ringleader wanted me dead, but the Butcher had just wanted to keep me, like a cruel cat with an injured mouse. I was pretty sure I’d rather be dead than become his plaything. The Butcher fell to his knees, and then finally slumped over.

A door creaked and I realized the Ringleader and his minions were escaping. I started to run after them, but stopped when I remembered Matthison. He hadn’t moved or made a sound in what seemed like an eternity. I needed to check on him before I ran after the Inquisitors.

The Butcher grabbed my ankle. Looking down at him, meeting his eyes, one thing was abundantly clear. As long as there was breath in his body, he wasn’t going to stop. If by some miracle he survived being gutted, he would still come looking for me. Not to serve the Inquisitors, but to satisfy his own sadistic hunger. The knife was still in my hand. Switching my grip on the handle, I drove it deep into his chest, aiming for his heart. His hand fell away from my ankle. I pulled the knife out, wiping the blade on my jeans, and watched as the life finally slipped out of his body.

Matthison was a crumpled, beaten mess when I got to him. His pulse was weak, and he was bleeding pretty badly from a gash on his head.

I found the coat I was wearing before the van ride on the floor and cut it into strips with the knife. After folding a couple of strips into a makeshift compress, I used the rest to make a tie to hold it in place. Far from qualified to do so, I did my best to assess his injuries. Broken bones, internal bleeding? I was guessing both and needed to figure out a way to get him out of here. He needed real medical attention as soon as possible.

I never should have let him come to Toil and Trouble in the first place. I shouldn’t have let him get out of the car, and I definitely should have stopped him when the Inquisitors gave him a chance to walk away. No matter how smart or tough he is, or what kind of badge or weapons he carried, he’d always be a Norm. He wasn’t an Other, and he had no business in all this. How the hell was I going to tell his wife if he didn’t make it?

I tried to remember the spell I had used to transport myself back to Baylen Knightley’s house when Morrigan had left me to die in an old burial mound, but the words wouldn’t come. Without the strength or the magical know-how I couldn’t move the both of us. I wasn’t feeling so supernatural at the moment.

After coming to the conclusion that I’d have to get us out of here the old-fashioned way, I went outside to see where we were and what resources, if any, were available to me. The Ringleader had taken off in the van, so that was not an option. If they were using this place as their torture chamber, then there had to be supplies stored somewhere. I looked around, shocked when I realized where I was.

Winter Island. I guess it made sense. It was close to Salem, but far enough away to mutilate and murder innocent people undisturbed. Especially this time of year when the camping season was over and the maritime park was closed. The island was basically deserted until the spring.

They were keeping us in the old Coast Guard hangar, leftover from when the island had served as an air and sea rescue station. There had to be something here I could use to get Matthison back to town. If I could make a sled, then I might be able to drag him out. My fear was that by the time I reached town I’d be dragging a corpse behind me. No, I had to come up with a faster way if I wanted my friend to live.

I scoured around the immediate area and came up with nothing. Moving a little closer to the shore, I caught sight of a small boat anchored in the shallows. The lighthouse flashed bright white again, giving me a better look at the distance between the boat and me. I’d have to swim out to it, but if I could get it started, Matthison could be back in Salem and checked into a hospital within the hour.

I went back inside to check on Matthison one more time and check for something that I could put my clothes in to keep them dry. If I was going swimming in the Atlantic in the winter, then I wanted my clothes to be dry when I got out. Well, what was left of them. My hoodie and T-shirt were trashed, but at least my jeans had survived intact. The Council needed to pony up for a clothing allowance if this kept up. There was a plastic grocery store bag balled up on the floor. It would have to do.

Back outside, I started stripping down. Rags or not, I’d be happy to have something dry when I got out of the ocean, so I tossed my hoodie and shirt in the bag. My jeans and Docs followed. Standing there shivering on the shoreline in my socks and flannel bra and panties, I took a moment to psych myself up before the socks came off. I had bent over to take them off when I heard something. Clenching my teeth together to slow the chattering, I listened for something other than the sound of my fillings rattling in my skull. There it was again.

My heart was pumping so fast; my adrenaline alone could take the edge off of this brisk air. Frozen, literally and figuratively, it didn’t matter. There was nowhere to take cover out anyway. Maybe it was just a bird or something on the rocks. Even in the dark, it was pretty obvious animals used Winter Island more than people did once the temperature stayed below fifty degrees. Then I heard the distinctive sound of a boot crunching on the pebbly shore.

That was no bird.

I could only assume at this point, that the person who was approaching the lighthouse was not friendly, so I did my best to stand up as quietly as possible.

“I’d say that I was getting tired of saving your ass if I didn’t like looking at it so much. Is that flannel?” A voice I knew, but couldn’t immediately place, called out.

I turned around to get a look at my rescuer, shocked by the face I saw staring back at me. “I’d say ‘thank you’ if I could get past the nauseous feeling that I get every time I see you.”

“Aww, come on, Maurin, is that any way to greet an old friend?”

“You must not have a lot of friends. How the hell did you know where to find me, anyway?” I really wanted to know the answer to that question. Despite our history, or maybe because of it, I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust him.

“Seriously, you look like shit. Where’s your friend, the Norm? What the hell are you doing out here in your underwear, anyway? Holy shit, were you going to swim?” He almost laughed.

“Fuck you, Cash.” It was the only thing I could come up with. “Matthison’s in the old hangar. He needs to get off this island and get to a hospital stat. The only way I could see that happening was if I somehow got to that boat out there.” I couldn’t stop shivering. Despite all of my new abilities, I was not impervious to the cold.

“Get dressed. You standing there practically naked and shivering is a little distracting.” He was already headed for the lighthouse.

I threw everything back on as quickly as I could. I wasn’t too comfortable with the idea of Cash being alone with Matthison. The fact that I didn’t see anyone from the Council, or anyone else for that matter, had me on edge. He ignored my question about how he had found me, and I wasn’t putting anything past Cash. He was a mercenary, a hired gun. It wouldn’t be out of the realm of possibility for Cash to be working with the Inquisitors. He had a lot to gain if the Council was under threat and Roul was distracted by their challenge. I was on edge as I walked into the hangar. Cash was already bent over Matthison, talking to someone while he looked him over. The conversation was short, and he clicked a little button on his earpiece, ending the call.

“My guys are moving in. It looks like most of the damage is internal. It doesn’t look good, but we’ll get him out of here. Is that what’s left of the guy that did this?” he asked, looking over at the Butcher lying dead on the floor.

“Yeah. The two who were giving orders got away. He was just the muscle. You didn’t answer my question, by the way. How did you, of all people, know where to look for me?” I asked.

“You’re just lucky, I guess. I was meeting with Roul to finalize the rules and terms of the challenge when Mahalia came by. She wanted a tracker, which seemed like an odd request for a witch who should’ve been able to wave her magic wand and find you.” Cash swirled his pointer finger in the air in a lame attempt to emulate a witch. Except she couldn’t. She went and cast a major spell that left her people weak and defenseless. So she had to come begging for help from the wolves,”

“I know the part about you being in town and Mahalia’s casting. Cut to the chase. We need to get Matthison out of here now!”

“We’ve got a couple of minutes. There’s been a slight change of plans. I’ve got a helicopter en route since I don’t think your friend will make it if we just drop him off at an E.R. They’ll take him straight to shock trauma in Boston. His head’s bandaged, so unless you’re a surgeon now too, there isn’t much else we can do until the chopper gets here.” Arms crossed over his chest; he waited a breath before continuing.

“Now, where was I? Oh yeah, the witch. Okay, so Mahalia comes in looking for a tracker. When Roul agrees and asks to push the challenge back, I got a little pissed. I wanted some answers, you know. So they reluctantly filled me in on the Inquisitors, the coven’s sudden weakness, and why Mahalia needed a tracker to look for you.”

I supposed he thought that cleared up why he was here instead of someone else.

“How’d you get on the island?” I was not willing to concede that he was, in fact, here to rescue me.

“I swam.” He laughed at my expense before finally answering me. “We drove as far as the bridge, and then walked the rest of the way.”

“So where’s everyone else?” I asked, not wanting to be lured into a false sense of security with Cash.

“You mean up until I saw you standing naked in the moonlight like a wolf? Roul’s pack is out with the coven looking for you. Hell, even some of the vamps were out searching. But, as usual, I succeed where others fail and found you all by myself.”

“I was not naked.” I muttered under my breath.

“I already called off the search. It’s officially a rescue mission. Looks like I’m your knight in shining armor.”

I could have done without his shit-eating grin on his face.

“Far from it.” Sarcasm wasn’t normally how one treated their rescuer, but Cash just brought it out in me.

Relief filled me as I heard the helicopter flying in. Cash and I positioned ourselves at opposite ends of Matthison’s body. I lifted his feet as Cash lifted his upper body, and we carefully carried him outside. Two guys jumped out to help load Matthison into the helicopter. Cash and I climbed in, leaving the two werewolves behind.

“Aren’t they coming?” It didn’t seem wise to leave anyone behind.

“Not enough room. The team on the bridge will pick them up.” Cash smacked the side of the chopper, and we lifted off.

The ride in the helicopter was surreal. The doors of the huge army-style helicopter were open, with a gunner on each side. Sitting on the floor next to Matthison, surrounded by Cash and the rest of his team, I felt like I was in a bad action movie. Thankfully, the seasoned ex-military team members weren’t a chatty group. Even Cash was quiet, despite his sitting right next to me. I caught him looking at me a couple of times as if he was going to say something, but instead he’d just turn away.

Maybe he realized I wasn’t in the mood for his shit and figured I’d push him out the open helicopter door. He’d have been right. I tucked my knees into my chest and rested my head on them. Surrounded by this many guns, I felt comfortable enough to close my eyes and finally put more energy into healing all the damage the Butcher had done to my body.

Cash must have caught a glimpse of the burn on my neck as I put my head down. He brushed my tangled mass of hair out of the way to get a better look. The brand was mostly healed over with what felt like smooth, shiny scar tissue; just like the scar on my back. I flinched as he traced the marking.

“What the fuck is that?” His voice was dark and menacing.

“It’s exactly what it looks like.”

“They branded you? Like some kind of fucking animal?” Cash’s voice was getting louder.

“Yes.” There wasn’t anything else I could say. Branded, like an animal summed it up.

That seemed to get the attention of Cash’s team. Well, that and how pissed off Cash was. He wasn’t a pack leader yet, but he was an Alpha, and there was no way the wolves in the confined space of the helicopter could miss the anger rolling off of him.

“What does it mean?”

“Not a clue. They didn’t explain it, and I was too busy fighting for my life to give a shit. I’ll ask Mahalia when we get back to Salem.” I smoothed my hair back into place to hide the mark.

Cash grumbled something I couldn’t hear, though his team obviously did because they were all nodding their heads in agreement. Cash suddenly busied himself with checking me out for more injuries. The Inquisitors having branded me bothered him, more than I would have expected. I guess even Cash had a moral code. He pulled up my tattered shirt, tracing a finger along the gash across my stomach. The wolf knew the significance of it, that it was supposed to be more than just another battle wound. He lowered my shirt without a word.

I started to say something smart, but as I met his eyes, I saw that they were full of respect. For me. The awkwardness of a shared moment with Cash was too much for me, so I turned away from him to look at the view from the helicopter instead.

The weight of everyone’s gaze bored down on me as I sat quietly, staring out at the trees and little rooftops that made up the suburbs surrounding Boston. I didn’t care. I just wanted to get Matthison to the hospital.

The helicopter veered to the right, bringing the hospital into view. I could see the landing pad on the roof and the doctors and nurses from the Shock Trauma unit who were standing outside waiting for us.

As soon as the helicopter touched down, we were mobbed by the doctors and nurses. Cash, his team, and I exited out one side of the helicopter as the medical team poured in through the other. In a matter of seconds, they had Matthison on a gurney, hooked to an IV, and on the landing pad.

Cash grabbed my arm as I turned to follow the doctors and nurses as they took off with Matthison. “The Council said I was supposed to bring you back to Salem if I found you.”

“Since when did you start taking orders from the Council? I’m staying with Matthison. He didn’t run. Even when the Inquisitors gave him a choice, he stayed and fought. So I’m staying with him now. I owe him that.”

The pilot was ready to go, and he fired the helicopter back up.

Cash shouted something to me, but I couldn’t hear it over the wind from the helicopter.

I pulled my hair out of my face, holding it back in a ponytail so I could see. I yelled to Cash one more time that I was staying.

He gave me a crooked smile, threw his hands up in mock defeat, and got on the helicopter.

I turned and ran to the lone nurse holding the door open, waiting for me to follow her inside..

Chapter 7

 
I waited out in the hall in one of those ridiculously uncomfortable chairs, exhausted, with my head resting on the wall, while the doctors and nurses worked on Matthison. My eyes closed of their own accord and I couldn’t help but drift back to the last time I had waited in a hallway for someone.

My life had been so simple then. I went to work, busted the bad guys, and went home. Everything changed the day I had waited impatiently for Masarelli to let me into the interrogation room. In hindsight, I probably should have just let him take the damned case, but no, I had to rub my superiority in his face. I should have just walked away when Matthison told me to, but the Council was persistent. In the end, they got what they wanted. Me. And now I was back in a hallway, waiting again.

A doctor finally came out of Matthison’s room. I jumped out of the chair, which was no easy feat since my ass was numb from sitting there so long. Who the hell picks out this crappy furniture anyway?

“Doc, hey, Doc!”

His sneakers squeaked on the linoleum tiles as he came to a sudden stop. He turned and gave me a look that said, ‘Spit it out lady, I’m in a hurry.’

“Can I get an update? You’ve been working on him for over an hour. I just want to know what’s going on. I’m going to have to tell his wife something.”

“They’ve removed a piece of his skull to alleviate the swelling, and they’ve induced a coma to give his body a chance to heal. He’s got massive internal injuries and too many broken bones to count. It’s too soon to say anything. A nurse already called his wife. She’s on her way. I’ll have someone come out and take a look at you. You look like you could use a few stitches yourself.” He managed all of that in one breath.

He turned, and just like that; he was gone. I imagined he had to rush off to some other emergency.

And he kept his word. After a few minutes, a nurse came and unnecessarily looked me over. As she cleaned away some of the blood and grime, her brow became more and more furrowed. She would move to a new area, where a gash should have been, judging by the amount of blood and torn clothing, only to find a scab or fresh pink skin in its place. She threw her wad of gauze in the little metal tray next to her and looked up at me.

“Are you a were or something?” It was apparent she was a little irritated that I hadn’t told her and that she felt she was obviously wasting her time working on me.

“No. I’m not a were. Can you point me in the direction of the cafeteria? I’m desperate for some coffee.”

“Well, I know you’re not a vamp. You sure heal like a were. I dated a were back in nursing school, so I’ve seen how fast they can heal. If you’re not a were, then what are you?” Her disbelief was palpable.

It was an interesting question. What was I? A psychometric, who just so happens to be the reincarnate of a Celtic goddess? An Other, with the strength and ability to heal equal to any immortal I’d met? A tool for the Council to use as they see fit? What else? It was too much to explain to her.

I settled for, “Lucky. I’m just lucky to be alive. Now, if you would be so kind as to point me toward the coffee, I’d appreciate it.”

“You should be drinking water. You need to hydrate. Go down that hall, take a right, then a left, then take the elevator down to the ground level and follow the cafeteria signs.”

“There’s water in the coffee,” I said, as I made my way toward the cafeteria.

Ignoring the stares of orderlies, nurses, and other hospital staff, I walked the sterile halls. I had a pretty good idea of what I looked like, and it wasn’t my best presentation. The fact that I was up and moving was probably the only thing keeping a few residents from trying to get their eager little surgical hands on me. I’d been sliced up enough for one night, thank you.

After watching a distorted glimpse of myself in the shiny metal elevator doors, I couldn’t stop the shiver making its way down my spine as I saw the blurry blood and bruises. The major injuries—the ones on the inside that I couldn’t see but would have killed a normal person, were healed, but I still felt like I had been hit by a freight train. There’s something about seeing your cuts and bruises that make them hurt more.

A short elevator ride brought me to the ground level. From there I followed the signs to the cafeteria as instructed by my all too observant nurse. Shuffling through the line, I fixed a cup of much-needed coffee and grabbed a donut I didn’t need at all apart from the added sugar high. Finally, I reached the cashier, who looked at me like I was the sole survivor of a horrific car crash. She had no idea. At this point, being hospitalized from a car accident sounded like a well-deserved vacation from the never-ending disaster my life had become.

My donut didn’t survive the trip back to the I.C.U. Licking the last of the sticky glaze off of my fingers, I caught sight of Matthison’s wife talking to his doctor as I savored my coffee and rounded the corner leading to the depressing hallway outside Matthison’s room.

I had been going over and over what I would tell her as I waited earlier for a report from the doctors, but was let off the hook when a nurse made the dreaded phone call. I froze. She hadn’t seen me yet. She’d never know I was still there. As much as I wanted to tuck tail and run, I forced myself to stand a little straighter and walked over to my former captain’s wife.

I saw the blow coming, but neither moved out of the way nor tried to block it. She had every right to be angry. Her husband wasn’t supposed to be lying in a hospital bed in Shock Trauma, never mind working a case as if he were my partner. He hadn’t worked a case on the streets in years, and if it weren’t for my involvement, he wouldn’t have been working this one. He was my mentor at SPTF and the closest thing I had to a friend before my involvement with the Council. Still, I let him walk right into the Inquisitors’ trap with me.

There were a number of reasons why the Council only pretended to let the Norms be involved in the workings of Others, and I was staring one of them right in the face. Mrs. Matthison raised her hand to slap me again, angered further by my lack of reaction to her first strike, and then dropped her hand and her head as sobs wracked her body. I made no move to comfort her. She would never accept it; the blame was evident in her eyes. She left me standing there in the hallway to return to her husband’s bedside.

Taking that as my cue to exit, I retraced my steps back to the elevator and the ground floor. Instead of going to the cafeteria, however, I followed the signs to the main entrance. Walking out of the hospital, I was unsure as to how I was getting home. My pockets were empty, no bus or cab fare, and I didn’t have my cell. I didn’t even have change for a pay phone—if they even still had payphones.

Sitting outside on a bench next to the automatic doors trying to collect my thoughts, I’d just decided to go back inside and ask the person at the information desk if I could use the phone to call for a ride when I heard footsteps approaching. I looked up out of curiosity and cursed the fates.

Masarelli was walking briskly toward the main entrance, and I couldn’t even dare hope that he hadn’t seen me. He slowed his pace as he got within a few steps of the bench I was sitting on. I stifled a laugh. If Matthison hadn’t needed to be rushed to a hospital, I would have chosen a swim in the frigid Atlantic Ocean over my rescue by Cash, Matthison’s wife’s assault, not undeserved, and Masarelli’s imminent questioning. All I wanted was to get back to my place, take a shower, and slip into some clean clothes. That seemed further away now than the miles between Boston and Salem.

I raised my hand to stop the barrage of questions I knew were about to come.

“I don’t suppose you’d pretend you didn’t see me and let me come in on my own to fill out a report?” I asked, sounding as exhausted as I felt.

“No, I don’t suppose I could.”

“You’re a dick,” I grumbled.

“Yeah, well you’re to blame.”

That stung. He had certainly won that exchange. It didn’t often happen between us. I usually took great satisfaction in putting Masarelli in his place, but my heart just wasn’t in it right now. He gave me a sideways glance, unsure what to make of my lack of interest in our usual ball-busting.

A herd of nurses came through the automatic doors, allowing more of the light from inside to push at the darkness that was so effectively cloaking all of my cuts and bruises. Masarelli looked shocked at my battered appearance, making me wish glamour were one of the skills I had gained. He was used to seeing me in blouses and pencil skirts with high heel boots. He was unaccustomed to my tattered jeans, shredded shirt, and bloodied skin. His face darkened as he took in every detail.

“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll give you all the details if you give me a ride back to my apartment,” I said.

He looked at the automatic doors. I knew he was thinking about Matthison; that he should see him, but he wouldn’t get any information from someone who was in a coma. I was his only chance to get a break in this case.

“Deal.” He acted confident, like I’d done exactly what he wanted me to, but I could see his desire to take it back the minute the offer left his mouth.

It was killing him to do even the littlest thing to help me. I had been his nemesis at SPTF since pretty much my first day. I didn’t want his help any more than he wanted to give it, but right now I couldn’t see a faster way of getting back to Salem.

“I’m ready to go whenever you are, Detective,” I was trying not to say anything that would cause me to lose my ride.

Masarelli’s car was just what I expected, a mess. I would have given anything for a towel to cover the seat with, and that was saying something, given the state I was in. I tried to hide my disgust and got into the car.

“I’ll start driving when you start talking.”

Not wanting to spend a minute more than necessary in the garbage heap he called a car, I began filling Masarelli in on everything that had happened. I conveniently skipped over the third dead witch, of course. Matthison had enough problems with his health at the moment. He didn’t need any trouble at SPTF when he returned. I knew Masarelli wanted his job, and with the opportunity to be running the department while Matthison recovered imminent, I wasn’t giving him any ammunition to make the position permanent.

I picked up my story with Matthison confronting Mahalia about the Malleus Maleficarum and the subsequent argument about withholding information crucial to solving the case. I skipped over the zombie-raising via Graive Larrick altogether. I only told him what he needed to hear for me to get home. So, he thought Matthison had stormed off with me underfoot because Mahalia wasn’t giving him full disclosure. I described in great detail the ambush at my apartment and the torture that ensued on Winter Island. This was what he most wanted to know about, and I had no reason not to tell him.

By the time we pulled up to my apartment, Masarelli knew everything he was going to know. He parked in an empty spot two spaces down from the spot where Matthison and I had first encountered the Inquisitors.

“They had no interest in him. They gave him a chance to escape, and he wouldn’t go,” I looked out my window, the scene fresh in my mind, as he put the car in park.

“He couldn’t abandon you to the Inquisitors. You’re still part of the team as far as he’s concerned.” Masarelli was trying to make me feel better? Would wonders never cease?

“Déjà vu,” I said, breaking up another awkward moment in which someone I deeply disliked tried to be nice to me.

“I’d be an even bigger asshole than you think I am if I didn’t at least tell you that I have serious reservations about you going into your apartment so soon after being attacked.”

“Well, you can rest with a clear conscience and consider me warned, Detective.” I opened the car door to get out.

“I’m serious, Kincaide. You should find someplace else to stay. Surely someone in the Council could put you up for a few days. Seems the least those witches could do.” Masarelli had no idea what he was suggesting. Owing the Council a favor could be just as hazardous to my health as the Inquisitors could be.

“They got more than they bargained for when they took me. I doubt very seriously that they’d try to grab me again.” I wish I felt as confident as I was pretending to be.

He opened his mouth to argue, but I cut him off by thanking him for the ride and made my way up to my apartment.

Chapter 8

 
I cursed as I reached the front door of the three-level, converted Victorian I called home, realizing I didn’t have my keys to the entrance door or to my third-floor, walk-up apartment. Just as I was contemplating kicking the door down, Ms. Costa, the widow in the second floor apartment, came out to walk her dog.

“Hi, Ms. Costa,” I said as I squeezed past her, out of the cold, and into the stairway leading up to my apartment and its hot water.

“Maur—” The rest of my name came out in a gasp as she caught a good look at me on my way past her.

I didn’t stop to explain, taking the stairs two at a time, despite my body screaming at me to slow down. Healing this fast had its advantages, but it was also exhausting. Sure, I’d feel better tomorrow, but right now I needed food and sleep. But first and foremost, I needed a shower.

I hit the landing on the third floor and came to an abrupt stop. Guess I wouldn’t need the key I kept hidden in the little light fixture beside the door. My door wasn’t damaged, except for the knob and locking mechanism. They must have bumped the lock.

I pushed the door open slowly and hit the light switch on the wall. A minute passed before I stepped inside. I didn’t hear or see anyone. Nothing seemed to be out of place. In fact, the place looked exactly the same as it had when I’d left it. What kind of burglar busts into a place and doesn’t take anything? Or maybe it wasn’t a thing they had been after. Maybe they had been looking for a person. The Inquisitors had planned a good old-fashioned snatch and grab. Just one problem with that—I hadn’t come home yet. So, they had camped outside for an ambush in the parking lot instead.

Deciding the immediate threat was gone; I closed the door and slid the chain lock in place to keep it that way. I’d have to pick up a new doorknob and a deadbolt from the hardware store as soon as possible. Or maybe I should just get out of my lease. If this shit kept up, I’d probably get evicted anyway.

I started undressing as I walked to the bathroom, adding to the trail I had left the night before. Damn! Had it really only been a little over twenty-four hours since Mahalia had awakened me with the news of another murder? It felt like a month had passed. My heart sank as I thought about Matthison laying in the I.C.U. Those bastards were going to pay for what they had done to him.

I turned the shower on, waiting until the water was hot enough to melt skin before climbing in. I jumped when the water hit the brand on my neck and turned the heat back a little. Adjusting the showerhead setting to jet, I stood under the water as it beat the grime off of my body. The water swirled pink around my feet for a long time as I scrubbed away the dried blood. Some was the Butcher’s, but most of it was mine. Not that it mattered. He was the one who was dead. After washing my hair twice, I stood under the water until it ran cold and clear.

I grabbed a towel off the rod, dried off, slipped into my fuzzy, purple robe, and wrapped my hair up in a towel turban. I walked out of the bathroom just in time to see a hand slip through my front door and try to undo the chain.

I charged the door, slamming it on the intruding hand. There wasn’t time for anything else. If whoever was on the other side was armed to the teeth, I was up shit’s creek without a paddle because all I had were my bare hands. My sword was in the bedroom.

“Ouch, Maurin, what the hell?”

“Amalie? Is that you?” I asked, even though I already knew the answer from the sound of her voice.

“Yes! Are you going to get off of my hand and open the damned door or what?” The witch sounded a lot less mad than I would have been if she’d smashed my hand in a door.

“Oh, yeah. Sorry,” I removed my weight from the door.

Amalie slipped her hand out, and I closed the door so I could undo the chain lock.

“A little punchy, are we?” Her sarcasm faded when she caught a glimpse of the brand on my neck. “What the hell is that?”

My hand immediately went up to cover the scar that would be a permanent reminder of my run-in with the Inquisitors. I was already getting tired of people asking me about it.

“Exactly what it looks like,” I was already heading back to my kitchen to find something to eat.

“I brought you some breakfast. I’m no gourmet chef or anything, but I can manage pancakes and bacon. I even brought you a dirty chai latte. Luckily for you, I didn’t drop it when you decided to crush one of my hands in your door.” She set a paper bag and the coffee cup down on my table. “I know you don’t normally go for lattes or anything like that, but trust me, you’ll like it.”

I sat down at the table as she rooted through my kitchen. “What are you looking for?”

“Syrup. Found it. It’s real maple, too? Nice.” She handed me the syrup and a fork.

I opened the paper bag and pulled out a Styrofoam container. “I thought that you said you made pancakes and bacon. You keep Styrofoam containers at your house?” I teased her a little, more to lift my spirits than anything else.

“No, jackass. I made them at the Daily Grind. My uncle’s usually there anyway, to prep for the morning rush, so he let me use the kitchen.” She sat across from me at my little bistro-style table.

I opened the container. “I thought that you said there was bacon.”

“It’s in the pancakes, so stop thinking and start eating. It’s good! You like pancakes. You like bacon. You’ll like them together. Now, stop acting like a finicky toddler and eat the damned food.”

I realized I was really too hungry to care, so I poured the syrup on top and dug in. She was right, they were really good. Making short order of the short stack, I pounded the latte. As much as it pained me to admit it, she was right about that, too. I’d have to ask her later what exactly a dirty chai latte was. Exhausted after finally putting something in my stomach, I was having a hard time keeping my eyes open.

“I thought for sure that the double shot of espresso in that chai latte would have kept you up long enough to tell me what happened, but I guess not,” Amalie’s shoulders dropped, evidently a little disappointed her ploy to keep me up didn’t work.

“So that’s what makes it dirty. I am impervious to caffeine. You of all people should know that,” I said, earning a smile from her. “I appreciate you coming over here and bringing me food, really I do, Amalie, but I’m about two minutes away from passing out right here at the table.”

“It’s cool. Get some sleep. I’ll get Cash to fill me in.” She got up to leave.

“Thanks, I’ll call you when I— Wait, what?” I tried to process what she’d just said, but my brain wasn’t firing on all pistons.

“Cash. He’s outside. I’ll just get him to tell me what he knows, and then you can fill in the gaps later. No biggie.”

“Why is Cash outside my apartment?” I asked, too tired to actually be upset.

“He went to the hospital to pick you up, but you were already leaving with that greasy detective, so he followed you. He’s been keeping an eye on you, on pack orders, since you got home.” She paused long enough to look appalled that I would question why someone was posted outside my apartment. “Geez, Maurin, you were taken by the Inquisitors! Don’t you think we’d have someone here to make sure that didn’t happen again?

“Yeah, makes sense. Just surprised it was Cash, I guess.” Stifling a yawn, I rubbed my eyes.

“He agreed to do it. Well, it was more like Roul told everyone else who volunteered that Cash was already doing it. I think Roul wants to keep Cash busy and away from the pack while he’s here. Oberon looked pretty pissed about it too, but Mahalia wouldn’t have let him come anyway. She’s got him working on a spell or something with Graive.”

I closed my eyes and rested my head in my hands when she mentioned Oberon and Graive. After everything I’d gone through, I really didn’t want to fall asleep thinking about the two of them together.

“Okay, you’re obviously exhausted. I’m going to go keep watch with Cash. Can’t let you sleep too long, though. I’m supposed to bring you back to Mahalia’s in a few hours.” She started to leave, but stopped just before opening the door. “Hey, can I take a picture of your neck? I want to send it to Mahalia. I don’t have a clue what it means, and it might be important.”

“Go ahead.” I yawned, unable to muffle it this time.

She took a quick picture on her phone and left. I slipped the chain lock back into place and dragged myself to bed. I was out almost as soon as my head hit the pillows.

Sleep wasn’t the escape I had hoped for. I woke in a cold sweat three times. Every time I closed my eyes the Butcher was there, except in the dream I never got my hands free. The Ringleader decided I’d be more likely to talk after I’d played a few of the Butcher’s favorite games. The third time, I woke up holding my stomach, certain my insides were falling out. Sleep eluded me after that.

Ditching the robe, I got a good look at all of the different shades of purple, blue, green, and yellow covering my body from the varied stages of healing. The ring of purple around my eyes from the boot that had landed there more than once was especially attractive - a nice accent to my dark brown eyes. After a quick reminder that the Butcher was dead, I started picking through my closet for something to wear - settling on my favorite pair of low-rise, boot-cut jeans, a long-sleeved, black, fitted hoodie, and thick wool socks.

Back in the bathroom, I brushed my teeth and the knots out of my hair, sweeping it to one side so I could see the brand on my neck in the mirror. It looked more like an algebra problem than an ominous symbol from the Inquisitors a K cut across the middle by a line with three dots. There was one on each end of the line and one a little to the left of the K. I’d never seen anything like it and hadn’t the slightest idea what it meant. Hopefully, Mahalia had already looked at the picture Amalie had on her phone and could tell me what it was, because I wasn’t doing anything else until she did.

I made a pot of coffee and was just about to fix my second cup when there was a knock at the door.

Amalie waved a white napkin through the opening from the door hanging on the chain.

I opened the door to let her in and then headed back to my empty coffee mug.

“Great, you’re already dressed. I let you sleep a little longer than I should have. Well, Cash kind of ordered me to let you get some more sleep, which we argued about for the last thirty minutes. Oh, he’s good!”

“Well, he argued a moot point, since I didn’t get much sleep in reality. I’ve been up for the last hour or so.” I grabbed the creamer out of the fridge.

“Well, make that cup to go then. Since you’re already dressed, we won’t be late.”

I put my mug in the sink and grabbed my Daily Grind travel mug out of the cabinet above the coffee pot.

“Here, let me fix that. You should probably pack a bag.” She grabbed my mug.

“Why do I need to pack a bag, Amalie?” I asked in a growl that would have made any wolf proud.

“They don’t want you staying here for a while. Hey, don’t kill the messenger, Maurin.”

“Who said that I couldn’t stay here? This is my apartment.”

“Really, Maurin? Your front door doesn’t even stay closed without the chain on, and even if it did, it wouldn’t stop anyone. What about your neighbors?” She acted as if she’d won before I’d even had a chance to put up a fight.

“You could fix and ward my door if you wanted to. Don’t act like you don’t know the spells.” She was right, of course. My broken door wasn’t the issue. I didn’t want to bring trouble to my neighbors’ doorsteps. It had been a close enough call last night. Things could have been a lot worse. Between Matthison ready to shoot it up like the OK Corral and the Inquisitors throwing bolts of lightning around, it’s a miracle my neighbors hadn’t been caught in the crossfire already.

Without saying a word, I turned on my heel and stormed off to my room. I dug out my old swap meet army bag from the bottom of my closet and filled it with enough clothes to last me a few days, followed by my brush, deodorant. I picked up my sword, slinging it over my shoulder. After countless hours of practice over the last couple months, it had become an extension of my body. It was so much a part of the person I was becoming that I almost felt naked without it. I’d have to invest in a whole lot of trench coats or get over the sword separation anxiety because I was pretty sure there wasn’t a permit to carry a broadsword. With one last look around, I checked to see if there was anything else I should take with me and couldn’t think of anything. It was just for a few days. I was coming back. So why did it feel so permanent?

After slipping on my wool pea coat, I grabbed the army bag and told Amalie I was ready to go. She was waiting for me with my coffee at the front door. She handed off the cup as I started down the steps to the parking lot. From the second floor landing, I could hear her fixing my door. I couldn’t help smiling, despite the sadness I felt about my apartment no longer being my safe haven. The only constant in my out-of-control life up to this point had been my home. My refuse from the craziness constantly swirling around the Council, somewhere I could pretend to be normal, even if it was only for a few hours. It seemed that was over. I was virtually homeless and at the mercy of my friends for a place to sleep. After she fixed my door, Amalie caught up with me, and we walked out together.

Cash was leaning against the side of his truck when we came out. I stopped on the passenger side, hoping a ladder was going to drop out when I opened the door. With the lift and huge tires he had on this pick-up, I was sure I would need one. Amalie hopped in and held out a hand, so I grabbed a hold of her and climbed in.

The ride back to Mahalia’s was quiet. There was no point filling Amalie in on the way. She’d hear all the gory details soon enough, and I just really wanted some quiet before the barrage of questions that waited for me. The Council would be expecting a full report. I would have to answer to Agrona for being taken by humans, Roul would want a tactical briefing, and Mahalia would be dissecting every detail for clues leading to the Inquisitors’ real location. All I could think about, however, was the brand on my neck and what it meant. I caught myself tracing the raised skin with my finger more than once during the drive.

Once again, the familiar gables came into view. I was sick of coming over here. Cash pulled up in front of the witches’ headquarters, which had once been the home of one of the men who had condemned them so many years ago. You had to give her credit. Mahalia had a sense of humor. We got out and walked up to the front door. Amalie walked right in. I hesitated for a second, and Cash gave me a little shove.

“Move your ass, Maurin,” he said, but I could tell by his tone that what he meant was, ‘Go ahead, it’s okay.’

I couldn’t figure out why he was being so nice to me. I certainly hadn’t given him any reason to do so. We hadn’t exactly hit it off the last time he had been here, and openly challenged Roul for Alpha of the Salem pack. Our relationship had been based on mutual dislike, but somewhere along the line we had formed a truce and right now, walking back into Mahalia’s house, I was glad he was my frenemy.

I saw a few faces I knew in the crowd that had gathered inside Mahalia’s house. Juno and Phallon were sitting with Oberon and Graive. They seemed to be deep in conversation. Amalie was headed their way, and I couldn’t help feeling a sense of betrayal. Graive had managed to ingratiate herself not only with Oberon, but with the rest of the coven as well. Of course they’d see her as an ally and friend, here to help rid the coven of their enemy.

I wish I could say I felt the same way. It wasn’t just because of Oberon. There was something off about her, and it was more than the necromancy. She wasn’t walking into the territory of the strongest vampire family on the East Coast to help the coven out of the goodness of her heart. I decided to find out just what her motives really were.

I left Cash to mingle with the witches and to search for Mahalia. She was sitting in her study with the rest of the Council. As usual, the conversation died as soon as I walked into the room.

Agrona’s power hit my mental shields before her words hit my ears, and I instinctively dropped my gaze. I bore the scars from the last time I went up against Agrona, and I was still too tired to fight with her tonight. She sat in the arm chair beside Mahalia’s desk as if it was her throne, regal in simple black pants and an emerald-green, off-the-shoulder cashmere sweater.

“It would seem that once again we are to be entertained with a tale of your exploits, Maurin,” Agrona said.

I unbuttoned my coat and leaned on the door frame, keeping some distance between us.

“Yeah, well, I was hoping that Mahalia would be the one to lead story time tonight. She hasn’t been real forthcoming with information so far, and I think an explanation is a little overdue. You can start with what the hell the brand on my neck means, Mahalia,” I didn’t bother hiding the anger and frustration in my voice.

I thought Agrona would squeal with delight at my irritation with Mahalia. As far as she was concerned, too much of my attention had been given to the coven. She didn’t care that we had been trying to hone my new abilities. I was not progressing quickly enough under the tutelage of the witches, according to the vampire queen and her court. It was obvious she had plans of her own for me.

“Yes, I suppose you’re right, Maurin.” Mahalia opened a dusty old book on her desk and turned back around to face the rest of us.

“This is the Clavicle. It is more commonly known as The Key of Solomon the King. Since the fourteen-hundreds, along with the Malleus Maleficarum, or Hammer of Witches, it was one of the greatest weapons the Inquisitors had. As each generation died, and the average age of the Inquisitor fell below thirty, the old traditions and methods of their organization were lost.” The old crone stroked the book’s spine.

“The scholars and old texts had been abandoned for soldiers and a more military style of attack. Finally, witches were able to regain their foothold in society. With each new century, we were able to gain acceptance as midwives and healers. The Shift, however, proved to be both a blessing and a curse, with both light and dark magic being brought completely out in the open.’ Her fingers tightened, knuckles white as she gripped the tome tighter.

“It would seem that despite all of the world’s talk of progress, it has lost some of its tolerance. Since the Shift, we have seen an increase in attacks on covens of Earth and Blood magic users alike. Based on the mark on Maurin’s neck, it would seem that the Inquisitors have rediscovered the Key.” Mahalia wasn’t finished.

“The mark on your neck is from the Fifth Pentacle of the Moon and a symbol of Lachadiel. The Inquisitors would call upon him to aid in the destruction of their enemies and against all phantoms of the night. Had they been successful in leaving the other message on your body, I have no doubt that it would be from Psalm LXVIII. ‘Let God arise, and let his enemies be scattered.’ Alive or dead, you’ve fulfilled your purpose to them. They’ve proven their strength by taking you, and you have delivered the message that they have the Key.”

“So it’s not some anti-witch sentiment? It’s more like a ward of protection? That my enemies will be destroyed? How does that help them? Shouldn’t they have placed that mark on themselves as a team tattoo or something, instead of branding it on their enemy?”

It seemed highly unlikely the Inquisitors would do anything for my benefit. Not after the way they’d treated me on the island.

“It is most definitely meant as an anti-witch sentiment, but I suppose it could be seen as a ward of protection as well. As for any benefit to you, as with all magic, the power is in believing. Without faith in the Key, and the belief that it was delivered by divination to Solomon, there is no benefit to having the mark on your body whatsoever.” Mahalia pretty much confirmed my suspicions.

That might be true, but I couldn’t help feeling the mark might indicate something more sinister. I know it was intended as a threat to the coven, but I was the one stuck with the mark for the rest of my life, and I wasn’t even a witch. So as far as I was concerned, it might represent something far worse than a mere symbol of an angel who destroys your enemies. If the raised eyebrows around the room meant anything, I’d say I wasn’t the only one who felt that way.

The next couple of hours in Mahalia’s study were spent going over and over what happened outside my apartment and on Winter Island. The questions were relentless and exactly what I expected. After telling the story for what seemed like the thousandth time, Agrona threw me a curve ball.

“So the human stood with you rather than the Inquisitors when he was given the chance?” She was clearly puzzled by this fact.

“Of course,” I couldn’t help feeling insulted Matthison’s behalf. “Why wouldn’t he?”

“He’s a human, and it has been my experience that, given the choice, they will choose to side with other humans.”

“He’s my friend. He wouldn’t turn on me,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

“Have you never been betrayed by a friend? We should all be so lucky.” Agrona picked a speck of lint of her top.

“Of course, I have been betrayed by friends, but never by Matthison. He was a friend to me when others treated me like a leper. He gave me a job and a purpose.” I was surprised to hear a sentiment escape my lips that was so similar to the one I had been so angered by during my argument with Matthison.

“Oh dear, I have offended your all-too-human sensibilities. You are so very young and still have so very much to learn. Humans are every bit as shrewd and ruthless as any vampire. They are murderous, hypocritical, deceitful little creatures.” She paid more attention to her fingernails than to me.

I was getting used to the brush off but not to the poor treatment of a friend who almost gave his life in a fight that wasn’t even his.

“Yeah, well, it seems like you have a lot to learn about friendship and the honor and loyalty shared among cops.”

“Yes, but you’re not with that little task force anymore, are you?” Her voice was full of an irritating and smug satisfaction.

“Matthison doesn’t see it that way. Like I said, you’ve got a lot to learn.”

Agrona gave Kedehern a sideways glance before abruptly changing the subject, as if she had the undead form of ADD.

“We are wasting moonlight. My king and I shall attend to vampire affairs. Mahalia, I expect by tomorrow night that you will be ready to present your plan of attack. If in fact they have the Key, this faction of the Inquisitors must be completely removed from Salem.” Agrona stood; the discussion was over as far as she was concerned.

“And if they don’t have the Key?” Mahalia held out a hand to stop the vampires from leaving.

“Worried you’ll get a little dirt on your precious soul, Mahalia?” Agrona mocked. “In all the years that you’ve been on the Council, not once have you had blood on your hands. Did you think that Roul and I would always be the ones to do it? And now, Maurin. Will you let her kill for you as we have done? As you were content to do not three months ago?”

“The coven has more than fulfilled our end of the Council agreement over the centuries. We have stood side by side with wolves and vampires on every battlefield.”

“Yes, throwing up shields and tending wounds. You were never actually striking down your enemies. And now they’re back because you failed to eradicate them the last time. Do you honestly believe that you will make it in this world without getting a little smut on your soul? I’m sure you could conjure something up to rid yourself of the vermin without assistance from a vampire or a Necromancer. I trust that you will maintain our agreement. Time is of the essence for your friend, Mahalia.” Agrona’s eyes swirled with power, her expression darkening.

She went all vampy whenever she made threats. Not that she ever made idle ones.

“We have to find them first, Agrona. They’ve done a damned good job of cloaking themselves,” Mahalia’s voice softened, the fight in her quickly snuffed out by the vampire queen’s reminder of their agreement.

“Well, then, I suggest that you not waste a minute of daylight tomorrow,” Kedehern placed a hand on his wife’s lower back, steering her from the room.

And just like that, the vampires were gone. I sat down in the chair Agrona had just vacated, surprised to find it warm. She must have fed recently. Roul stirred in his seat, clearly uncomfortable, and not because of the furniture. “I don’t agree with Agrona very often, hardly ever actually, but I’m going to have to now, Mahalia. There are pack matters to be dealt with.”

Olwyn placed a hand on Roul’s forearm in an effort to calm him.

He jerked away. His wolf was closer to the surface than I’d seen in a while, but Roul was still in control. “No, Olwyn. I will be heard on this. My challenger cannot be allowed to linger in Salem any longer than he already has. Should I give him all the time he needs to gain favor with some of our wolves? I’m running out of things for him to do, and I don’t think that Maurin will tolerate Cash following her around much longer.” He looked to me for confirmation. “I’ve already gone beyond the protection that I offered. I called in help the last time we had an invasion and look what it got me. No. There is pack business on my plate, and the pack alone will have to deal with it. We will have no help from the Council. I won’t sacrifice the good of the pack or risk being weakened before a challenge.” His shoulders slumped a little. Strong words but his body posture suggested he still felt bad about abandoning the coven in their time of need.

“I’m sorry, Mahalia, we have been friends and allies a long time, but I can’t put the coven before my own pack. If the Inquisitors have not been eliminated in the next twenty- four hours, then you’re on your own.”

Mahalia looked defeated. The odds were stacked against her, and she was losing valuable allies. We had only been able to stop the Morrigna because of our unified forces. I didn’t know enough about the Key to say whether or not the coven could defeat the Inquisitors without the help of the weres and vamps, but if it came down to a fight then I’d feel a hell of a lot better with them beside us.

Olwyn looked to her husband and then to Mahalia. The silence between them grew heavy. “Roul, I’m sure Mahalia understands the pack’s position, but we can wait until she presents her plan tomorrow night before abandoning our friend.”

“Fine, I will wait to hear your plan before withdrawing my wolves, but I make no promises on our involvement. Maurin, as friend of the pack, I offer you shelter and protection. We’ll be leaving shortly if you care to join us.”

“Thank you, Roul. I understand your position fully and appreciate even a twenty-four-hour extension on your offer of protection. However, given the Inquisitors’ previous interest in Maurin, I think it best that she stay here, behind the safety of our wards.” Mahalia held out her hands, palms up in a placating gesture but her tone brooked no argument.

“The vampires are not the only ones who tire of you monopolizing Maurin,” Roul muttered as he passed Mahalia on his way out.

“A few of our wolves will be staying behind. Maurin, you remember Grayson? Should you decide to change your mind and no longer wish to stay with the coven, let him know. He’ll bring you to our house,” Olwyn nodded in my direction as she followed her husband out of Mahalia’s study.

Normally the fact that no one had bothered to let me answer the question about where I wanted to stay would have me pitching a royal bitch fit, but as I watched Roul and Olwyn leave, I kept my mouth shut. See? Personal growth.

It wasn’t the time for me to be complaining about how no one listens to me or gives a rat’s ass about what I want. Besides, we’d had that argument a thousand times already. Mahalia was in deep shit. The Inquisitors were closing in, and her allies were rolling out.

I wanted to help, but didn’t know where to begin. The Inquisitors’ return to Salem was starting to irritate old wounds in the Council. How could I hold the Council together? For the time being, politics of the Council were best left to the three Council chairs. I didn’t want to find myself forced to choose a side. My name was Switzerland and I was staying neutral as long as possible.

Mahalia sat at her desk. She seemed at a loss for words. I didn’t have any either, at least, not any that would help, so I left her looking defeated in her study..

Chapter 9

 
Everywhere I turned, there were clusters of people conversing like this was a party and not a sequestering. I wanted, no, needed to be alone so I could think. Squeezing through the small clusters of people until I reached the back door, I braced myself for the New England cold and stepped outside

What was left of the night cloaked any signs of the magic that had occurred the last time I was here. I walked over to where the circle was drawn in Oberon’s blood, remembering the physical pain I’d felt when Graive had sliced his palm and joined her magic with his. A dark thought was forming in the back of my mind. Was a blood circle really necessary to perform the recollection, or was Graive trying to wedge herself between the metaphysical connection Oberon and I shared?

The screen door creaked open and, as if called by my thoughts, Oberon walked outside. I hadn’t noticed when I got here, but his dark hair had been cropped short since the last time I had seen him. Even in the dark, it made the blue of his eyes almost impossible to ignore. Almost. So much for that area of my personal growth.

“Stop trying to ignore me, Maurin.”

“I’m not trying.”

“You’ve been acting weird. Even for you. Tell me what’s bothering you so I can help.” Frustration and anger edged his voice.

“You’d be acting weird too if you’d been to, let’s see, three crime scenes, the morgue, a Council meeting, and a casting. Never mind being ambushed, kidnapped, and beaten to within an inch of your life, rushing a friend to shock trauma and, to round out the last forty-eight hours, another damned Council meeting!” I didn’t mean to snap at him. Ok, maybe I did.

“It’s more than that.”

“Seriously? That’s not enough for you?” I rounded on him.

“I guess I should have expected the anger and sarcasm that you always wrap around yourself instead of actually expecting an answer to my question.” Now he was snapping at me.

Good. A fight would cap the night off perfectly.

“I’m not in the mood for games, Oberon. If there was another question in there, then I didn’t hear it.”

“I know that you’re acting like this and putting all this distance between us because of Graive, but I can explain.” He stepped closer.

“I’m not putting any distance between us. In case you weren’t paying attention to my answer to what’s been bothering me, I’ve been tied up—literally, in fact. As for Graive, you don’t owe me an explanation. I mean, it’s not like we said we were exclusive or anything, right? So it’s fine, you’re off the hook,” I turned to go back inside and away from Oberon.

He grabbed my arm, forcing me to turn and face him. “I’ve known Graive for a long time—since we were kids. Her magic is close to mine in a lot of ways, so we took a few practical arts classes together. We became friends, and for a while we were more than that.”

The confirmation of their history together did not make me feel any better. And the sudden realization that I was a jealous and insecure person didn’t help either.

“I said that you didn’t owe me an explanation.” That sounded bitter, even to me.

“She’s back because she wants to stop the Inquisitors as much as we do. Twelve years ago, before Mahalia was High Priestess, the Inquisitors were in Danvers to cleanse the town of witches, like they’re attempting to do now in Salem. They killed her mother and her two sisters. They left her for dead. The Inquisitors don’t see much difference between a witch and a necromancer, so Graive’s family was slaughtered just like all of the others.” His grip on my arm loosened but he didn’t let go, afraid I would take off given the chance.

“My sister’s an oracle, but she was only eight then. My father barely had enough time to send us away. We left for Ireland the night before the Inquisitors arrived. He tried to warn the others in the Danvers coven, but they wouldn’t run based upon the warning vision of an untrained oracle. Keirsten came home with me for our parents’ funeral, but went back to Ireland shortly after to stay with our uncle and his family. She hasn’t been right since they died.”

I stood completely still, listening to him, as it sunk in that the story wasn’t just about Graive’s loss, but his as well.

“So, I guess it was what happened to our families that drew us together, but it wasn’t enough. Tragedy causes strong, uncontrollable, and unpredictable emotions, but there’s got to be more than that to keep a relationship going. Graive and I are better off as friends.”

He tried to pull me closer to him, but I dug in my heels.

“Yeah, well, I think she disagrees. Anyway, if Graive was the only issue, then I think we could…but she’s not. I think you want her to be, but it’s not that simple. She only highlights the real problems.”

“And what are those?” For the first time his anger was actually convincing.

“We’ve been out a few times since the metaphysical bond was formed between us, but I don’t really know you, and you don’t really know me, either. For example, I didn’t even know that your parents were murdered.”

“Well that’s on you. You could know me if you wanted to. I mean, how else do you think people get to know each other, Maurin? They do it by talking and doing things together, but you’ve been resisting this the whole time.” Oberon raised his voice, almost to a yell.

“Can you blame me? I can’t just run away with my emotions when up until a few days ago I wasn’t even sure how much of them were actually mine!”I yanked my arm free, showing him what resistance actually looked like.

“This is probably the biggest difference between us right here. I was raised to accept things like this, to have the faith that you don’t. It’s at the core of what I am. My magic won’t work without it.”

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t raised to accept anything about what I could do. I don’t know how to have faith in any of this. I mean, I’m trying, but…I’m not good at relationships. It never works out with me, with what I can do.” I wiggled my fingers to let him know I was talking about being psychometric.

“I don’t have anything to hide,” He turned his palms up to me.

“Don’t. Don’t do that. Don’t put your hands out like a reading is going to fix this.” I tried to ignore what remained of the cut in his palm from Graive. “It took a lot of training to learn how to keep my shields in place to keep everything out so I could walk around without gloves on all the time, and now you’re asking me to take them down. I don’t think I can do that, Oberon.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not asking you to take them down. I’m asking you just to let me in.” He pulled me in for a hug, and this time I let him. “See? I’ve already learned a couple of things about you tonight.” His breath was warm on the top of my head.

“Yeah, what’s that?” My stomach clenched, nervous to hear the answer.

“You’re jealous for one, which I kind of like. You’re a little unsure of yourself for two, which I understand because of your family, but we’ll work on that.” He squeezed me tighter.

“What do you mean because of my family?” I asked, trying not to get caught up in painful emotions and images I thought I’d let go of a long time ago.

“Well, you said you weren’t brought up to accept anything about what you could do, so I just put two and two together, that you weren’t close with your family.”

“Yeah, well, that’s an understatement. Everyone in my family’s a Norm. Imagine their surprise at producing me, the freak, for a daughter. I got out of there as soon as I was old enough and never looked back. So, yeah, all of this is a bit overwhelming for me.” I suddenly felt exhausted from all of the sharing.

He loosened his grip on my body and stepped back a little so he could look at me. He started to say something when he saw the brand on my neck for the first time. His hand shook a little as he reached out to trace the scar. “They’re going to regret ever laying a fucking finger on you.”

“Pretty sure I covered that. They thought they had me figured out; that they did all the research and followed the paper trail, but they didn’t predict that I’d take down the big guy. They hauled ass off the island when they realized the Butcher wasn’t going to be able to finish me off.” despite my big talk, I couldn’t stop the shiver racking my body when I mentioned the Butcher.

Truth be told, that could have easily gone the other way, with me sprawled out somewhere dead for the coven to find, but I wasn’t going to dwell on that. I was alive and ready for some revenge. Maybe I should have my name fastened into a brand so I could burn it onto the ass of every Inquisitor who crossed my path.

Oberon took my hand and unsnapped the small leather cuff I was wearing.

“What are you going to do with that?”

“Cast a glamour for you. When you wear it, it will hide the mark on your neck. I could cast something more permanent, so that it would be practically invisible all of the time without you having to wear anything, but something tells me you wouldn’t go for that. At least this way you don’t have to look at it if you don’t want to.”

“That’s my favorite leather cuff.”

“We’ll use this one temporarily, then. You can soak it in salt water later, and I’ll make you a new one with something else.”

“But it’ll have salt stains on it.”

“We can clean it. Stop being stubborn, and let me do this for you, Maurin.” His voice softened, in spite of his frustration with me.

I gave in; mostly because I had the feeling making the glamour was actually more for him than it was for me. He didn’t care that I had scars, emotional and physical, but this one was different, a reminder of what the Inquisitors had taken from him.

He held the leather cuff in his hand, muttering something in Gaelic, before snapping it back on my wrist. I didn’t feel anything at first.

“Is it gone?” I turned my head to the side, stretching my neck a little so he had a better view.

“No, it’s still there.” He reached for the mark.

“Ouch, don’t touch it.”

“I didn’t. Let me see it.”

“Ouch! Holy shit, that burns! Is it supposed to do that?” I asked, through gritted teeth.

“No, take it off!” He sounded worried; no it was more than that. He was freaked out.

I fumbled with the snaps, the burning in my neck growing hotter and more painful with every second.

Oberon ripped the cuff off of my wrist. The heat subsided, but the pain was almost unbearable. It was as if I had been branded all over again.

“Did you do it right?” I was, trying not to be mad at him for an honest mistake.

“Of course, I did it right. It’s a beginner-level spell. I’ve been doing glamours since grade school.” Apparently witches don’t like it when you question their abilities because he was immediately on the defensive.

“Okay, don’t get all bent out of shape. I was just asking, since my neck feels like you put a red hot poker on it!”

“Sorry. I don’t know why it did that. That’s never happened before. I didn’t even know that could happen.” Pride out of the way, he was back to being concerned.

“Holy hell, it actually hurts more now than when I got it.” I could feel the burn seeping. “What if there was something on the iron that they used? Do you think they poisoned me?” With the increased pain came a sudden wave of nausea.

“It’s possible, but you were fine before I cast the glamour. We can see if Mahalia still has that allicorn powder. It can’t hurt.”

Allicorn is unicorn horn ground into a fine powder and extremely rare. It can cleanse the body of just about any toxin you can imagine. Amalie had taken it from The Witches’ Closet, a magical supply store in town, when we went up against the Morrigna.

It was a good thing too, since Arcana, a coven member and proprietor of The Witches’ Closet, had been attacked by a hellhound. The bites from the hounds were full of more bacteria than a Komodo dragon. If it weren’t for the allicorn powder, Arcana would never have survived. In fact, she was still recuperating from her horrible wounds. If there were some sort of poison in me, then allicorn would surely draw it out.

We headed for the house, but I didn’t make it. Falling to my knees, the cold, damp ground soaking into my jeans, I stayed there on all fours, unable to move, as pain arced through my body. The nausea got worse, and I started dry heaving.

Oberon knelt down beside me, rubbing my back until the nausea passed. Then he scooped me up and carried me inside. He set me down on the couch in Mahalia’s study and grabbed the afghan that was thrown over the back of the couch and covered me up with it. “I’m going to get Mahalia. I’ll see if she’s got any of that allicorn. I’ll be right back.” After kissing my forehead, he ran from the room to track down Mahalia.

I stayed on the couch with my eyes closed; my head pounding, and my neck still on fire. Something took shape in the darkness of my mind - a man, but his face was unclear. He was walking closer to me. It must have been a dream, because there was no one else in the room. I hadn’t slept or eaten enough to replace the energy I’d used in healing myself, so I ignored the mystery man and fell further into sleep.

The man in my dream stopped only inches away from me; so close to me, but his face disconcertingly out of focus. I couldn’t identify any of his features, just his massive size, towering over me.

“I’ve marked you, Maurin Kincaide.” The rumbling baritone matched the shadowy figure.

“Who are you?”

“I am Lachadiel, but you already knew that. You are connected to me through my mark.”

“Well, Lachadiel, I’m in the middle of a nap. So we’ll have to do this another time.” Tired of having bad dreams, I tried to think of happier things.

“It’s pointless to resist me, Maurin. You bear my mark. You’re mine to call.” He sounded entirely too pleased with that idea.

“Okay, enough! This is my dream, and I’m done with you. Happy thoughts, happy thoughts.”

Suddenly, he was a crushing force in my mind. I recoiled from him. Was this for real? He wasn’t just a part of a dream? I tried to break the mental link. I was no one’s to command. Scota didn’t even control me. She was my past, and I am her future. She was a part of me now, but I was in control of my life. Even the metaphysical bond between Oberon and me didn’t control me, though at times I bet he wished it did. I’d be damned if some servant of the Inquisitors thought he was going to control me. Or maybe I was damned already, and that’s why this shit kept happening to me.

Thinking about Oberon and Scota seemed to push Lachadiel further away. I could still feel him pacing like a caged tiger somewhere in the recesses of my subconscious, but he wasn’t pushing like before. I focused on Oberon and on our bond. I thought of how he smelled, the way his arms felt wrapped around me, and the way his lips felt against mine. I drew on our connection, using our shared strength to push Lachadiel completely out of my mind.

The door to Mahalia’s study flew open. Oberon rushed to my side, and the alarm showed in his eyes. “I could feel you using my energy. You were drawing on the bond. You’ve never done that before. What’s wrong?”

I was so relieved to be free of Lachadiel, if only for the moment, that I threw myself into Oberon’s arms. My lips found his, and for the first time, I initiated the contact. Oberon stiffened at first, shocked by my embrace, but he quickly relaxed and began kissing me back fervently. Before I knew it, we were both on Mahalia’s couch, with Oberon almost on top of me. I pulled his shirt over his head, tracing his tattoos with my fingers. My hands were entwined in his hair, and I pulled him closer as he tried to pull back.

“Maurin, wait.” He took a couple deep breaths. “Tell me what happened.”

“You want to talk now?” I asked, a little out of breath myself. “I thought that you wanted this.”

“I do want this. More than anything and it’s taking everything I have to stop right now, but I need to know what happened that forced you to use our shared energy like that” He pulled away and slumped onto the couch.

Crawling up into his lap, I straddled him and nuzzled his neck. I needed to touch him, feel his skin on my skin and block out all thoughts of Lachadiel. And Oberon was a damned good distraction.

“Someone’s going to walk in on us.” Oberon covered my hands with his, stopping them from exploring his chest.

“You never struck me as a prude.” Working one hand free, my fingers danced along his collar bone.

“You’re killing me, you know that?” He groaned. “I never talked to Mahalia. I barely made it down the hall before you started pulling energy. I sent Graive after Mahalia for me. Either one of them could walk through that door any second.”

“What are you worried about? Mahalia seeing you with me, or Graive?”

“I thought we covered this. Don’t try to make this about something else, when I know damned good and well you’re just trying to avoid telling me what happened.”

I slid off of his lap and onto the cushion beside him without saying a word.

“Don’t even start, Maurin. Don’t get all bitchy and distant just because I called you out on why you suddenly can’t keep your hands off me.”

“I’m going to be a bitch right now because I practically threw myself at you, and this is the response that I get.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it. If you’re actually ready to do this, to take things to the next level, then I don’t want to be interrupted, and I sure as hell don’t want it to be on Mahalia’s couch.” He leaned in for a kiss.

“You’re such a girl.” Closing the distance between us, my lips met his.

The kiss was brief but hardly chaste. His mouth on mine, his tongue searching, teasing, eluded to things to come.

“Are you going to tell me what happened now?” Pulling his shirt back on, he tried to get at the real reason I’d thrown myself at him.

Graive walked in before I could answer, buying me some time to think of exactly how much I wanted to tell Oberon. I didn’t want Mahalia or the rest of the Council knowing that Lachadiel and the Inquisitors were hot-wired into me. At least not until I was sure they wouldn’t try to use me as bait again. They’d tried that before against Morrigan, and all hell had broken loose. Literally.

Graive took one look at me with Oberon and stormed out.

“Mahalia’s waiting for you in the backyard!” Her voice carried from halfway down the hall.

I smiled a little at the idea she thought something more happened between us. Maybe she’d take the hint. She’d had her shot already.

Oberon was already off the couch, waiting for me. He helped me into my coat and whispered into my ear, “You’re going to tell me what happened after we talk to Mahalia.”

Despite crushing my ego on the couch, his warm breath on my neck made me ache for him. He may have been close to the real reason behind my attempt at seduction, but he had to know I truly wanted him. The attraction was obvious when we were together.

Thinking hard about what had almost happened with Oberon on the couch; I didn’t realize he stopped walking. I bumped into him, pushing him forward and giving me a better view of what had stopped him dead in his tracks.

Mahalia stood in the middle of the yard, her heavy cloak pooled around her feet. A symbol was burned into the ground beside her. The mark in the blackened grass was the same as the brand on my neck. Lachadiel had been here. He wasn’t just inside my head. He had physically been here. Did he need to be close to me to make the connection? The footprints scorched into the ground that led toward the house seemed to say so. I instinctively reached for the mark on my neck.

“Tell me what happened, Maurin. Right now,” The one-eighty in Oberon’s demeanor had me running in circles to catch up. Cold on the couch, his was suddenly full of fire.

He turned around to face me. The look in his eyes said he wasn’t going to let this go. Neither would Mahalia, not after her wards had been broken. So I told them everything there was to tell, which wasn’t much. I didn’t know what he looked like or where he was. I knew nothing that we could actually use. Oberon’s face was a mix of emotions. Anger, disappointment, and fear were all present. This wasn’t the end of the explaining for me.

Mahalia was quiet for a moment.

“Take her to Idiosyncrasy.”

“The oddities shop?” What could we possibly need from there?

“Take half of my allicorn with you. That should be more than enough for the amulet.” Mahalia looked like she was still tallying out the trade, tabulating it all on her fingertips.

“Why not just pay cash? Half your store of allicorn is worth a lot more than one amulet.” Oberon arched a brow in question.

“Not if it is elven made. They’ll want more than cash for it. Allicorn is the only thing I have valuable enough to trade for it. You’ll want to keep an eye on her until morning, Oberon. It’s best if she stays awake until after she has the amulet.” Mahalia’s warning stirred visions of coffee cups dancing in my head,

“So we get the amulet, and then what?” As much as I hated everyone talking around me, I had to admit I was clueless.

“And then we find the Inquisitors and put an end to this once and for all.” Mahalia turned, walking the perimeter of the backyard, setting the wards back in place as she went.

If she had a plan, then she wasn’t sharing it. We’d been officially dismissed. Oberon and I left her to the wards and headed back inside.

Chapter 10

 
 
It was going to be a long night. Well, technically, it was going to be a long morning. It was already after two a.m. when I followed Oberon to the kitchen, thankful that he needed coffee as much as I did.

“So, were you planning on telling me about Lachadiel?” He leaned back against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, as we waited for the coffee to finish brewing.

 
“Yes.”

“Really? When?” He was skeptical and with good reason.

“I don’t know, Oberon. When the time was right, I guess.”

“So never, then.” His eyes gave away the anger and frustration he struggled to keep out of his voice.

“How about after I was sure the Council had come up with a plan to get rid of the Inquisitors without using me and the link between Lachadiel?”

“You could have told me. I’m not on the Council.”

“You wouldn’t have kept it from Mahalia. You’d have made me tell her, or you would have told her yourself.”

And there it was. The reason I wasn’t entirely sure I could trust Oberon. No matter how much I wanted to, no matter how much we shared, he was obligated to his coven. To Mahalia.

“You’re sure of that? I can’t help you if you won’t let me. You’re going to have to trust me.”

“So, if I told you and asked you not to tell Mahalia or anyone else then you wouldn’t have? You’d have lied to her and the rest of the coven about something that could finally be what leads us to the Inquisitors?” I knew I was putting him in an impossible situation.

“Yes.”

“You’re sure of that?” I threw his words back at him.

“I won’t let them give you up to Lachadiel, but it isn’t going to come to that. We’re getting the amulet tomorrow. Mahalia obviously thinks that it will shield you from him.”

“Come on, Oberon, we both know where this is headed. If Mahalia doesn’t come up with another way to find the Inquisitors, and we’re kidding ourselves if we believe that she will before tonight, then she won’t have a choice. The amulet’s just to stop Lachadiel from using me, not the other way around.”

“So why did you tell her, if you’re so sure that she’s just going to figure out a way to use you?” He rubbed his temples, struggling to keep up with my logic.

“It wasn’t fair to keep it from you. I mean, if I had to draw energy from you every time Lachadiel came for me then you’d have figured it out anyway.”

“I knew there was more to your little seduction.” He smirked. “Do you think that you need the physical contact to fight him off?”

“Um, I don’t think so, no. Why?” I tried to hide the embarrassment in my voice.

“Just making sure. I wouldn’t want someone trying to fill in for me if I wasn’t around.”

“You’re hilarious,” I said dryly. “No, the energy boost I got from you was enough.”

“Why did you need to pull energy? You’re strong enough now, and you shield your mind better than anybody.”

“My shields aren’t that great. Seamus got through them.” I reminded him, tapping the side of my head for effect.

“Seamus got through because you opened yourself up to him first, and because you hadn’t come into your full power yet. Now that you’ve finally accepted who and what you are, that shouldn’t be a problem.” Oberon looked at the coffee pot, willing it to brew faster. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

“I already told you, he said he had marked me. He claimed I was his to call. I guess it means he can get inside my head whenever he wants.”

“Maybe not whenever he wants. Maybe you’re most vulnerable to him when you’re asleep,” Oberon tried to put things together.

“But I wasn’t asleep. I was in that in-between state. Not asleep but not awake,” I was unintentionally poking holes in his theory.

“Close enough. That’s why Mahalia wants you to stay awake. What made you reach for the link between us?”

“I don’t know. It felt like he was draining me. When he pulled on my energy at first, and I resisted, it seemed to make him stronger. Then I thought of how I was connected to Scota and to you. He went from being a crushing force inside my head to almost nothing. I pulled energy from the link to push him completely from my mind.” I shrugged my shoulders.

“So he used your energy to get stronger, but he didn’t know you had a way to pull more energy to fight him off” Oberon scratched his head, trying to put it all together.

“Yeah, he underestimated me. It happens a lot. He knows now, though, so I don’t see how any of this helps.”

Grabbing two mugs from the cabinet, I fixed us both a cup of coffee. I handed Oberon his before taking a sip of mine.

“It doesn’t, I guess.” He sighed, sounding defeated.

“What I can’t figure out is how the Inquisitors are even using magic. Do you think they have a witch working for them? You know, like Stockholm syndrome. Maybe they tortured someone for so long that he or she went nuts or something?”

“They believe the Key was given to Solomon by God. If God gave it to Solomon, then it isn’t evil. Therefore, it is unlike our allegedly heretic magic. It's a loophole in their beliefs. It gives them a way to turn magic against those of us who were born to use it.”

“Hypocrites.” I set my empty coffee mug down.

Oberon nodded in agreement as he poured me another cup.

We sat at the kitchen table talking and drinking coffee until well after the sun came up. We talked about everything and anything, except Lachadiel and the Inquisitors. It was definitely a first for me. I had never stayed up all night talking before. Oberon officially knew more about me than anyone else. I couldn’t help wondering if that was a good thing.

Oberon looked at the clock and stifled a yawn.

“It’s a little after eight. By the time we get ready and drive over there, they should be open.”

“Okay, cool. I’m going to hop in the shower real quick.”

I slammed down the last of my umpteenth cup of coffee and tiptoed up the steps to the shower. It looked like the remnants of a frat party in here, minus all the trash and toilet paper decorations. There were witches curled up asleep everywhere. I stepped over half a dozen just getting to the stairs.

I found the spare room with my things and Amalie fast asleep. I grabbed a few things out of my duffel bag and headed for the bathroom at the end of the hall. I set my stuff down on the counter and turned the water on. Steam quickly filled the bathroom. I had already undressed and was about to jump in the shower when I realized I’d forgotten a towel. I went over to the little closet to get a towel and stopped when I heard voices in the hall.

“I heard you two talking last night, Oberon. She’s going to end up killing you!”

“Drop it, Graive. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Afraid one of their coven members might overhear their argument; they fought to keep their voices low. I was thankful for thin walls and hollow doors. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to eavesdrop.

“Yeah? Well, she doesn’t know what the hell she’s doing. I’m telling you right now, she’ll end up draining you dry. She’s no better than a vampire right now, except instead of your blood she’ll be draining your power. But mark my words, she’ll kill you nonetheless. Don’t expect me just to sit back and watch her do it.”

“It’s fine Graive, don’t worry about it. She’ll have the amulet, and then it won’t be a problem.” Oberon tried to reassure her.

She wasn’t going to let it go. I heard them walk away from the bathroom door. Oberon was probably worried I’d get out of the shower and hear them. Too late. I turned the lock on the door. I didn’t want anyone to walk in—especially Oberon.

Sick to my stomach, and in need of time to think, I got in the shower, hoping the water would wash my worries away. Was Graive right? Would I end up hurting Oberon, or worse? The amulet was supposed to keep Lachadiel from finding me, but I wondered what would happen when Mahalia told me I had to take it off? Would I be able to steel my mind against Lachadiel without draining Oberon? She’d have to use a coercion spell because I wasn’t going to take the chance. The sooner I got to Idiosyncrasy and the amulet, the better.

I got out of the shower, got dressed, towel dried my hair and quickly ran a brush through it. After brushing my teeth, I was done.

Oberon was waiting in the hall when I opened the door.

“Your turn.” I tried to act as if nothing was wrong.

“I’m done. I used the shower in Mahalia’s room.” He gave me an easy smile, completely unaware I’d heard everything he and Graive had said.

“I see that now,” I found myself suddenly distracted by the way that his black shirt clung to his muscles and how good he looked in his jeans. If I didn’t need that amulet so badly… My thoughts drifted to Oberon on the couch with his shirt off, and the weight of his body pressed against me.

“So you’re ready to go then?” The question drew my attention back to his blue eyes and mischievous smile.

“Yeah, let’s go.” I sighed.

I led the way downstairs. Oberon was right behind me, grabbing his keys off of a small wooden table in the foyer. He shut the front door quietly behind us.

We got in his black Chevy Avalanche and headed into town. I was quiet on the ride to Idiosyncrasy. Too quiet, I guess, because Oberon quickly realized something was bothering me.

“You okay?” he asked, shifting his gaze between the road and me.

“Yeah, just tired.” It wasn’t a complete lie. I was physically tired from the lack of sleep and mentally tired from everything else, but that wasn’t the reason that I was so quiet. I didn’t want to let it slip that I had overheard him and Graive. I had a feeling he’d tell me not to worry and try to convince me that taking off the amulet would be fine.

“Me too. We’ll get the amulet, and then we can crash when we get back to Mahalia’s,” he said, buying my excuse.

It was early enough that we easily found parking right in front of the store. Not much was open before eleven. Oberon put the truck in park, and I hopped out immediately, not wanting to waste any time getting the amulet. The sooner I put it on, the better.

Saying Idiosyncrasy was an unusual vendor was an understatement. They had everything you’d expect an oddities store to have and more. It was like a circus sideshow and a medical museum all rolled into one. There were two-headed baby pigs in jars and some medical equipment that made me thankful I wasn’t alive in the eighteenth century. There was even a couple of real shrunken heads on a shelf behind a complete skeleton. None of that interested me. I had eyes for only one thing, and I didn’t see it displayed in any of the cases.

The girl behind the counter didn’t look all too thrilled to be working, much less awake, before noon. She sat on a stool, fiddling with her lip ring, and didn’t give so much as a good morning. I looked at Oberon. He just shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m looking for an amulet. I don’t see any in the cases,” I said, trying to get a little help from goth girl.

“Look around, lady, do we look like a jewelry store to you?” She didn’t make eye contact, just continued to text.

“It looks like a place that needs to put a ‘Help Wanted’ sign up to me,” I stepped forward, closing the distance between me and the smartass behind the counter.

Oberon stepped in front of me. “Mahalia sent us.”

The girl just rolled her eyes. “You need to talk to Rhyan.”

“Is he here?” Oberon used his most polite voice.

More flies with honey and all that.

“She is in the back.” Apparently her phone was still more interesting than us.

“Maybe you could get off your ass and go get her then.” Hands clenched into fists, this girl was moments away from eating a knuckle sandwich.

“Can I help you?” A friendly and obviously retail-oriented voice asked from a room behind the counter.

“Mahalia sent us. We’re looking for an amulet.” I assumed the mystery voice belonged to Rhyan.

“Come on back.”

Oberon and I walked behind the counter and into a small back room. It was half storage, half office. The shelves were a mix of more jars, weird collectibles, printer paper, and paper towels. Rhyan’s desk sat in the middle of the room.

She peered over her tortoise-shell rimmed glasses and gave us a once over. Everything about Rhyan, from her small features, pencil thin lips, tan sweater, and brown tweed pants was the complete opposite from her merchandise and her goth salesperson. She looked like she should be working in a bank. Instead, she was sitting in her storeroom, surrounded by pickled body parts and taxidermy.

“Nice try, Miss Kincaide. I didn’t think you were with SPTF anymore. It doesn’t matter. I’ll tell you the same thing I told the other officers. Everything I have here is legal. I do not buy or sell stolen property.” Rhyan ran her tongue under her upper lip, sucking air between the small gap between her two front teeth. .

“I don’t recall having met you before. How do you know my name?”

“I know who you are, Maurin Kincaide. We all know who you are.” Her lip curled, almost to a snarl.

“I’m not here on police business. And you’re right; I don’t work with SPTF anymore. I’m with the Council now.” I hoped that would carry some weight with her.

“The Council doesn’t scare me, Miss Kincaide. I belong to a much older organization.” She gave me a menacing glare.

“Cryptic.”

Rhyan was starting to get on my nerves. I was running on empty and wasn’t getting any closer to finding the Inquisitors or Lachadiel hanging out in her storeroom. I didn’t have time for games.

“Mahalia really did send us here to get an amulet Oberon stepped in to defuse the tension.

“Did she now? Why didn’t she come here and ask me herself?”

“You’ll have to ask Mahalia that. She told us to come here to buy the amulet. So now we’re here. Are we going to be able to make a deal or not?” Oberon slipped a hand in his pocket.

“If I believed every witch who came in here dropping Mahalia’s name…” She laughed.

He set a vial filled with half of Mahalia’s allicorn on Rhyan’s desk. Her eyes widened as she realized what was in the glass container and that Mahalia had, in fact, sent us here.

“She was right to send you to me. No one else in town can get you elven wares.” The unique powder transfixed Rhyan.

I looked at Oberon. He didn’t seem bothered by her statement. Doesn’t deal with stolen goods, my ass. I’d bet more than one of the jars on her shelves contained magical black-market items.

She spun around in her chair, stood up, and went to the shelves behind her. She slid the bulk packs of paper towels to one side, revealing a small safe. She opened the safe and pulled out a small jewelry box. She set the box down on her desk and snatched up the allicorn, quickly putting it in the safe. I had a moment of panic. What if the box was empty? She had already locked up the allicorn, and something told me we’d have a hell of a time getting it back from her now.

I reached for the worn-velvet jewelry box. The hinged lid creaked a little when I opened it. Relief flooded me as a silver chain with a black and white stone pendant came into view. I decided to wait until we were outside to put it on. Rhyan knew who I was, even though I’d never met her before. It seemed like a bad idea to let her know I was the one who needed the amulet, and that got me thinking.

“How do we know that this is the amulet that Mahalia wants?” I was regretting my haste to leave the house without getting more information from Mahalia.

“I’ve got only one amulet in my safe worth what she offered for trade.”

“So you say. But…”

Oberon reached for my arm, stopping me.

“Are you trying to insinuate something, Miss Kincaide? Why don’t you ask your friend if this is the right one?” Rhyan gestured to Oberon, a smirk on her face.

“I wasn’t trying to imply anything. I just want to be sure it’s the right one.” I backtracked a little, trying to placate Rhyan so we didn’t blow the deal.

I looked at Oberon. He nodded in agreement with Rhyan.

“Our business is concluded. See yourselves out.” She busied herself with the stack of papers on her desk.

“Th—”

Oberon grabbed my arm firmly enough to make me stop. “Don’t,” he said. “Don’t thank her.” He held on to my arm and led me out of Rhyan’s office and Idiosyncrasy.

“Damn, Maurin, don’t you know better than to thank the Fey?” Oberon asked, once we were outside. He ran his hands through his cropped hair, exasperated by my blunder.

“She was Fey?” I let out a low whistle, relieved he had stopped me before I owed a debt I could probably never repay.

“Her glamour was really good, but I thought that you’d be able to tell.” He pushed the button on the keyfob, unlocking his truck.

“What kind of Fey?” Climbing in the passenger side, I buckled my seatbelt.

“The scary kind. Now put the amulet on. That’ll be one less thing that we have to worry about.”

I slipped the silver chain over my head, tucking the pendant in my shirt. The black and white stone felt cool against my skin. Other than that, putting the amulet on was pretty anticlimactic. For some reason, I thought I’d feel something when I put it on, but nothing happened. There was no astral wind blowing my hair back, no thrum of magic, not even a goose bump.

“Are you sure that this is the right one?” I tried to hide my disbelief.

“It’s black and white agate on a silver chain.”

I guess that explained everything.

Chapter 11

 
By the time we got back to Mahalia’s, I was utterly exhausted. I went inside and headed straight for the guest bedroom, leaving Oberon to fill Mahalia in on our trip to Idiosyncrasy. Amalie was sprawled out on the bed, listening to her iPod and reading a book. I threw my jacket on the trunk at the foot of the bed and sat down to take off my shoes. Amalie tugged her earbuds out and closed her book.

“How are you feeling?”

“Like shit.” With a hand to my mouth, I covered a yawn.

“Well, I figured that. You’ve been up for nearly two days. I meant since getting the amulet. How are you feeling?”

“I’ll let you know after I go to sleep. He doesn’t seem to bother me when I’m awake. At least, not yet. Maybe if we hadn’t tried the glamour, he wouldn’t have bothered me at all.”

“Guess I’ll leave you alone and let you get some shut- eye.” She slid off the bed.

“Hey, Amalie,” I said, stopping her at the bedroom door. “Do me a favor?”

“Yeah, sure. Whatever you need.”

“Can you call the hospital and see how Matthison is doing?”

I had thought about asking Oberon to stop when we were on our way back but chickened out, afraid of running into Matthison’s wife. I couldn’t stand to see the blame and hate in her eyes again. Not to mention I hated hospitals and didn’t want to see Matthison hooked up to all those machines and tubes. If he didn’t make it, then I didn’t want to remember him like that. The memory of what he had looked like before we got him there would haunt me enough.

“Sure. Try to get some sleep. I’ll give you a full report when you get up.” She smiled and shut the door.

I lowered the blinds and pulled the heavy drapes closed; darkening the room just enough to trick my brain into thinking that it wasn’t going on noon. I put her stuff on the nightstand, grabbed the Retaliator from beside my duffel bag, and crawled into bed.

Oberon came in just as I was falling asleep. “Scoot over.”

I rolled over to the middle of the bed, and Oberon climbed in, spooning me.

“Are you going to sleep with your sword?” between yawns.

“Yes.”

“Do you do that a lot?”

“Yes.” I was too tired to explain that most nights I couldn’t fall sleep without it.

“Okay.” He squeezed me tighter.

There was no sign of Lachadiel when I closed my eyes, so I let the sleep I so desperately needed take me.

There were flashes of red. The color was everywhere, dripping from my hands, soaked into my clothes. Skull-splitting screams drowned out the initial sounds of gurgling I’d heard. Covering my ears, I tried to muffle the sounds. I wanted to find the person screaming and help, but couldn’t see anyone in the sea of red. The unseen victim just kept screaming until all traces of a true voice were gone. Even then, the hoarse, ragged attempt at a scream still reached my ears.

Familiar voices broke through the sounds of that poor tortured soul. Voices that were calling my name.

“Maurin!” a scared female voice called out. She knew me, but I couldn’t place her at all.

“Don’t startle her! Back up, Amalie! Don’t touch her!” The man’s voice was strained; he sounded panicky.

Oberon! I jolted awake.

He grabbed my wrist.

I looked down to find him under me, with the Retaliator pressed against his throat.

“Whoa!” Amalie gasped, the shock of my night terror setting in.

“Amalie, why don’t you go downstairs and put some coffee on” Oberon suggested, his voice far more casual than the situation warranted.

She didn’t move.

“We’re okay. Right, Maurin? It’s okay.” He sounded calm and confident, but he never took his eyes off of me.

Immobilized from the fear that Graive’s predictions were coming true, I couldn’t offer any reassurances.

“Oberon, I—” Amalie seemed reluctant to leave us alone.

“Just go make the coffee please, Amalie,” he interrupted.

“But I need to—” She tried again.

“We’re fine. Just give us a minute. We’ll be right down.” Oberon’s took on a firmer tone, brooking no argument from the young witch.

Amalie closed the door behind her.

“Maurin, it’s alright. You can put the sword away now.”

He didn’t move, but held my wrist firmly enough to keep the blade from pressing down into his neck.

Unable to find my voice, I just nodded; slowly pulling the sword away until he let go of my wrist. I dropped the Retaliator on the bed beside him and collapsed on his chest.

“Maurin, look at me. Hey, look at me.”

. I’d almost killed him while he slept—while I slept. I couldn’t look at him and certainly wasn’t deserving of his kindness. “Are you, did I hurt you?” I kept my face buried in his chest, afraid to hear the answer.

“No. I’m fine. Really. I’m fine.”

“I could have killed you,” I whispered.

“But you didn’t.” Oberon tried to reassure me.

It didn’t working.

“Only because you and Amalie managed to wake me up in time. What if I didn’t wake up? What if you didn’t grab a hold of my wrist in time?”

“I’m not totally defenseless, you know. If I thought you were going to kill me, then I would have…well. I would have stopped you.”

“You should have.” I knew what he meant, even though he didn’t say it.

“Don’t say that. Why would you want me to use my magic against you when I didn’t need to? I knew you weren’t trying to hurt me. You weren’t even awake. You didn’t even know what you were doing. Would you please look at me?”

I rolled off of him and onto my back, but I wouldn’t look at him. I just stared up at the ceiling.

He propped himself up on his elbow, his face close to mine, waiting for me to turn my head. I didn’t. A tear slipped out of the corner of my eye.

Before it touched my cheek, Oberon wiped it away. He kissed my temple. “If you’d look at me, then you’d see that I’m fine. Maybe then you could forgive yourself for what didn’t even happen.”

Graive’s voice was on repeat inside my head. All I could hear was her saying, “she’s going to kill you” over and over again. She was pretty convincing. I had high hopes for the amulet , but it obviously wasn’t enough. This was more than just a bad dream. Lachadiel was still getting inside my head.

“Maurin.” Something had changed in Oberon’s tone, which made me finally look at him.

I wished I hadn’t. He looked at me like I hung the moon for him, and all I could see was the trickle of blood on his neck from my sword. I wiped the blood away, trying to undo the harm I’d done, and failing pathetically. “You lied.”

“What? That’s just a nick. It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.” I got up and walked around the bed toward the door.

“I can feel you putting your wall back up between us. Why do you keep walking away from me?”

“Did you ever think that it would be better if you didn’t keep trying to stop me?”

“Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” Oberon sat up, ready to push himself off the bed to stop me from leaving the room.

“I need you not to follow me right now. I just need a few minutes to clear my head.”

“Maurin, you’re making a big deal out of nothing.” Rolling onto his side, he propped himself up on one elbow .

“This is not nothing. Can you just…” I sighed. “Just let me have a cup of coffee and a few minutes to think. Please?”

“Okay, okay.” He rubbed his face with his hands.

“Wouldn’t hurt for you to do some thinking too,” I muttered as I walked out the door.

“I heard that. There’s nothing to think about!”

Damn! The man was stubborn. I almost sliced his neck open with the Retaliator and gave him a wound no amount of magic could heal, and he claimed there’s nothing to think about? A danger to him, and everyone else, as long as Lachadiel was around, I needed to find out how to get rid of the mark and the tie that bound me to him. My best shot at that was the Inquisitors. We had to find them fast, because there was too much riding on it.

I walked into the kitchen and saw Amalie making a sandwich. “Don’t start in on me, please. I just want to get some coffee.”

“Trouble in paradise, Maurin?”

I spun around to see Masarelli standing in the entrance to the kitchen.

“Who let him in?” Jerking a thumb in Masarelli’s direction, it was hard to keep the dislike from my voice.

“Come on, Maurin; is that any way to greet an old friend from the department?” He stood up and walked over, his hand out for me to shake.

“That’s what I went upstairs to tell you. He said that he needed to talk to you, and if I didn’t let him in he’d just come back with a search warrant,” Amalie grumbled,

staring at his hand like it carried the plague.

“Oh yeah? On what grounds?” I crossed my arms over my chest defiantly.

He didn’t say anything, just gave me a smug look, his hand still extended. Masarelli was a lot of things, but he wasn’t this stupid. After working with me for so long, he knew if I shook his hand I’d be able to see inside his head. What was he up to?
Taking his hand with a firm grip; I squeezed hard so he couldn’t jerk away if he had a change of heart. Thoughts all jumbled, Masarelli’s mind was as messy as his car. Barraged with memories, most of them personal and probably more than Masarelli wanted to share; I could feel him trying to tuck them away. Too late. He started this little game, and I planned to finish it. I picked through his mental high school yearbook. Hmm, he had been a jock, and he’d been good, but not good enough to earn a scout’s attention. After graduation he signed up for the police academy. Flash forward to his wife. She was surprisingly lovely. And par for the course of his life, he was falling short there too. There was the affair he had chosen to ignore, which had ultimately ended his marriage.

Masarelli slammed up a wall. Quick learner. He flooded his mind with new memories. These were ones he wanted me to see. It was a massacre. Blood was everywhere. The place was crawling with cops. What the hell? There were more images, flashes of old photos of members of the Inquisitors, and faces of coven members.

“What? You’re crazy; you know that?” I told him, as I pieced it all together.

“The Inquisitors are dead. Any one of the coven members could have done it,” Masarelli’s hard ass cop façade slid back into place.

“The Inquisitors are dead? When the hell did this happen?” Amalie reeled at the news, shocked to learn the coven’s adversaries were dead.

I wanted to scream. Things just kept getting worse. The Inquisitors were dead, and Masarelli had his sights set on the coven. Then there was my problem with Lachadiel. Obviously the Inquisitors being dead didn’t mean he was gone. I had to know more about Lachadiel and the connection he had with me. My best shot at finding out how to get rid of him for good had been the Inquisitors, and now that connection was gone.

“Go get Mahalia.”

Amalie needed something to do, other than stand there with her jaw agape. Mahalia needed to hear what the detective had to say, false accusations or not.

“That’s a great idea.” It was never a good thing when Masarelli agreed with me.

“I’ve got a great idea, why don’t you go out and find the real killer.” Snapping at him wouldn’t help anything, but it made me feel a little better.

“That’s precisely why I’m here. Motive, means, and opportunity. Everyone under this roof is a suspect.” Masarelli restocked the portion of his shirt that had freed itself from his pants at some point. “We’ve closed the case on the witch murders. We are now focusing all of our attention on finding the person or persons who killed a total of ten people.”

“Ah, now we’re getting down to it. Witches are people too, asshole. I don’t know how you ever got on SPTF in the first place,” I didn’t bother hiding my disgust with his old prejudices.

“I asked the same question about you.”

‘Touché, asshole.”

“Detective, how nice of you to drop by. Amalie tells me there have been some developments in the case. How can we assist you?” Mahalia breezed into the room, stopping us from coming to blows.

Oberon, Juno, and Phallon followed behind her like a coven hit squad, which I don’t think helped the argument that no one here had killed the Inquisitors.

“Is that what you call a mass murder? A development? Is that the new boyfriend, Maurin?” Masarelli chuckled, hitching his thumb in Oberon’s direction.

His clenched jaw and bulging veins were a good indication Oberon wanted to unleash on Masarelli. Thankfully, he had better control of his temper than I did. I knew the game Masarelli was playing. He was there on a fishing expedition. If he had any true evidence, then he would have brought his warrant with him and torn the place apart.

“How did you even find the Inquisitors? Something tells me that the investigation came to a screeching halt when they put you in charge of SPTF.”

“We got a tip. Turns out they were renting an old warehouse down at the wharf. The property owner got suspicious and went to see what they were up to.” Masarelli was preening like a peacock, so confident; like the tip was a direct result of his skills as a detective.

“I want to go to the warehouse, and I want to see your files.”

If I was lucky, there would be some of Lachadiel.

“It’s good to want things. It builds character. Why don’t you ask one of your little witch friends to look into her crystal ball and tell you what really happened?”

“What? You’re an idiot! Since you’re just filling in for Matthison, let me clue you in on how this works. I’m liaison. That means that I am entitled to know everything that you know. You can’t even run a background check on an Other without my knowledge.” .

“Yeah, well, things have changed. Matthison’s still in a coma, and I’m in charge, so we’ll be doing things my way from now on.” Chest puffed up, Masarelli tried to look more intimidating.

“Ooh, tough words big guy, but you're just a stand in. Now tell me which warehouse it is.”

We were wasting time, standing around the kitchen bitching. Everything was a pissing contest with him.

“Right, like I’m going to let you and Broomhilda over there go traipsing around. You think you can contaminate the whole crime scene and make any evidence that we find inadmissible? I don’t think so. Even Matthison wouldn’t tolerate suspects poking around our investigation.” He jerked his head in Mahalia’s direction.

“Suspects? We have been attacked and victimized by this group of zealots. They killed innocent people!” Mahalia’s voice rose for the first time in, well ever..

“Right, you’re all a bunch of innocents. Like I’m supposed to believe that a group of witches could be victims of anything. That line of bullshit might work with the press, but I’m not buying into it.”

“You know, just the other day I thought that you had a shred of humanity.” There was a moment in the car when he’d dropped me off at my apartment where I’d actually believed it.

“I’m more human than you’ll ever be.” Masarelli’s words stung. He’d unknowingly picked at an old emotional scab, one covering the wound from my mother.

“That’s it! I’m not listening to any more of this bullshit and neither is anyone else.” Oberon glanced in my direction, coming to my rescue before I said or did something to lash out. “You don’t have a warrant. It’s time for you to go.”

Masarelli got up, smoothed his suit jacket, and grabbed his trench coat off of the back of the kitchen chair. I stifled a laugh. He was certainly taking his temporary position seriously. I hadn’t seen him in full suit and tie once in the four years I’d known him. I didn’t think he owned a suit jacket, let alone a dress coat. I followed him to the front door just to be sure he didn’t try to plant some evidence on his way out. At that point, I wouldn’t put anything past him.

“I thought that you wanted to see the crime scene?” he asked, just as I was about to shut the door in his face.

I just stared at him.

“I’ll take you, but only you.”

“Wait here.” I closed the door.

Oberon was right behind me.

“I don’t want you going with him. I don’t trust him.”.

“Masarelli and I have been having this pissing contest for the last four years. He’s a first-class jerk, and a little power drunk with his new authority, but he’s harmless. I can handle him.” Leaning back against the door, I steeled my spine for an argument I didn’t want to have.

“You don’t look good, Maurin. You didn’t get much sleep,” the compassion and concern on his face sent an inexplicable jolt of pain through me. “You’re not yourself. You’re pale, and you look drawn out like you’ve got the flu.”

“Why, darling, you say the sweetest things.” I raised my arm to my forehead and pretended to swoon.

“I’m serious, Maurin. Don’t go by yourself. I’ll come with you. Tell him that according to the rules that Matthison and the Council agreed upon, you’re required to bring one member of the Council Guard with you.”

“I don’t want to press my luck.”

Oberon gave me a questioning look.

“I may have exaggerated a bit about how much he had to share. In truth, the language in the agreement is a little one-sided.” I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m supposed to share with them, but they don’t really have to share with me, since we always know before them. I’ve never had to worry about the specific language before since I always worked with Matthison.”

“So Masarelli was right. Things are going to change.”

“No. Matthison will be back.” I was unwilling to believe otherwise. “If he’s going to take me to the warehouse, then I’m going. I don’t care if he has ulterior motives. We need to know what’s going on. If the Inquisitors really are dead, then who killed them? And why?” I walked past Oberon and went upstairs to grab my coat, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror above the dresser. Oberon was right. Pale and drawn out, I didn’t look good. I had the amulet, but I still felt like there was a hole in my defenses and energy was leaking from my body. If I could have just gotten a decent night’s sleep and a hot meal, I would have felt better. Still, deep down I new I wouldn’t feel one-hundred percent until Lachadiel was gone. I just wished I knew how to make that happen. Slipping my coat on, I went back downstairs.

Oberon was back in the kitchen, pleading his case to Mahalia. It was understandable that he wanted to come with me, but I could handle myself. Besides, with the way Masarelli was behaving, things would go a lot smoother without any witches along for the ride. From the looks of it, Mahalia agreed with me. I slipped out the front door while Mahalia and Amalie kept Oberon distracted.

Masarelli was waiting in his car. In reality it wasn’t his car, it was Matthison’s. It was probably full of wrappers from his drive-thru addiction. Seeing Masarelli sitting behind the wheel of Matthison’s car got my blood boiling. He thought he’d have an easy time climbing the ladder with Matthison in the hospital. Someone needed to knock him down a few rungs, remind him of his place.

Good thing I was up for the job.

I opened the car door and brushed the burger wrappers onto the floor before getting in. After I buckled my seatbelt, Masarelli backed out of the driveway.

“Having fun playing pretend?” I pulled a burger wrapper I’d missed out from under my ass.

“Who’s pretending? The commissioner put me in charge of SPTF himself, and he made the right choice.”

“He made the only choice. No one else has been there as long as you have. As soon as he’s healthy enough, Matthison will be back behind his desk, and you’ll be back writing parking tickets.” It was the truth and we both knew it. Well, maybe not the parking ticket part.

“Don’t get your hopes up. I’m about to make my career with this case, and I have it on good authority they’re going to offer Matthison an early retirement with full benefits. His wife will make him take it. It looks like you’ll be dealing with me from now on.” Full of piss and vinegar with his new position, Masarelli exuded a confidence I’d never seen in him before.

Too bad he was a thick headed as ever.

“I’ll make a deal with you. You shut your offensive mouth for the rest of the drive, and I won’t file a complaint for racially-motivated harassment.”

“Witchcraft is still classified as a religion, not a race. And you’re not even a witch.” The detective had been doing some homework.

“Just shut up and drive.”

Masarelli was actually quiet the rest of the ride. I stared out the window, watching the houses and people as we passed them, but my thoughts kept going back to what he had said about Matthison. Would he retire after he got out of the hospital? I couldn’t blame his wife for making him do so. They had kids and bigger plans. SPTF wouldn’t be the same without him.

If Masarelli were at the helm, the entire purpose of the department would change. And not for the better. Matthison and I worked well together. I couldn’t work with Masarelli at all. He just wanted things back to the way they were before the Shift.

My stomach and my mood soured as the residential area turned into an industrial area and the warehouses came into view. It wasn’t hard to figure out which building it was. Masarelli might as well have put up a neon sign with big flashing arrows that said ‘something bad happened here.’ Black and whites lined the chain-link fence. A young beat cop pulled the gate open, and he closed it again as soon as our rear bumper was clear.

Masarelli parked off to the side of the lot. We both got out and walked over to the warehouse. He slid the large, metal door open, and we went in. Halogen lights were set up throughout the warehouse because the windows had been blacked out. I saw a few familiar faces from SPTF milling about. I waved and said hello as I followed Masarelli to the far end of the space.

We passed a makeshift office, a couple of tables with computers, GPS, COMM units and more technical gear. There were some more folding tables with maps and papers strewn across them as well. Farther to the left was an old-school chalkboard on wheels with what looked like a family tree drawn on it. There were two easels with flip charts on them in front of two rows of five folding chairs. I couldn’t see anything else, but judging by the number of people working back here, we were getting closer to the bodies.

“Did they move the bodies already?” I asked, trying to figure out what I was looking for exactly.

“There weren’t any bodies.” Masarelli came up beside me.

“Then how do you know that ten people were murdered?” I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like his answer.

“There weren’t any actual bodies, but there were enough pieces left for us to figure it out. See for yourself.” He pointed to the right rear corner.

That was all the confirmation I needed that Lachadiel had been there. I headed in the direction of the body parts.

“Watch where you’re going. Just stay behind me.” Masarelli pulled me back.

I looked down to see that the cement floor about two feet in front of me was covered with blood. I fell in behind Masarelli and followed him along the back wall.

He snapped his fingers, and one of the officers turned the lights so that they lit up the corner. There were small, white numbered flags everywhere, marking different bone shards and pieces of flesh. The walls and floor were covered with blood. It looked like someone had thrown open cans of red paint all over the place.

“And you seriously thought witches did this?” I asked Masarelli in disbelief.

“You seriously think they didn’t?”

“It looks like a Pollock painting back here. If the coven was going to send out its best witches to kill the Inquisitors, do you honestly think that they would leave it looking like this?” I held back a shiver looking at the carnage.

“If they were trying to throw us off and make us think that someone else did it, then yes.” He scratched at the stubble on his chin, still confident he was on the right track.

“You’ve been watching the Sleuth channel again, haven’t you?” That got me a few chuckles from some of the other officers and dagger eyes from Masarelli.

“I know you know something. You say the witches wouldn’t have done this, but maybe they sent their dogs in to do the dirty work for them. Maybe they came in here and tore them all to bits.” He was obviously grasping at straws.

“Okay, a werewolf is strong enough to take down a Norm. I’ll give you that. But why would they?” I tried to follow his desperate logic.

He didn’t have an answer.

“You haven’t found anything to connect what happened here to the coven or to the wolves. And you won’t, because the Council has been cleaning up after the Others in Salem for centuries.” My hands land on my hips.

“Thanks for proving my point.” Masarelli sneered, like a cat that finally ate the canary.

“You damned well know what I meant! Did you know about the Others before the Shift? Of course not, because they didn’t leave shit like this for you to find. The only reason you know about them now is because they want you to. They would have made the Inquisitors disappear—not have splattered them all over the walls.”

“Wasn’t hard to win you over, was it? Just had to get a hot guy to make some magic in your pants, and you’d say anything they told you to,” Masarelli tried another tactic, the one where he made me look like a whore and I tripped up defending myself.

“You think he’s hot?” He wasn’t the only interrogator in the room. Rather than take the bait I turned his comment back on him.

There was an immediate eruption of exaggerated coughing and throat-clearing in an effort to cover up the laughter of some of the officers who were within earshot. Walking away from Masarelli, careful not to step in any of the tacky blood on the floor, I took my phone out of my coat pocket and started taking pictures. Ignoring Masarelli’s protests, I continued to take pictures at different angles, doing my best to stay out of the way of the crime scene photographer.

I got a pair of gloves from one of the detectives and started looking at the papers on one of the tables. There were maps of Salem and Winter Island, a file on me that I know Masarelli read more than once, and more photos of coven members. I moved to another table. There were some papers that looked like they were torn out of a really old book, in a language I couldn’t read. It looked like the Inquisitors were trying to translate them. I wanted to take them back to Mahalia, but I’d never make it out of here with them. I could feel Masarelli’s eyes on me. I took a few pictures of the papers, hoping that the zoom feature on my phone’s camera was good enough to glean some details.

They had enough evidence to prove the Inquisitors murdered those girls, but that wouldn’t help us now. Masarelli saw it as a motive here, and I had to admit it looked pretty bad for Mahalia and the rest of the coven. I couldn’t believe the Inquisitors might actually succeed in their plan to take down the Salem Coven, albeit ironically.

Masarelli was going to try to take this case all the way to the courthouse. He genuinely believed the coven was guilty and that this proved all of his prejudices were accurate.

There had to be something here that would prove the coven’s innocence, and I was hoping to find it. I had to find it.

Masarelli was through letting me play in his sandbox. I could see him talking to a couple of uniforms and pointing in my direction. I decided not to wait for my escort and walked out of the dark warehouse into the bright winter sun. The same officer who looked like he couldn’t be older than twelve was at the gate. He gave the chain-link gate a pull and opened it just enough for me to slip out. I walked about a block and called Oberon for a ride.

On the verge of turning into a popsicle by the time he arrived, I climbed into his truck and started turning all of the vents toward me. Oberon kicked the heat on high, so I put my hands in front of one of the vents to thaw them out. I needed to invest in some gloves.

“How are you with bolt cutters?”

“Why?” Oberon groaned, his hands flexing on the steering wheel

“We might need to come back here tonight.” After rubbing my hands together in front of the vent one last time, I settled back in my seat.

“What are we looking for?” Eyes on the road, Oberon pulled away from the curb.

“I don’t know yet. There were too many people in there for me to touch anything, so I couldn’t get a reading.” I gave the seatbelt a little tug, shifting it down so it didn’t cut into my neck.

“You might want to figure that out before we go committing a felony at a place that’s crawling with cops.” Oberon spared me a glance before concentrating on driving again.

“I’m hoping the pictures I managed to take will help. We’ll skip over the areas Masarelli’s team has been through. That should help narrow it down.” Leaning back against the head rest, I closed my eyes for a minute, and then thought better of it when the gory scene emerged in my mind.

“I’m not sure I follow. Why are we skipping the places that SPTF looked?”He flicked the blinker and made a left onto a side street. I’d never gone this way but trusted he knew how to get us back.

“Anything Masarelli’s tagged as evidence will be pointing toward the coven. If we look at everything else, we’re bound to find the real killer. Simple as that.” And it really was. At least where the evidence was concerned.

“We’d be less likely to get caught if we had a vampire with us. They can cloak themselves in shadows better than I can with any spell.” By his furrowed brow and slight grimace, I assumed it pained him to admit that.

“Perfect. Agrona’s due back tonight. We’ll ask her for a volunteer.”

Chapter 12

 
I sat on the floor in Mahalia’s study surrounded by the pictures of the warehouse. It took forever to get them off my phone and onto the computer, and even longer to print them out. I used Photoshop to zoom in and enhance the pictures of the book’s pages, but they still looked like cell phone quality. Shuffling the enlarged prints around, fitting them together like a puzzle, I lined them up to match the originals to the best of my ability. Out of everything the Inquisitors were working on, these pages seemed the most important. Hopefully someone here would be able to read them.

Oberon moved the couch back to open up more floor space, and I started laying out more pictures. I stood back up and looked down at the whole bloody scene on the floor.

“Now what?”

“Now you have to eat something. You haven’t actually sat down to eat in days.” Oberon poked my ribs to emphasize his point.

I’d lost a couple pounds but nothing I couldn’t spare.

“Not true. Amalie brought me pancakes at my apartment, and I sat down to eat those.”

“Maurin, I’m serious. You can’t keep up this pace. You’re using up valuable energy just so you can keep going on a few hours’ sleep and a couple of snacks.”

“Thanks Dad. Look, we’re running out of time. We don’t know who or what did this, and we’ve got to figure it out before Masarelli starts convincing people that it was the coven. Food isn’t high on my list of priorities right now.” I didn’t even bother to look at him, my eyes fixed on the puzzle laid out on the floor.

“Well, it needs to be or you’ll be no good to anyone. I’m going to go fix you a sandwich, and you’re going to eat it,” he ordered, as he headed to the kitchen.

I didn’t move or argue, just stood there staring at the photos. I was missing something. I could feel it. But what?

“I don’t think you have them in the right order.”

I jumped, startled by the unexpected sound. I turned around to see who was behind me.

“Damn it, Kedehern, I hate it when you all do that.”

“Forgive me, centuries-old habit.” He smirked.

“Save it. You enjoy sneaking up on people. What makes you say they’re out of order?”

“I’ve become quite the expert on blood over the years.” His laughter rolled over me, giving me goose bumps. The untucked, white dress shirt, perfectly distressed jeans, and boots made his light-brown hair and eyes stand out. I could see how women would have been lured in by his fashion-model appearance. The danger was so well hidden beneath the surface.

“Right. That certainly makes sense, in a disturbing kind of way. Go ahead, Mr. Expert, put them in order.” I stepped to the side.

Kedehern bent down and slid some of the photos around. Before I knew it, he had everything in order. All of the pictures were in their correct place. It looked identical to how it was in the warehouse. He stood up, admiring his work.

“How did you…you weren’t even there. Never mind, I probably don’t want to know.” I stopped myself.

“There was a time when we weren’t bound by the rules that we have now. My queen and I did as we pleased. This is a finger painting compared to the masterpieces we created.” His hand flew to his heart as he wistfully reminisced the days when vampires weren’t romanticized and were still at the top of the food chain.

Blocking out the images of Agrona and Kedehern slaughtering town after town, driven by their insatiable thirst for blood was almost impossible. But it did give me pause. Could a vampire have done this? It was unlikely. No vampire would risk the wrath of Agrona and Kedehern. And it’s not like the vampires were short on blood donors. There’s no logical reason for a vampire to do this. Not that anything about this situation was logical.

Oberon came back in with a turkey sandwich and a look that said, “You will eat this and not give me any shit about it.”

He handed me the plate and I begrudgingly plopped down on the couch. After the first bite, I realized how hungry I had been, polishing off the first half of the sandwich in four bites. Just as I was about to devour the second half, the rest of the Council tiptoed in around the photos on the floor. I set the plate on the couch cushion next to me and waited for the fireworks to begin.

“You’ve gotten sloppy, Mahalia. Letting the humans find your prey before you? Roul and I would not have allowed our enemies to hide from us, and we certainly wouldn’t have been outwitted by a bunch of mortals.” Agrona was obviously disgusted.

“We have been working within the confines of our agreement with the mortals, Agrona, something that you seldom do.” Mahalia dismissed the vampires comment with a wave. “And it was dumb luck that SPTF found the Inquisitors.”

“None of that even matters now. There’s a new player in this sick game, and we’ve got to find out who it is before Masarelli starts detaining coven members. He is becoming a liability.” Roul paused, waited until he had everyone’s attention. “Before the Shift, the government agreed the existence of the Council system should be kept secret to ease human acceptance. It would be chaos if the humans knew just how little control they actually have. Masarelli is perilously close to breaking that agreement.”

“I have an idea.” I tried to interject but they were all too busy talking over one another.

“Hey! I’ve got an idea,” I tried again.

That didn’t stop them either. They just kept right on going. Agrona was berating Mahalia for not ridding Salem of the Inquisitors herself. Oberon was about to jump in to defend Mahalia’s honor. From my previous experiences with Agrona, that was a bad idea. Kedehern wanted to know who was moving in on their territory, and it sounded like Roul wanted to dig a hole for Masarelli’s grave.

I stuck my fingers in my mouth and gave an ear-piercing whistle, perfected over many rock concerts. As I expected, the room became quiet, and I had everyone’s attention. “I said that I have an idea. If you’re done with the juvenile bitch-fest, then I’d be happy to share it.”

Nobody said anything, so I took that as an invitation to proceed. “I need to get back into the warehouse. Masarelli’s only looking for evidence to prove the coven’s guilt. He won’t be looking for anything else. Given the time to really look around, I think I can find out who really did this.”

“What makes you so certain that you’ll be able to find something this time?” Roul shoved his hands into his pockets, eyeing me warily.

“I couldn’t get a read on anything with Maserelli breathing down my neck the whole time. I can do this, but I’m going to need a little help.” I turned to Agrona and Kedehern.

“I’m listening.” Retracting her fangs, Agrona calmed enough to really listen.

“SPTF will be monitoring the feed from the security cameras outside the warehouse. I’m going to need some cover.” I didn’t bother phrasing it as a request. I was too tired for political pandering.

“We’ll send Aidan. He has cloaked others before.” Kedehern shook his head, agreeing with his wife’s decision.

“Well, that was easier than I thought. There’s plenty of darkness left. The sooner he gets here, the sooner we can go.”

“Take Cash with you.” Roul looked serious, which is what bothered me about his suggestion.

“Come on, Roul. Not tonight. I’ve got a small window to get in, find what we need, and get out.” I did not need or have time to babysit for the pack.

“Hence my suggestion. Cash was already on their scent on Winter Island. He won’t waste time sorting them all out.”

It wasn’t incompetence that made me not want to bring Cash. In fact, he had proven very useful so far. He had saved my ass from a long and miserable swim on Winter Island. Truthfully, he had been downright easy to work as of late, which was a complete three-sixty from the last time he had been in Salem. I guess that’s what bothered me. It wouldn’t last. He was trying to prove himself to Roul’s pack, but after the challenge he’d go right back to being the dick he had been before. And when he did, I didn’t want him thinking I owed him a favor in return for his help. Still, Roul was right. I needed Cash at the warehouse.

“Fine. I’m assuming he’s already here.” I sighed, rubbing my temples to stop the headache trying to form.

Mahalia and Oberon got to work translating whatever was on those old pages I had taken pictures of. She pulled book after book off of her shelves, handing them to Oberon. The stack was up to his eyes. Quickly running out of space in the cramped study, she scooped up the papers and told Oberon to follow her to the dining room where they could spread everything out.

.

Cash came in and plopped down on the couch next to me just as I’d grabbed my plate and started eating again. Scooting closer to the arm on my side of the couch, I made room between us. I could see him staring at me from the corner of my eye. Uncomfortable with people watching me eat, I dropped what was left of my sandwich on the plate and set it on the empty middle cushion.

“You done with that?” Cash picked up what was left of my sandwich.

“I am now.”

He polished it off in one bite, licking some stray mayo off of his fingers. Even the way he ate was irritating.

I got up, grabbed the plate off of the cushion, and was about to take it into the kitchen when I bumped into a vampire.

“Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”

“No need to apologize. Entirely my fault. I’m Aidan. You must be Maurin?” He extended his hand.

Aidan was close to six feet tall and had an athletic build. I had no idea how old he really was, but he must have been around my age when he had been turned. He was handsome, reminded me of an actor. Jason…something. Whatever. I just hoped he was as easy to work with as he was on the eyes.

I took his hand, not expecting much to happen, since he was a vampire. Vampires were mostly dead, after all, and I don’t read the dead. The experiment back at the morgue had proven that. I’ve talked to ghosts before, well, once, and that was under rather unique circumstances. The undead are usually a nice escape. Unlike every other species, I didn’t have to watch myself in the company of vampires.

A pulse of magic coursed between us. Shocked, literally, I saw flashes of Aidan inside my head. He was older than I had originally thought. Ireland, during the Victorian era, if I had to guess by the clothes he wore. The vampire tightened his grip as I tried to pull away; intrigued I could slip inside his mind. Instinctively, I threw up my walls, reinforcing my mental shields and pried my hand from his grasp to break the connection. I had enough problems with Lachadiel. The last thing I needed was a freak vampire playing around inside my head.

“Sorry. I didn’t know that would happen. It never has with a vampire.” I dropped the plate as I backed away from Aidan.

He caught it before it hit the floor and set it on an antique end table by the couch.

“There you go apologizing again when no harm has been done. I must admit that I am curious about your ability to form a connection with me, but I can understand why you would recoil from my mind,” Aidan reached for my amulet.

I tucked the amulet back under my shirt and put a little more distance between us.

He laughed, giving me goose bumps, but in a good way. Damned vamps and their powers of persuasion.

“It’s natural for people to recoil from the dead.”

I’d almost forgotten Cash was in the room. Aidan must have been pumping out more pheromones than I’d realized.

“I thought that I smelled a dog.” Aidan practically dismissed Cash entirely, his attention fixed on me.

A low growl rumbled up from Cash. Aidan didn’t rise to the bait, choosing to ignore Cash.

“Not tonight, Cash. We all need to work together if we expect to pull this off. I’m going to get Oberon and then we’re out of here. You two play nice.”

I left the vampire and the werewolf alone in Mahalia’s study; hoping everything, and everyone, would still be in one piece when I came back.

Oberon scribbled away at the dining room table while Mahalia dictated at an auctioneer’s pace. Graive sat between him and Mahalia, scouring through old books. I cleared my throat, obviously announcing my presence as I walked into the room. “Aidan and Cash are here, Oberon. We’re ready to go. The sooner the better actually, since I don’t think they like each other very much.”

He didn’t say anything, just looked at Mahalia and waited for her approval.

Graive looked at me like she was willing me to burst into flames.

“Yes, yes. Go ahead.” Mahalia shooed Oberon away. “Graive, you can take over for Oberon.”

Oberon got up and walked over to me. He slipped his hand in mine, and I followed him out of the dining room, all the while Graive’s eyes burned a hole in the back of my head.

Mahalia snapped at Graive as we walked away. “Pay attention! Every word must be correct. You of all people should know this.”

I stifled my laughter.

“You’re smiling. What’s got you in such a good mood?” Oberon gave my hand a little squeeze.

“What? Am I? It must be the company.” I didn’t want him to know I was being a petty, little bitch.

I stuck my head in the study door. “Let’s go!”

Chapter 13

 
The four of us climbed into Oberon’s truck and headed out to the warehouse. The ride was quiet and a bit awkward. There was more testosterone in the truck than a locker room at a football game, and it was getting a little hard to breathe. I cracked my window to air out the cab of the truck.

We parked a couple of blocks down and walked, stopping beside a warehouse next to the one we needed to break into. There was plenty of cover in between the two buildings from the patrol car that remained parked out front.

Oberon moved forward, stepping just to the edge of the shadows. Static charged the air. My hair was sticking out in every direction, like I was touching one of Tesla’s plasma globes.

“The alarm system is off. Cash, you want to get the door?” Oberon whispered, stepping back into the alley.

“Are you sure? If I walk through this door and bells start ringing, I’m gone, and you’re on your own explaining it to the half-dozen cops strolling around.” Cash hesitated before moving in.

“It’s fried wolf. This isn’t my first go around with a spell like this.”

Cash shrugged his shoulders, the only signal he’d accepted Oberon completed his task and took up his position at the side door of the warehouse. He was hardly visible, crouched down behind the trashcans and fifty-five-gallon drums that lined the side of the building.

“What did you do?” I asked Oberon, while Cash worked on the lock.

“That spell’s like a very accurate EMP. I would have preferred to cast one with a wider range, but I think your friends from SPTF would notice if the streetlights went out.”

“Cool.”

Oberon leaned in for a quick kiss. Little static charges leaped from his lips to mine. It felt like I was kissing a battery. He smiled as I tried to rub the pins and needles sensation from my lips.

“Let’s go,” Cash crept inside the warehouse.

With his military training, he could avoid being seen or heard without magic. He was lethal in situations like this; they were his specialty. If the coven was going to send in “the dogs”, like Masarelli had said, then Cash was the right wolf for the job.

“Someone should stay by the door to keep watch,” Aidan directed his statement at Oberon.

Oberon’s expression darkened.

I tried to turn around to see what had just happened between the two of them, but Aidan was right behind me, slipping his arm around my waist.

“Keep wrapping your arms around her like that and it’ll go from night to day in this alley. Hope you brought some sun block.” Small flames lept from Oberon’s fingertips.

“And risk giving us away? I think not witch. Besides, the contact makes it easier to shadow her.”Aidan casually thrummed his fingers along the hip of my jeans.

“Well, you’ll have to figure something else out, because I won’t be able to do anything with you glued to my hip like this. And I don’t think we should split up.” Foresight wasn’t my gift, but even I knew working alone with the vampire would lead to problems.

“I’m going to cloak you in shadow, not make you invisible. If someone’s coming, we’ll still need time to make our escape.” Aidan sounded rational, even if the pheromones he pumped out said otherwise.

“Go on. I’ll stay here and serve as a lookout.” Oberon gave me that easy smile, the one capable of melting my ice covered heart.

Pulling on the shadows of the buildings around him, Oberon made himself almost impossible to see. If a vampire were better at shadowing than that, we’d be undetectable.

Stepping away from Aidan, I went over to the door; with a final look back to be sure I couldn’t see Oberon under his shadows. Aidan was right behind me again, blocking my view.

“Do you mind?”

“If I cannot touch you, then I will have to be close, very close,” Aidan’s accent was thick, a deep Irish brogue, his mouth close to my ear. His breath felt like a cool breeze on my neck and instantly gave me goosebumps.

“Knock it off, Aidan. You’re not the first vampire I’ve worked with.”

He laughed, nudging me through the side door and into the warehouse, leaving Oberon alone in the alley to keep watch.

Cash moved silently and methodically through the warehouse, stopped when he caught our scent to shake his head. He hadn’t found anything yet.

I walked around, feeling as if Aidan was my shadow instead of me being cloaked by his, and stopped at the table with the computers on it.

“You should have told the witch outside that you planned to use the computer. If I had to guess, he fried everything in here when he knocked out the alarm.” Aidan stepped up beside me, picking up a cable to see where it led.

“Don’t touch anything. I don’t need electricity to use the computer.” Pushing the chair out of the way so I could stand in front of the keyboard, my fingers moved across the keys, searching for a pattern in keystrokes. Letters, words, and sentences formed in my mind. It was a detailed report chronicling the movements of the Inquisitors in Salem. They were creating a new manifesto, one that would rival the Malleus Maleficarum. There were pages and pages of notes on new and successful torture techniques. Detailed instructions on dismantling a witch’s magical ability by removing the eyes, tongue, and hands momentarily tripped up my concentration as the crime scenes and bodies flashed through my mind. With a shudder and a shake of my head, I tried to clear the images of dead bodies from my mind and continued my reading. The Inquisitor author’s sense of purpose and satisfaction as he typed the directions for the others to follow saturated my brain. Fingers trembling with rage as they glided across the keys, I tried not to be distracted by my anger. The Inquisitors were already dead. We might not have been the ones to hand out their punishment, but at least they died the violent and horrible deaths they deserved.

Everything I saw was something we already knew. There had to be something else. Moving to another laptop a little farther down the table, Aidan didn’t say a word as he hovered behind me. My hands hovering above the keys again, I was immediately drawn to a new pattern of letters. Fingerprints on the keys led me down a new path of keystrokes. The last person to use this computer was doing a lot of research. Was this the one that held the information I needed?

I followed a few references about Lachadiel, but they were all dead ends. Everything I found on this laptop was common knowledge too. Damn it! Why wasn’t there anything useful in here about him? If the Inquisitors weren’t keeping any information about him, and Mahalia didn’t have anything, then what the hell was I supposed to do? It’s not like I could just stroll into the nearest bookstore to grab a latte and a book on zealot cults and their heavenly defenders.

Aidan cleared his throat. I had forgotten he was behind me for a second.

“Do you believe that Lachadiel has something to do with the murder of his conjurers?”

“How did you—”

“It was simple. I just watched your fingers move across the keys. I’ve always been an excellent speller.” He smirked.

“Um, I don’t know. I mean, anything’s possible.” I didn’t want to admit my real reasons for focusing on any path that led to Lachadiel.

“Hmm,” was all he said in response.

Shrugging it off I went back to focusing on the keyboard. My fingers slid across the keys as I opened myself up to all patterns and letter formations. A word I didn’t know came up over and over again. Afrit. What the hell was an Afrit, and why did the Inquisitors want to know so much about it?

“We don’t have much time, Maurin. You haven’t found anything that we can use to clear the coven. We need to move on.” Aidan gently rested a hand on my shoulder, giving it a light squeeze.

“I can’t concentrate when you touch me. Just give me a second. I think I’m on to something here.”

“I have been known to have that effect on women. I believe Cash has found something too.” .The vampire waved a hand toward Cash’s location.

“What? I didn’t hear him say anything,” I grumbled, still trying to find more information about the Afrit.

“If he said it loud enough for you to hear, then the men patrolling outside would hear him as well.” Aidan leaned in, whispering in my ear to emphasize his point.

Before I could protest he grabbed me by the waist, his other hand clamped around my mouth. In what seemed like half a second, we were across the warehouse and standing next to Cash. Aidan set me down, reminding me not to yell when he uncovered my mouth.

“Don’t do that again!” Scrambling to find my center after being whirl-winded across the warehouse, I wrapped my arms around my middle and took a couple of deep breaths.

“I believe that it was you who said that we were on a tight schedule.” Aidan smiled as he casually reminded me of our rapidly shrinking timeline.

“Yeah, because it would have taken so much time to walk back here,” I muttered under my breath, unwilling to give him an inch.

“In my time, a gentleman escorted a lady,” Aidan gestured to me. “Besides, you would have just stayed at that computer if I hadn’t brought you back here.”

“Grabbing someone and covering her mouth is your idea of escorting? No wonder chivalry is dead.”

“A lady? You obviously don’t know her very well.” Apparently, it was Cash’s turn to throw in a jab.

“Well, she certainly looks like a lady to me.” Aidan was eying me up and down with a smile.

“Looks can be deceiving.”

“Screw you, Cash!” Not my best retort but it would have to do.

“See what I mean?” Cash jerked his head my way.

Aidan chuckled. “Indeed I do.”

“Wasn’t there something that you wanted to show us, Cash?”

“Yeah, I caught a scent over here that I don’t recognize.” Cash pointed to the bloodstains on the floor and back wall.

The cleaning crew hadn’t been here yet. SPTF must not be done working the crime scene. Aidan was right. We needed to wrap it up before someone came back.

“Another Inquisitor maybe? One who wasn’t on Winter Island?”

Cash mentally logged the scents of the Inquisitors on the island, if this was someone he knew he’d weed it out..

“No, that’s the thing…it’s not a human scent. I can’t place it at all.”

“Animal?” Rubbing a hand over my eyes in frustration, I hoped like hell his heightened sense of smell was wrong. If this was an animal, a shifter and Masarelli was right? I didn’t even want to think about it.

“Lachadiel.” Aidan turned his head sideways, staring off at the wall.

“Could be, but I’d need a scent to compare it with to be sure.” Cash took a few more deep breaths, cataloging the scent.

“I don’t think that will be necessary.” Aidan pulled us both back a step and pointed to the blood splatter on the wall. “Look.”

“Look at what? I don’t see anything but…” Cash started to argue, but Aidan interrupted.

“Stare at it for a moment, then blink and look at a clean spot on the wall or the floor. Keep blinking and you will see the image.”

I did as I was told without arguing for a change. Cash did too because I could hear him cussing when he figured out what the image was. I felt like I was going to throw up.

“How’d you figure that out?” Obviously impressed with Aidan’s discovery, the vampire had all of Cash’s attention.

“It’s an old vampire trick. It used to be all the rage. Vampires would leave their name or a logo, for lack of a better word, when marking a new territory. If you wanted to call out a master vampire when attempting to take over his domain, then you’d leave this. It went out of fashion with cell phones, although, there are some of us that still like to leave calling cards. It’s my job to track them down and remind them of the rules.” Aidan stood in front of me, turning my head to expose my neck. “It looks like someone is trying to send you a message.”

“I don’t think that it’s the first time either.” I recalled the bizarre dream I’d had earlier where I was covered in blood.

“He’s able to gain access to your mind? Even with the amulet?” Aidan tapped two fingers against his breastbone.

“What amulet?” Cash asked, trying to keep up.

“This one.” I pulled the amulet out of my shirt. “It’s supposed to protect my mind and keep things out.”

“Well, it isn’t doing a very good job of it.” Cash rested a hand on the butt of his holstered handgun; his head cocked to one side. “We should go.”

The door opened, just enough for Oberon to stick his head in. “I hope you found something because Masarelli’s car just pulled up to the gate. We need to go. Now!”

There was movement in the alley. Two patrolmen were headed in Oberon’s direction. He slipped inside the door and quietly clicked it shut. Little orbs of light bounced around the alley from their flashlights. Chatter from their radios broke the silence.

“Thought I saw something back here, Detective!”

After what felt like the longest minute of my life, we heard the “all clear.”

“Then get your ass up here, and get the lock off this door. Clean up is on their way!” Masarelli barked out orders.

“We didn’t get what we need.” That sloppy ass detective was the bane of my existence. This wasn’t the first time he’d gotten in my way, and it wouldn’t be the last.

“Too late for that now.” Cash unfastened the snap on his holster.

“We know it was Lachadiel who killed the Inquisitors. That’s going to have to do for now.” Aidan waved Oberon over when all the flashlights dimmed and the footsteps quieted.

“Lachadiel?” Oberon needed an update. It would have to wait.

“I’ll explain later. We need to go. Now.” I looked to Cash; he had the most experience in covert ops. If we were getting out of there, it was under his direction.

We were out of time and out of exits. We needed to get the hell out of this warehouse, and we had about two minutes to do it.

“We can get out through the roof. There’s an access panel at the end of the catwalk. From there, we’ll have to jump off the back. We should be able to clear the chain link and hug the coast for a while. Might have to go a few blocks out of our way and double back to the truck, but it’s our best shot at getting out of here undetected.” Cash’s instructions came complete with military hand gestures.

“You just came up with that? I’m impressed.” And for once I actually was.

“I had an exit strategy before I walked through the door. Now move it.”

“Hoo-rah.” With two fingers raised to my brow I gave him a mock salute.

He laughed. “Just get your ass up on that catwalk.”

We all ran to the far corner of the warehouse and the ladder leading up to the catwalk. Cash was already at the top of the ladder, taking two rungs at a time. Oberon was next, halfway up the ladder.

Aidan held me back. “It won’t help the coven or the Council if we all get arrested.”

“What?”

“Cash’s escape route was for himself. We won’t all get off the roof.”

“With a werewolf, a witch, and a vampire? I’m pretty sure we can manage.” I wasn’t following his thought process.

“I’m a vampire. I’m not Superman. I don’t fly. You and Oberon won’t make the jump on your own, and I don’t think Cash can make it carrying you, let alone Oberon. There won’t be time for me to make two trips.”

I could hear the chain sliding through the door handles. Masarelli was going to come through that door any second.

Oberon stopped and looked behind him to see where I was. “What are you doing? Get up here! Let’s go!”

“I’m sure that Oberon would do the honorable thing and stay behind, but you and I both know that can’t happen.” Aidan’s grip tightened as I tried to step away.

“Right behind you.” I waved Oberon on.

Oberon had to get away clean. We knew there was a risk we would get caught. I should never have brought him along. The coven was in enough shit without one of their witches getting arrested for breaking and entering and tampering with evidence. Aidan didn’t think he could jump the distance carrying both of us, and Cash couldn’t make it with either of us. I was about to make Masarelli’s night.

“I have a plan. Do you trust me?” Aidan relaxed his grip, gently massaging the spot where he’d most likely bruised me..

“What choice do I have?”

“When Masarelli comes through the door, I want you to run out the side. Go out through the alley, and make a break for the fence. Let them catch you, but make it convincing.”

“That’s your plan? Let them catch me?”

“Have a little faith, Maurin.” He was up the ladder and pulling Oberon through the access panel. I heard muffled arguing and Cash telling them to shut up before they got us all busted. The access panel closed as Masarelli came through the door. I bolted for the side door while he tried to turn on the lights.

“What the hell? SPTF! Don’t move!” His Maglite frantically swept the warehouse, finally finding me as I stepped through the door. “Freeze, Kincaide!”

I didn’t of course. Does anybody? Bolting out of the door, I ran up the alley as fast as I could. Two officers sprinted toward me. Lowering my head and leading with my shoulder, I barreled through them. One crashed into the side of the warehouse, and the other hit the chain link. He bounced off the fence and made a grab for me. With a quick dodge to the left, I sent him stumbling into his partner. I was up and over the fence before they got untangled.

I darted out into the street, stopping for a second, looking around. There were cops in every direction. It would have been easy to push through them, and I wanted to, but Aidan had a plan. It went against all of my instincts, but I had to trust him. He said to make it convincing, so I darted left, away from the warehouse and Masarelli. There was a pop, followed by a sharp pain in my back. I stumbled, but quickly regained my footing. There was a bean bag on the ground by my foot. They broke out the riot guns? Another pop. This time it hit me on the side of the head, right in the temple. I lost my equilibrium and went down. Just before I hit the ground, I thought I saw Aidan and Cash holding Oberon back.

The pavement came up to meet me, and my side felt like it was on fire. Almost certain my skull had been split open, my brains leaking all over the street, I waited as Masarelli and the rest of the officers ran closed in. The sound of guns cocking surrounded me.

“Don’t even think about fucking moving!”
“I don’t think that will be a problem.” Witty comebacks were my specialty. Or so I thought.

“Jesus, she’s muttering nonsense. I told you to stop her, not to give her brain damage, you idiot,” Masarelli screamed at the officer with the riot gun. “You want her to be able to file police brutality charges? Get her zip tied and into the back of a patrol car.”

I didn’t fight or cry out when the officer put a knee with all his weight on my spine and pulled my arms behind my back. They fastened the zip ties too tight around my wrists and yanked me up off of the ground before shoving me into the back of a patrol car. My head hit the roof on the way in.

“Watch your head,” one of them laughed as he slammed the car door shut.

I’d never had so much as a parking ticket, and now I was being arrested. They would take me in and process me. Mugshots, fingerprints. I was a criminal. No, I was a complete moron. Why the hell did I agree to this?
Chapter 14

 
Handcuffed to a bench with a couple of women who had obviously been picked up for prostitution, not exactly how I thought the night would go. My compatriots had obviously spent time on this bench before. Instead of hanging their heads they winked and flirted with every officer that walked by.

I wished for an ounce of their moxie but all I had was mortification. I’d worked with most of these guys. Hell, I helped train the officer who cut the zip tie and handcuffed me to the wooden bench of shame.

After an hour or so Masarelli came to get me. My ass was so numb I was actually relieved to see him. He unlocked the cuff that was around the arm of the bench and clicked it around my free wrist. With a jerk on the cuffs, he led me down a hallway, a flight of stairs, and down another hallway that led to the holding cells. He opened the cell door.

“Make yourself at home, Kincaide. It’s where you belong after the stunt that you pulled tonight.”

I wanted to tell him he was an asshole, and I let myself get caught but didn’t bother.

Enjoying every moment, he shoved me inside and took off the handcuffs. Something caught his eye before he could slam the cell door closed.

“Looks like they missed some of your valuables. Can’t let you have them in here.” He reached for the silver chain around my neck.

Oh shit! He was going to take the amulet. I was barely kept Lachadiel out with it on.

I stepped back, but Masarelli must have been expecting that. His arm flew out, and he grabbed hold of the chain. I grabbed the necklace and took another step backward, even though I knew he wouldn’t let go. The chain gave in to our tug of war with a snap. We both held on.

“Masarelli, you don’t understand. Don’t take it. I need it,” I didn’t bother hiding the panic in my voice. It was genuine.

“I don’t think that you’re in a position to tell me what to do, Maurin. Bet you thought I wouldn’t see your little charm. Well, I did, so good luck getting out of here without it.”

“It’s not what you think. It’s not to help me escape. The alarms would trip if I tried to use magic to break out of here. You know that,” There was no reasoning with him.

Masarelli started to close the cell. My arm was now in a game of chicken with a heavy metal door. Neither of us flinched. The cell door slammed into my forearm. My fingers, no longer listening to my brain, released their grip on the chain. Tucking the amulet in his shirt pocket, he gave it a little pat. He opened the door just enough for me to slide my arm out and then slammed it shut. I cradled my fractured arm to my chest while Masarelli walked away whistling some happy little tune.

The lights were on, but it was still dark in the cell. I was completely alone down here. Just me and my thoughts - which were never good company. Was this part of your plan, Aidan?
I looked at the dingy, little cot they had in here. Gross. I didn’t even want to know what all of the stains were from. Unfolding the blanket at the foot of the thin mattress, I spread it out with my good arm. It didn’t help. The blanket looked like it would give me a rash. There had to be nicer cells. The one Masarelli stuck me in looked like it hadn’t been used, or cleaned, in half a century. With nothing else to do, I sat down on the blanket and tried not to catch anything.

Footsteps. Someone was coming. Please be Masarelli. I owed him one. The sound of heels clicking on the concrete floor told me I wasn’t going to be getting even with Masarelli anytime soon. A tall, lanky woman stopped in front of my cell. I’ve seen her here before. She was a shrink or something.

“I never thought that this was how our first session would go.” The woman acted as though she knew me.

“Me neither, since I never made an appointment.”

“I’m Dr. Cartwright. I’m a psychiatrist for the department.” She tucked a stray blonde hair behind her ear.

Her straight hair was pulled back in a low ponytail. She wore black slacks and a gray V-neck sweater. No jewelry, very little make-up. She looked young, like she had just finished her residency.

“I’ve seen you around.” I hadn’t, but I recalled the name. Matthison threatened to send me to her office once when I was still under his command..

“I heard that you hurt your arm. My patients don’t usually require first aid, but I am at least qualified to wrap an Ace bandage. I can only give you over-the-counter pain meds without you actually being a patient, though,” she said, pulling a bandage from her pocket.

Yeah, I hurt my arm. I decided to break my own arm by shutting it in the cell door. Was she kidding me right now?

“So, they’re not worried I’m going to take off the bandage and try to hang myself with it?”

“They seemed to be more concerned that you’d take off the bandage and try to strangle one of the officers with it. But we can’t deny you treatment. I’m the best you’re going to get until morning. Now, let me see that arm.”

“There’s only one in particular that I’d like to strangle, and he’s a detective.”

Wrapping it was pointless since I’d heal it on my own, but I didn’t feel like explaining that to her. I just wanted her to go away, so I humored her and stuck my arm through the bars.

“Not a lot of bruising or swelling. Can I see your other arm? Just for comparison?”

I stuck my other arm through without saying a word.

“No need for the bandage, I guess. It doesn’t look too bad. You don’t have allergies to acetaminophen do you?” Dr. Cartwright held out two pills.

I took the pills she handed me. Tylenol didn’t sound too bad right now. My arm hurt like hell where the fractures were mending. Not to mention, my head still hurt from taking a bean bag to the temple earlier.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got something to wash these down with hidden in your pocket?”

She pointed to the sink in the corner. Great. I’d probably get dysentery from drinking the water out of that.

“Thanks.”

“Not really convincing, but you’re welcome all the same.”

I went over to the sink and turned the cold water on’ deciding it was safe enough to drink when it ran clear. Cupping my hand under the tap, I let it fill with water to wash down the two pills and then splashed some of the cold water on my face. There wasn’t anything to dry off with, so I had to use my shirt as a towel.

I turned around, and the room spun with me. The floor—or maybe it was my legs—felt like Jell-O. I tried to ask Dr. Cartwright what she had given me, because it certainly wasn’t Tylenol, but she was already walking away. My tongue felt numb and thick. I couldn’t seem to form the words. Staggering over to the cot, I managed to flop down.

I could hear her talking to someone on her way out. “You won’t get any trouble out of her for the rest of the night. She should be out for a few hours.”

Thrumming in my ears drowned out the other person’s response. My eyes felt like they weighed a thousand pounds each. Fog rolled into my mind bringing a sense of weightlessness, and I couldn’t feel the crappy mattress underneath me anymore.

A small, nagging thought told me I should be panicking right now, but couldn’t remember why. Why didn’t I want to sleep again? Something told me to stay awake and not to fall asleep, but I was so tired. My arms and legs refused to move. Gravity changed again, and I went from floating to feeling heavy, as if I were sinking into the mattress. Without the strength to fight off the black fog, I gave in.

Letting go was peaceful for a while, probably thanks to the drugs. After a few minutes in the blackness, I forgot about everything and everyone. There was nothing; I was nothing. Brick by mental brick, I watched my shields dismantle themselves. I didn’t care. My subconscious, my energy, flowed up and over the rubble that was once a solid wall inside my mind. Like a bathtub being drained and filled at the same time, except it was energy instead of water.

Still, there was a voice; a voice so tiny I almost didn’t hear it in the back of my mind, telling me to wake up. There it was again, louder this time, screaming at me to wake up. It was my voice, what was left of my mind, telling me to wake the fuck up.

“I tried to make it peaceful for you, Maurin, but you insist on fighting me. So, if it is pain you want, then pain you shall have.” Lachadiel raged against the reawakening of my subconscious.

My body must have been metabolizing the drugs faster than that bitch doctor had expected. With each second that passed, more sensation returned. The connection with Oberon sparked to life. It was weak, barely there, but I could still feel it.

Suddenly, every nerve ending in my body felt like it was on fire. Aware of everything that was happening to me but unable to stop it; I couldn’t move my arms and legs. The weight that was pushing me down through the mattress was Lachadiel. He was there in the cell on top of me, draining my energy and, through me, Oberon’s as well. That’s why the connection was so weak. Oberon had nothing left to give.

The fire inside my body increased until it finally erupted. It felt as if all of my blood vessels had exploded. A scream broke free as my vocal chords found their purpose again. I reached for Oberon, but this time, I couldn’t find him, couldn’t feel him. The connection was gone. He was gone.

A new kind of pain, one I wasn’t familiar with, racked my body. My chest hurt—and not from the weight of Lachadiel. My heart felt as if it would shatter into a million pieces.

Something inside me died too. The part that was good, that learned to laugh and love was gone. I was learning how to let someone love me with Oberon, and Lachadiel had taken that away from me. Screamed ripped free of my mouth again, but not from physical pain. Fury had a voice, and it was mine.

I tried to buck Lachadiel off of me. The more I fought, the more he pressed his weight onto me. Hypersensitive, my skin felt like he could peel the flesh from my bones as he tightened his grip on my arms. Mobility slowly returned to my arms and legs, but I still didn’t have the strength to get him off of me.

How long had he been draining me? Long enough for me to drain Oberon, killing him through our connection.

There were other voices now, people running and shouting. Masarelli and someone else—was it Aidan?

“I will finish this. I will regain my full form and have my revenge on those that enslaved me. And it is your energy that will give me the power to do it. I tried with the witches, but it wasn’t enough. You, on the other hand, hold more energy than the three of them together. Like the blood flowing through your veins, your energy is constantly cycling through your body. It seems to be an endless supply.” Lacahdiel’s voice was deeper and richer than the last time he had spoken to me. He was filling out before me, his eyes were becoming less hollow, and his skin was slightly less transparent. He was getting stronger.

Aidan and Masarelli were at the cell door. The sound of officers running down the hallway, their boots pounding the cement floor, reached my ears and I knew the cavalry wasn’t far behind.

Lachadiel leaned in close to my ear. “Your friends can’t guard you all of the time.” He laughed. Some of his weight lifted when he moved, and I was able to free one arm.

Without all of Lacahdiel’s weight on my chest, I could finally take a deep breath. Air filled my lungs. Like wind blowing into an empty cave, I felt hollow inside. But somewhere deep down in the pit that my insides had become, something was stirring. I let the rage and anger fill the void Oberon had left behind.

I grabbed Lachadiel’s left arm, trying to pry it from my right when an image of his true form flashed in my mind. Afrit. He was what the Inquisitors had been looking for? What the hell had they unleashed?

“I’m going to kill you.” The deadly calm I’d submerged myself in felt good. “And I’m going to enjoy it.” And I meant it. Every word. I wouldn’t stop until he was dead.

The cell door was ripped from its hinges. Aidan rushed in through a cloud of dust and pieces of cinder block. He grabbed the Afrit, pulling him off me.

I tumbled to the floor.

The Afrit struck back at Aidan, throwing him into the wall. Bits of mortar and concrete went flying from the impact.

I pushed myself up and jumped on the Afrit’s back. My heels dug into its ribs, as I locked my hands under its chin and leaned back with all my weight. Bones not fully mended, my arm disagreed with the plan, but I ignored the pain and leaned back some more in an attempt to rip the beast’s head clean off of its neck.

The Afrit reached behind him, grabbed a hold of the top of my head, and grasped a fistful of hair. He slung me over his shoulder and through what was left of the cell door.

I flew out across the hall and into the metal bars of another cell, hitting the floor with an audible thud. The wind knocked out of me, I fell back down as soon as I tried to get up.

Masarelli slithered like a snake on his belly over to me. He had managed to stay out of the way so far.

“Who the hell is that?” He had to scream over the sounds of Aidan and the Afrit fighting.

The officers took up position in front of the cell, and there was an explosion of gunfire. Aidan was still in there, and I wasn’t sure if they knew he wasn’t a bad guy. Crawling across the hallway I tried to see inside the cell.

Masarelli grabbed my ankle. “What are you doing? Don’t go back in there!”

“Get off of me.”

“What the hell is going on? What is that?” I could hear the fear in his voice.

“Well, look who’s suddenly interested in the truth. That is what killed the witches. That is what killed the Inquisitors. That is what killed—” I stopped, unable to say his name out loud.

It would have been a lie. I was the one who had killed Oberon. The one who couldn’t keep the Afrit out, couldn’t stop pulling energy through the link we shared. Graive had been right about me.

“I can’t let you go back in there.” Masarelli looked at me, wide-eyed and uncertain. Staying out was the only thing he knew how to do.

“Last warning—get off me!”

He wouldn’t let go of my ankle, so I shook him off. When Masarelli grabbed for me again, I kicked with my other foot and heard the distinct crunch of his nose breaking. He let go of my ankle that time, grunting as he covered his face.

“You broke my nose. You fucking bitch! You broke my nose.” Blood sprayed off his lips as he spoke.

“I told you to let go.”

Bullets were still flying as I crawled closer to my cell. Aidan had moved to the side, pressing himself against the wall. The Afrit’s body jumped and jerked as each bullet hit him. His body was riddled with holes, but there was no blood.

The bullets slowed as the officers stopped, one by one, to reload their guns.

The Afrit roared, throwing his arms out at his sides.

Aidan charged, trying to take out the Afrit before it took out the officers. He managed to grab a hold of its shirt, yanking it back and off of its feet, but before he could take the Afrit down it disappeared. It happened so fast the officers didn’t see it. With their guns reloaded, they started firing into the cell again.

“Stop! Masarelli, tell them to stop shooting!”

He was useless, lying there holding his face as if that would somehow fix his nose. Scrambling to my feet, I yelled for them to stop and rushed over, knocking two officers out of the way to get into the cell. One of them was yelling, ‘cease fire, cease fire!’ as I ran in, finally realizing Aidan was the only one left in the cell. The bullets might have stopped, but they hadn’t lowered their guns yet. They just stood there, guns aimed at the cell, in case the Afrit reappeared.

I knelt beside Aidan. He was in bad shape. His shirt was soaked. The black fabric hid the color of it, but I knew the shirt was saturated in blood. Bullet holes covered his body.

“Aidan? Aidan, look at me!”

He wouldn’t die no matter how many times they shot him, not with regular bullets, but he needed to replace the blood he had lost. Too weak to hunt, there was only one way to help him recover.

I had lost so much energy already; I wondered whether it was safe to let him feed from me. No one else would help him. He would heal his wounds and regain enough strength to hunt eventually, but it would be a long and painful process. And I needed him on his feet. I’d already lost Oberon. Could I just sit by and watch him suffer? Not when there was still blood in my veins I could give him.

Lifting his head, I slid my legs underneath him and cradled his upper body in my lap as I pressed my right wrist against his lips.

I could hear the others talking. Some were asking what I was doing. One of them said I was crazy for letting him drink from me.

“Are you going to do it? I don’t see anyone else volunteering!” My voice was hoarse, my throat tight from holding back tears.

“Aidan, you need to feed.”

He opened his beautiful, hazel eyes and looked up at me. “I came to rescue you, but now you are the one rescuing me.”

I couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. A deluge of emotion, for Oberon, for everything.

Aidan cupped my cheek, brushing some of the tears away with his thumb. “Shhh. Let me take away some of the pain, Maurin. If only for a little while.”

He stopped caressing my cheek and took my wrist, pressing it closer to his mouth, razor sharp fangs sinking into my wrist.

My heart raced with anticipation. I gasped as they pierced the thin skin, expecting it to hurt. I braced for the pain, but it never came. Cool tranquility washed over me, and my body returned to its regular rhythm.

Aidan’s power felt like a deep pool of water, and I was swimming in it. A memory of Oberon holding me flashed in my head; the agony trying to work its way back inside my mind. Part of me didn’t want to let go of the hurt or him, even for a few minutes. Power came over me again like waves lapping on the shore. Relenting, I let it pull me down into the cool, dark water that was Aidan. He took the pain away with each pull on my wrist. I could feel it leave me like sand under my feet as the tide went out.

I was so lost in Aidan; I didn’t even realize he had switched positions. My head was in his lap, and he was cradling me with all the tenderness you would have a child. Gently licking the holes he had made to stop the bleeding, he kissed my wrist and then laid my arm across my chest.

“You don’t have to stop. You can take more if you need it.”

I didn’t want it to be over, didn’t want to face the reality of losing Oberon. Peace eluded me for such a long time; I wanted to stay wrapped up in the serenity he had created.

“If I take any more, I could kill you. You weren’t exactly in an ideal state for donating.”

My head spun a little as I tried to sit up. I eased back down, letting Aidan hold me a little longer.

“Easy, go slow. I’m sorry, Maurin, you trusted me enough to let me feed, and I took too much.” Aidan brushed a few stray strands of hair away from my face.

“Don’t apologize; I’d do it again. Does it always feel like that?” My voice sounded dreamy, the effects from the feeding not fully gone.

“You don’t mean that I was your first? I’m honored.” He laughed.

I gave him an elbow to the ribs.

“Sorry” Still chuckling, it was clear his apology wasn’t entirely genuine.

“I thought it would hurt.” Having never been someone’s dinner before, I thought that was a safe assumption.

“No, it’s not always like this. I can make it feel, make you feel, however I want. It can be excruciating, or it can be ecstasy.” His Irish accent was heavy, and his finger was trailing up and down my arm.

“How long will it last?” I asked, willing him to tell me forever, that he really did drink away the pain and emptiness.

“Not long enough, I’m afraid.”

Tears welled up in my eyes when he gave the answer I feared he would. I took a deep breath to keep them from falling. The void Aidan had filled inside me was already half empty.

“It will stop hurting, Maurin. You will fill the emptiness with your own power, not someone else’s.”His fingers stilled, stopped tracing lazy lines along my arm, allowing the seriousness of what he said sink in.

The sensation of people staring at me had me wiping at my eyes out of embarassment. I looked over at Masarelli still slumped on the floor, then at the officers leaning against the wall.

“Enjoy the show?” It would be all too easy for me to plug the hole I felt inside with anger.

“Forget about them. Who gave you the tranquilizer?” Aidan steered my thoughts in a different direction.

“How did you know that they gave me something?”

“I could taste it.” He shrugged.

“They sent a doctor down here to check me out. She said it was acetaminophen, so I took it.”

“Why would you need pain medicine? The hit you took on the head wasn’t that bad.”Skepticism and just a hint of anger laced his words.

“You were still there—I knew I saw you. Oh, and I did take a bean bag propelled from what might as well be a grenade launcher to the temple, just so we’re clear, but the meds weren’t for my head. They were for my arm.” My explanation was more of a ramble. Guess it was a good thing Aidan stopped when he did after all.

“What happened to your arm? And where is your amulet?” His fingers brushed my collarbone.

I looked across the hall to Masarelli.

Aidan looked at my arm. The bruising was fading away, but his temper was just getting fired up. He slid me off of his lap so he could stand up, and held out a hand to hoist me up off the floor.

“You did this to her? You injured her arm, and you took her amulet, leaving her vulnerable to Lachadiel? And as if that wasn’t enough, you had her drugged too?” He growled at Masarelli.

“Don’t look at me. I didn’t send anyone. I may have accidentally slammed the cell door shut on her arm, but I didn’t order the tranquilizer. I didn’t know that she needed the necklace.” Masarelli took his hands away from his face long enough to raise them up in mock surrender.

Aidan wasn’t buying it. He was looming in front of Masarelli before he had finished lying about what happened to my arm. Aidan grabbed the front of Masarelli’s shirt and hoisted him up into the air, slamming him into the wall.

“Where is the amulet?” Aidan’s fangs were showing.

Masarelli reached into his shirt pocket with a shaky hand. He pulled out the amulet and held it up. It slid off the broken chain.

Aidan dropped Masarelli on his ass and caught the stone before it hit the floor.

“You’re the only person I know who can get into this much trouble in jail.” Aidan handed me the amulet and silver chain.

“What? You mean this wasn’t part of your plan?” I slipped the amulet into my front jeans pocket.

Aidan took my hand and led me out of the cell past Masarelli and the other officers who were still hanging around watching us with curiosity. We walked down the hall toward the stairs. He opened the door to the stairwell, and we practically fell over a few more guys from the SPTF team. Bent over a body, one checked her pulse, while another called for an ambulance and the forensics team. From the way the officer knelt next to the shriveled corpse was shook his head, the ambulance was a waste of time.

“Was this the woman who came to see you?” Aidan peered over the officer’s shoulder.

I looked at the corpse. “Maybe a dead ninety-year-old version of her. What happened to her?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say that this is what happens when Lachadiel drains a human. They don’t have magic of any kind. The only thing they have is the force that keeps humans alive.” Aidan sounded as disgusted as I was.

“You mean it sucked the life out of her?” Mortified, I forced myself to look at the shriveled corpse.

“Yes. That’s exactly what I mean.”

“After she had given me the pills, she came up here, and I heard her talking to someone. She said that they wouldn’t have any trouble with me for a few hours. I never heard the rest of the conversation, though.” I struggled to recall more, details like the sound of the other person’s voice.

“I think it’s safe to say that she was talking to Lachadiel.” Aidan looked to me, one brow arched waiting for me to catch up and confirm it.

“She was working for that thing?” Masarelli exchanged holding his bloody nose for rubbing his ass. I hoped he had broken his tailbone when Aidan dropped him.

“It would seem so.” Aidan shoved his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels a little.

“No way. She was part of the department. She wouldn’t help that monster.” Masarelli jammed a stubby finger in the doctor’s direction, arguing despite the evidence to the contrary.

“I doubt that she had much of a choice.” I didn’t say it to make the detective or anyone else feel better. It was most likely the truth.

“What do you mean?” Masarelli spun on me, his voice edged with fear.

“He managed to convince the Inquisitors that he was helping them. I’m sure that he lied to her too.” I shrugged. “It’s what he does.”

“You said that he killed the witches and the Inquisitors. Why?” Masarelli struggled to put it all together. He’d been so certain it was the coven.

“He killed the witches to drain their magic because he needs it to gain his full power.” I was starting to feel like I needed a little power boost myself. The night was catching up to me.

“You’re not a witch. You don’t have magic. So what does he gain from you?” Scratching his head, Masarelli mulled over the details.

“No, I’m not a witch, but I am—I mean, I was…” I trailed off.

Masarelli was waiting for me to finish, but the rest, the part where I told him that I was metaphysically bound to a witch until I let him get killed, wouldn’t come out of my mouth.

“Maurin has her own kind of magic, and for whatever reason, he has taken a liking to it.” Aidan rested a hand on my shoulder, gave me a reassuring squeeze.

“But why kill the Inquisitors? It doesn’t make sense.”

How the hell did this guy make it to detective?

“He said he wanted revenge on the ones that enslaved him. The Inquisitors summoned him. In his eyes they’re no different from the ones who made him this way.” I leaned into Aidan’s arm to steady myself as I fought off another wave of exhaustion.

“Well, I’d say he certainly achieved that back in the warehouse. He didn’t leave anyone alive. What more does he want?” Masarelli had way too many questions.

“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.” I stepped forward, ready to leave.

“You’re damn right we are.

“Um, hold up a second Masarelli. When I said we, I didn’t mean you.” I mustered up the energy for one last argument.

“You and the lawyer here aren’t cutting me and my men out of this. He killed a woman in our station.”

“So, you’re my lawyer now? That was your master plan?” I smirked, casting a sideways glance at the vampire.

He just shrugged. “I was a lawyer before I became this. I was quite good. It seemed like it would be easy enough to bail you out.”

“Nothing is ever that easy.” With a chuckle, I just shook my head.

“I’m beginning to see that—at least where you are concerned,” Aidan gave me a little wink.

“You don’t get to tell me what to do. This is my case!” Masarelli looked about ready to explode.

“Do you want your men to end up like this?” Aidan pointed to the shriveled up woman on the floor.

“No way, forget it! We’re working with you on this!” Masarelli turned an interesting shade of red when he got really angry.

“Your men must have emptied thirty clips into him, and he just brushed it off. You can’t defend yourselves against him, and we can’t fight him if we’re busy saving your hides the whole time.” I turned to Aidan. “Lead the way, Counselor.”

With that, Aidan and I left Masarelli to clean up the mess the Afrit had made.

Chapter 15

 
 
 
“Maurin, get in the car.” Aidan opened the door of his sixty-nine Camaro SS and leaned against the side, waiting for me to get in. It was a classic—black with white racing stripes—and any other day I’d be begging him to let me drive it, but right now I couldn’t even bring myself to get inside.

I stood there frozen on the sidewalk. My feet felt as if they were cemented in place.

“You’re going to have to face the coven sooner or later. Sooner, in fact, because later is not a luxury afforded to people like us,”

I could feel him moving toward me. It felt as if the air was displaced as he came closer. He stood in front of me, but I looked right past him. I stared over his shoulder at nothing until he grabbed my face with both hands and forced me to look at him. “This is not your fault. No one blames you for what happened.”

“You don’t know that,” I jerked free of him only because he let me. He was a vampire. I’d never be as strong as he was.

“If they want someone to blame, they can blame me. I’m the reason you were here in the first place, remember? I was only worried about us getting out of the warehouse. I didn’t think about what would happen if they took your amulet.”

“You’re not the one who—”

Aidan cut me off. “Neither are you. It was the Afrit, and we’re not going to be able to stop it from killing again standing here and arguing, so get in the car.”

I let out a heavy sigh and got in.

Aidan shut the door and walked around to the driver’s side. Hurt by Nine Inch Nails came on when he started the car.

Cranking the music up, I turned to face the window. I didn’t feel like talking, and something told me Aidan did. Listening to things that made sense or have someone try to talk some sense into me wasn’t on my agenda.

He reached to turn off the radio.

“Don’t.”

“At least let me put something else on.”

“No, I want to listen to it.” I understood why he wanted to change the music. Nine Inch Nails wasn’t the most upbeat choice, but I wanted to listen to someone who seemed to understand how I felt.

Besides, listening to some bubblegum pop song would have just made me feel worse. Aidan put the car in gear and didn’t say another word.

When we pulled up in front of Mahalia’s house, I couldn’t help wondering why the trip was always shorter when you didn’t want to go somewhere, as if the dread of your looming destination sped up time. Aidan got out and had my door open before I even had my seatbelt off.

I took his proffered hand, but he still had to pull me out of the car. My left foot got hung up on the floor mat, and I stumbled into him. Gently brushed my hair out of my face and he took me by the shoulders as I regained my footing. My heart raced at his touch. He leaned in, and I was suddenly nervous, my palms sweaty from the anticipation of what I thought was about to happen. “You can do this.”

“I know I can. I just don’t want to,” Relief and disappointed that he had misread my feelings swelled up.

As we headed up the little walkway leading to the front door, I couldn’t stop thinking about my attraction to Aidan. What the hell was wrong with me? I was here to face the coven, to explain my role in Oberon’s death and ask their forgiveness, not get weak- kneed with a hot vampire outside their door.

There was no magical connection pulling me to Aidan. Not like there had been when I first saw Oberon. Maybe it was some lingering effect from letting Aidan drink from me. Maybe it was just plain old physical attraction. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter because I wasn’t going to act on it.

Too focused on the feelings that were starting to stir for Aidan, I hadn’t been paying attention to anything else. Deciding it was time to pull my head out of my ass and face the music; I stopped staring at my feet and looked up.

I was hallucinating. That was the only explanation.

“I think I’m losing my mind.” I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“Not unless we’re having the same delusion.” Thankfully the vampire decided to join me in my delirium.

Oberon stood in front of the door. My heart pounded against my ribs to break free. I forgot to breathe. There were so many emotions swirling around inside my head - nausea, joy, and relief, but mostly guilt for what I had been thinking about Aidan.

I didn’t run to him, I just stood there taking in every detail. He didn’t look hurt. In fact, he looked perfect.

He paused halfway, but kept walking when I made no move to meet him. “Maurin.”

Hearing him say my name set me in motion. I walked away from Aidan and closed the last few steps between us. “I thought that you were dead.” My voice came out hoarse and my throat felt tight.

His face crumpled at my words. “Maurin, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean…when I broke the connection, I thought that you’d know.”

I couldn’t process what he had said. He reached for me, but I was already in motion. I landed a right-handed hook to his jaw, knocking him on his ass.

“I thought that you were dead, you son of a bitch!” Tears streamed down my face as I screamed at him.

He didn’t say anything, just sat there staring up at me in disbelief. Which only pissed me off more.

Aidan got me in a bear hug from behind, holding me up in the air while my feet swinging wildly, in an attempt to make connection with Oberon.

I wanted him to hurt as much as I had.

Lights flicked on in the house, and people started coming outside to see what was going on. Amalie was standing on the stone slab in front of the door.

Graive stepped out from behind her. It was close to four in the morning, but none of us cared about waking the neighbors. She started walking over to Oberon. “You damn near killed him! That wasn’t enough for you?”

“That’s it. I’ve had enough of her shit! Put me down, Aidan.”

“As much as I’d like to see you have a go at the necro, I’m not going to let go of you until you calm down.” Aidan tightened his grip, struggling to hold onto my wiggling body.

“I am calm. I’m the epitome of calm!”

Aidan just laughed. “Yes, I can see that.”

“Let her go, Aidan,” Oberon got back on his feet.

“If I let you go, do you promise not to hit anyone else?” Aidan didn’t miss an opportunity to tease me.

“Don’t ask her to make a promise that she can’t keep. She’s out of control.” Graive didn’t miss an opportunity to incite my temper.

“How about I come over there and break that promise on your face? No one’s talking to you, so shut up!” I fought harder to free myself of the vampire’s hold.

“See what I mean? She almost got Oberon killed, who’s going to be next?” Graive asked.

“You, if you don’t shut your mouth I’m going to shut it for you.” The necro frayed my last nerve, exceeded my patience. However you wanted to describe it. I’d had enough.

“I seriously doubt that.” She waved off my threats like they were nothing and stepped forward.

“Graive,” Oberon warned.

She took a couple more steps forward, muttering something I couldn’t understand. The ground hummed as she moved toward us, and the air smelled like damp moss.

“I’d think twice before you finish that spell, necromancer, or Maurin will be the last of your worries.”

Graive stopped when she realized what Aidan meant. She almost broke Mahalia’s agreement with the vampires. Devastated when Oberon didn’t come to her defense like he had against Matthison, the necro was without allies in the crowd that had gathered outside, either. No one wanted to go up against Agrona. When no one took her side Graive stormed into the house.

Aidan released me , but didn’t walk away, standing stoic at my back like a bodyguard. With the excitement winding down, most of the onlookers had gone back inside. Cash and Amalie were the only two left.

“I’ve got it from here, Aidan. I just want to talk to her.” Oberon brushed some more grass off his elbows as he approached.

Aidan didn’t move.

“I promise not to hit him again.” I sighed.

Aidan gave me a mischievous smile that said he didn’t quite believe me but joined Cash and Amalie on the steps.It made for a nice illusion of privacy. They’d still be able to hear everything we said.

“I’m sorry, Maurin. I thought that you would be able to feel my magic when I broke the connection.” Oberon reached for me, closing the distance between us.

“What was I supposed to think?” I jerked away instinctively, still too hurt, too confused for him to touch me. My shields were weak, and I didn’t need his thoughts muddling mine. “I could feel you one minute, then it became weak like you were slipping away, and then the next minute there was nothing. You were gone. The connection was gone,”

“I told you before not to worry, that I could handle myself. Remember?”

“Yes, but I thought that you meant physically, like when I almost slit your throat—by accident.” I rush to clarify for the audience on the front step.

I could hear Aidan and Cash chuckle.

“But I couldn’t replay every conversation we ever had in my head while I was drugged and an Afrit was sucking the life out of me.” “A what? Who drugged you?”

Oberon didn’t know what happened, and that just pissed me off all over again. He should have known. He should have been there. If he cared enough he would have been.

“If you were at the police station, then you would already know that. You knew that I was in trouble, so where were you?”

If the roles had been reversed—if it were me feeling everything he was going through—I would have been at that police station no matter how badly injured I was. I would have been tearing walls down to find him. I realized too late to spare myself the hurt feelings, that that was a big difference between Oberon and me.

“You weren’t the only one getting the life sucked out of you.” Reeling from the accusation, Oberon fired back.

“You look fine to me.” I huffed, folding my arms across my chest.

“It took almost everything that I had to break the connection with you, Maurin. I wasn’t exactly at peak performance after that.”

“What, no magic elixir to get you back on your feet?” I couldn’t help but roll my eyes.

“Why do you do that? Why do you always mask your true feelings with anger?” Oberon raked fingers through his hair, stopping to pull out a small twig.

“I’m not masking anything, you self-serving ass. I am angry. I am royally pissed off. So don’t try to change the subject. This isn’t about me. I thought the link between us was supposed to be permanent?”

“Now she’s asking the right questions,” Cash mumbled.

I shot him a look that would pierce armor. He raised his hands into the air in mock surrender and then pretended to lock his lips.

“It was. I mean, that’s what we thought. And there was never any reason to test that theory before.” Oberon sucked at back peddling, fumbling up when he was such a good liar up until then.

“Never a reason? How about any one of the million times I was freaking out about the connection or about us? How about when I started questioning whether or not what I was feeling was real or even my own? None of those seemed like a good time to you? No, I guess not. You were too busy cramming all this shit down my throat.” My hands curled into fists at my side. If I didn’t reign in my temper one of them would connect with his face again.

“Come on, Maurin; it’s not like that.” Oberon held out his hands, palm up, pleading for me to understand..

“Really? Well, it sure looks that way to me. You must have been so pleased with yourself, keeping me tied to the coven, and making a fool out of me.” I dug my nails into the palm of my hand to keep from hitting him.

“I was just as confused by the connection as you, at first,” he said, stepping closer.

“Don’t,” I closed my eyes and counted to ten. If he got any closer, Aidan would need to intervene again. Thinking about the vampire brought on images of his body pressed to mine, his breath on my neck. Giving myself a mental shake to snap out of it, I made a note to ask Aidan how long the side effects from his feeding would last. Keeping my temper was hard to do when a sexy vampire kept invading my thoughts. And I wanted to relish every drop of my anger.

“Bullshit. The other night you said that this all came easily to you because you’re a witch. Now it’s difficult for you. You can’t have it both ways. So which is it, Oberon?”

He didn’t answer. I’d caught him in a lie, and he knew it.

“You’ve been trying to convince me that this was what was best for me, but the whole time it was what was best for you.” I finally put the pieces together.

“Best for me?” He laughed nervously. “I wouldn’t say that.”

“Well, what would you say?”

Mahalia came outside before he had a chance to answer. At some point, Amalie had gone to get her, probably because she was afraid I’d beat the shit out of Oberon after he had fessed up to the truth. He was right there; ready to spill his guts out here in the front yard.

“Maurin, come inside. Let’s talk in my office. Alone.” She glanced at Aidan and Cash.

“We don’t need to go inside. We can settle things right here.”

She sighed heavily and audibly. “Fine. Youth today. I simply don’t understand it. You’re all perfectly happy to air your dirty laundry in front of anyone who’ll listen. I’d prefer a little discretion myself.” She stepped off of the stone staircase and out onto the front lawn.

The air moved, like heat coming off of hot pavement in the summertime, and closed around us like a stage curtain being drawn. The ward was in place. We could still see the quiet street and the houses lining it, but no one would be able to see or hear us outside of her magical boundary. She knew I wouldn’t like whatever it was she was about to say.

“Your anger is misplaced, Maurin.”

“No, I think it’s locked on the correct target.”

“Oberon made a lot of sacrifices to do what I requested of him.” Mahalia looked fondly at Oberon before turning back to me,

“What exactly did you ask him to do, Mahalia?” I was trying not to lose my temper. Hitting an old woman, however powerful, wouldn’t feel as good as hitting Oberon.

“I encouraged him to pursue you, of course, and to nurture the connection between you.” She turned her hands up and with a little flick of her wrists waved it off like it was nothing,

She may have acted like it was no big deal but the full weight of her words slammed onto my shoulders. I thought back over the last couple of months, scrutinized every detail, especially from the last couple of days. Graive stretched out over Oberon on the couch, Oberon rushing to save her when Matthison shot the zombie girl, the way he’d held her to his chest, how worried he was that Graive would walk in on us in Mahalia’s office. The things I overheard her saying to him yesterday replayed in my mind, her reaction tonight, and his overall absence since she got into town.

Their relationship hadn’t ended years ago as Oberon had led me to believe.

Doubts of his feelings for me had already crept in, but the truth of Mahalia’s words still stung. I was an idiot, stuck in one of those crappy teen movies where the cool kid dates the nerd on a dare, and everyone’s in on the joke. Except without the sappy-sweet, happy ending.

“Why?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer.

“Oberon will become High Priest as my successor, but that does not guarantee him a place on the Council. Unless—”

I interrupted her. “Unless he was so powerful that they wouldn’t risk his becoming an enemy.”

“Precisely.” She let out a relieved sigh, pleased that I understood.

Oh, I understood all right. I understood that for the last few months they had been manipulating me. No wonder Agrona and Roul had been so pissed off with her when they’d left the other night. They knew what she was up to.

“So you decided that it would be better to lie to me? To use me?”

“The connection was already there, and so was the attraction. I merely nudged things along.”

“This isn’t The Dating Game, Mahalia. It’s my life!”

“I made a decision to ensure the future of my coven, and I would do it again. Everything I do is for them. There are only three seats on the Council, Maurin, and the coven hasn’t always held one. The last time that the coven did not hold a seat on the Council was from 1686 to 1696. I think that we all know just how well that decade turned out for us.” For the first time in our exchange, the witch let, her anger getting the better of her.

“Well, you’ve had a pretty good run since then.” I turned my back on her, pacing the perimeter of the yard.

“We’re in danger of losing our position within the Council, Maurin. I made a terrible mistake aligning myself with Baylen. It was an error that I could not afford with the Fey constantly vying for our seat. Your union with Oberon would have ensured our place within the Council for centuries to come.”

Spinning around on my heel, I stomped toward her.

“You could have asked for my help, but instead you lied about everything. I can see why you and Baylen worked so well together; you’re just like he was. Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?”

“If left alone, that first spark you felt for Oberon would have faded. The metaphysical tie would have remained, but when you found someone else you would have tried to break the connection. Your alliances would have changed.” She sounded so certain I’d betray them.

“You don’t know that! I don’t even know if I’d do that, because you never gave me the chance to figure it out for myself.”

“I’ve seen it!” She threw her arms up in defeat.

“Well, a fat load of good talking to a seer did you. The connection is still broken, and it’s certainly safe to say that my alliances have changed. All of your actions ensured it would happen.”

With the Inquisitors taken care of, I could finally go back home. And man, was I ready to get the hell out of there. Aidan had abandoned his post on the front step. Damn it! I had hoped to catch a ride with him, because I’d rather walk than ask Cash for a lift and deal with his inevitable “I told you so.”

Ready to put feet to pavement, I saw Aidan squeeze through Cash and Amalie. He had my duffel bag in one hand and my sword in the other. It’s a good thing he had the sense to get my stuff, because I would have stormed off without it. I always seemed to be doing that. Turning on my heel, I stomped over to Aidan’s car.

“Where are you going?” Oberon stepped out from Mahalia’s shadow, speaking for the first time since his exposure as a no-good, lying bastard.

“Like you care.” I opened the passenger side door, giving Oberon the death stare the entire time.

“Maurin, wait. What about the Afrit?” Oberon called after me.

“I’ll take care of it. Without your help. Like I did on Winter Island and like I did when I was in jail.” I got in the car and slammed the door shut.

“What did my car ever do to you? Don’t take it out on her.” Aidan joked as he tossed my bag and the Retaliator on the back seat.

“Sorry,” I grumbled, laying my head back on the headrest and shutting my eyes.

Chapter 16

 
Aidan insisted on walking me to my door, despite my incessant protests the whole way back to my apartment. Digging my keys out of my bag, which took forever because they were—where else—on the bottom, I thanked Aidan for the ride, opened the door, and went inside. I practically hit him in the face with the door before I realized he was following me in.

“I think I’ve got it from here.” I placed a hand on his chest, stopping him just inside the doorway.

“It’s late, or early, depending upon how you look at it. I don’t think that there’s enough time for me to make it back to my place in Boston.” He leaned against the door jam.

“You want to stay here?” I was suddenly mortified at the trail of clothes leading to my bedroom and the books piled up on the end tables, the coffee table, and the floor in front of the couch. There were a lot of books everywhere, actually.

“I don’t want to put you out or anything, but yeah, that’d be grand.” He upped the wattage on his smile and turned on that Irish charm.

“I guess so. I mean my place isn’t exactly set up for a vampire. You don’t think it’d be better to stay with Agrona and Kedehern?” I asked, remembering all the rooms I had searched looking for Oberon and the rest of the coven a few months ago.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s too much trouble. Forget I asked. I can figure something else out.” Aidan pushed off the door jam, ready to leave.

“No, wait. It’s fine, really. You can crash here. I don’t want you bursting into flames on the way back to Boston. It’d be a shame to ruin your custom interior.” I could feel myself blushing slightly.

“That it would.” He laughed.

What the hell was I thinking letting a vampire stay the night? Er, the day? Forget his interior, if he burst into flames in my apartment, I’d never get my security deposit back. I didn’t have a single room in my place that without a window.

“Since you’re going to let me stay with you, do you think I could actually come in?” Aidan pointed over my shoulder to the apartment behind me.

“Oh, right. Of course, come in.” I scrambled to pick up some of the clothes that were strewn on the floor.

He’d already seen the mess from the doorway. I could have just left it, and that way when he asked where the bathroom was I could have told him to just follow the trail.

“Nice place you have here.”

“I gave the maid the week off. Terrible timing, since I’ve already come home once this week covered in blood and dirt. Make that twice.” I was suddenly hyper-aware of my appearance.

My clothes were covered in dirt, cement, and of course, blood. The dust left my hair dry and disgusting. I must have looked like a lunatic at Mahalia’s. Fuck it. Not like there was anyone to impress there. Somehow Aidan still looked good, despite his clothes being as filthy as mine.

“Did you just move in?” His eyes scanning my apartment, taking it all in.

“What?” I asked, distracted by my thoughts. “No, I’ve been here a couple of years.”

“Oh. Sorry, I just thought…” He gestured to the mess.

“I’m a minimalist when it comes to décor.” I said.

“I think that in order to be a minimalist, you’d still need to have a décor.” There was that wink and smile again. A deadly combination.

“Hey, if you wanted to curl up for the day in the lap of luxury, then you should have gone to Agrona’s. You still can,” My voice held a little more anger than necessary but it helped distract me from how attractive he was and I still had so much pent up inside.

“Lighten up, Maurin. I was only joking.”

“I’m going to take a shower and then go to bed. Make yourself at home.” I went to my room to grab a change of clothes before heading to the bathroom.

“Maurin?”

“Yeah?” I stopped in the hallway, but didn’t turn around.

“Thanks. I really do appreciate your letting me stay here.” The sincerity in his voice made me feel bad for taking out some of my anger on him.

“You’re welcome.” I lowered my head a little. My shoulders slumped a little from exhaustion and guilt, but I still didn’t turn around to apologize. Grabbing a pair of black yoga pants and a purple raglan tee, I ignored Aidan who was still poking around the place and went into the bathroom. I let the water run until steam filled the small room before climbing into the shower.

For the second time this week, I scrubbed the aftermath of an ass-beating off my body. I watched the grayish-brown water swirl around the little chunks of cement and mortar that had caught in the strainer. There was way too much crap going down my drain lately. Time I invested in some liquid plumber.

Once out of the shower, I dried off, and threw on my clothes. With my hair towel dried, I pulled it back in a loose braid. pulled the amulet out of my jean pocket and wrapped it around my wrist in a makeshift bracelet.

When I came out of the bathroom, I stopped short at the sight of Aidan sitting on the edge of my bed. He was leaning back on his elbows and looking right at home in my room.

“Um, Aidan, I…” I was at a loss for words.

“Relax, Maurin. I’m going to hole up for the day in your closet. I just wanted to ask you if I could use your shower first. I grabbed my bag out of the trunk while you were getting cleaned up.”

“Oh. Sure.” I was a little out of breath as thoughts of him in the shower invaded my mind. I mentally scolded myself for being a pig. “You keep a bag in your trunk?”

“I’ve found that in my line of work it pays to be prepared. I never know when the Vampire Authority will call.”

Even his job sounded hot. What the hell was wrong with me? I was not going to jump into the arms of the first hot guy I met just to forget about Oberon, even if that guy was a delicious vampire with an irresistible Irish accent.

“Shower’s all yours. Sorry I hogged all the hot water.”

“It’s fine. I appreciate your hospitality.”

I stood there, conflicted by my feelings for him and distracted by more images of him slick with water as the shower turned on. There was something seriously wrong with me. One vampire bite and I turned into a fang banger.

Aidan came out of the bathroom surrounded by a cloud of steam. The teenage girl my brain reverted to was convinced it was because he was that hot and not because he forgot to turn the fan on.

He had to know what I had been thinking when his eyes met mine. Aidan dropped his gaze, focusing on my midsection and regions a little lower and confirmed my suspicions.

Like a jack rabbit, my heart picked up its pace. I knew he could hear it, but he seemed to be paying special attention to my belly button at the moment.

Suddenly self-conscious, I tried to inconspicuously look down. He let out a soft laugh as I realized what he was looking at. I was rubbing the spot on my wrist where he had bitten me. I quickly let go of my wrist and rubbed my hands on my pants.

Was he doing this? Was this some kind of vampire trick? Or was I actually starting to have feelings of my own, now that the metaphysical tie to Oberon had been broken?

Aidan walked around to the head of my bed and drew back the covers. A little presumptuous, but I didn’t stop him. Instead just watched him, watched his muscles move beneath his clothes. So much for not jumping.

“It’s time for bed, Maurin.”

Afraid I’d ruin the moment with my big mouth, I snapped it shut and slowly walked over to him, realizing for the first time just how tall he was.

Aidan moved with his usual speed, scooping me up in his arms as I nuzzled his neck, breathing him in. Lured in by the smell of sandalwood and soap it took all I had not to run my tongue along his neck to see what he tasted like. He turned his head just enough for me to feel his lips graze my forehead. His resolve broke with a deep breath; his lips finally pressed against my temple as he setme down on the bed.

I slid over to make room for him, but instead of crawling in beside me he pulled up the covers and tucked me in. The closet door clicked shut before I had a chance to say anything. Rolling over, I punched my frustration out on one of the extra pillows.

Tormented by dreams of Aidan, I tossed and turned, unable to get any real sleep.. First he was like the lead in a romance novel, his ankle-length, leather duster barely brushing the tips of the blades of grass as he crossed the field to reach me. Then we were back in the jail cell. I was in his lap as he held me to his chest. His fingers slid across my skin like silk, tracing up my neck. He tilted my head back, and pressed his fangs against my neck. My body tingled with anticipation of the pleasure he had promised before. A sound of ecstasy escaped my lips as his fangs broke the skin, and he finally drank me in.

Acting like a school girl, crushing on a vampire who obviously wasn’t interested in me in that way, I woke more than once disappointed my dreams weren’t real. If he was, he would have gotten into bed with me. Rolling over on my back, I pulled the covers up over my head. I was never going to get the sleep I needed if I didn’t stop thinking about Aidan. After fumbling around for the remote to my TV, I hit the power button without even looking. The History channel came on and I was out before they could finish explaining why so many planes really disappeared in the Bermuda Triangle.

I woke up a few hours later to the sound of my stomach growling. There wouldn’t be any tasty treats from the Daily Grind on my kitchen table waiting for me. Not after what happened the night before. Switching off the TV, I dragged myself out of bed.

At least I had coffee. Coffee would never let me down. I could count on coffee.

It felt like a café au lait kind of morning so I made a pot of coffee and chicory. My mouth instantly watered as the first drop hit the bottom of the glass pot. Like Old Mother Hubbard, my pantry was bare. Groceries had been low on my priority list. A little shake of the lonely box of granola said there was barely enough left for a bowl, so I got the milk out of the fridge, opened the jug and instantly regretted it.

Black coffee and chicory with granola straight from the box—the breakfast of champions.

Since I wasn’t going to be trapped under the thumb of the coven anymore, I decided to do a little investigation of my own, the old-fashioned way. Google. Grabbing my laptop from the living room, I set it up on the kitchen table and searched for anything that I could find on the Afrit.

There were pages and pages of information, but unfortunately most of it was related to video games. According to Wikipedia, Afrits were from the same class of demon as the Djin or Genie, except without all the wishing and magic carpet rides. They were wicked and ruthless, winged beings formed from the blood of a murder victim. Did the Inquisitors call him up with the blood of the first witch, or did they trap him before that? Driving a nail into a circle of blood from the victim was supposed to stop them from forming, but it didn’t say if that would work if they had partially shifted from their form of smoke and fire to a physical being. Not that I had any blood lying around if it did.

After following what seemed like a thousand links and my virus protection thwarting hundreds of threats, I finally came across some useful, if not disappointing, information. We weren’t going to kill the Afrit with ordinary weapons. Magic was the only thing they were susceptible to. Great. Looked like I’d be spending more quality time with the coven after all.

I tried to picture the Afrit without his humanoid cloak. Wings, smoke, and fire. It sounded like this was the inspiration for Tolkein’s Balrog. And then it hit me. He wasn’t trying to take the shape of a human.

I clicked on another link. Afrits could take on the form of a sandstorm, Satan, or the murder victim—all of which sounded like a good time. All of the dead witches were women. That meant the first witch we found wasn’t really the first murder victim. So who was? Was he from Salem or somewhere else? The Inquisitors weren’t typically armed with magical weapons. They needed a way to control the beast. Whatever spell they had found in the Key had trapped him in the form of a dead man, and now he was trying to get out. Well that was just fan-fucking-tastic.

With that little bit of good news, I decided to give my investigation a rest and head out for some real food. It was already two o’clock in the afternoon. How did that happen? That granola wasn’t holding me over any more. I needed something with substance.

First things first, I needed to get dressed. This posed a problem. There was a vampire sleeping in my closet. How many girls could say that? Between what was still clean in my duffel bag and what was in my dresser drawers, I managed a fashionable attire of black leggings with a worn out Social Distortion shirt and combat boots. No one could say I didn’t dress to impress. I grabbed my other wool coat out of the hall closet and headed out to the diner down the street.

It was only a couple of blocks to the little Portuguese diner that had been owned by the same family for the last fifty years, but my legs felt like they were frozen solid. I couldn’t decide between breakfast, lunch, or dinner, so I ordered steak and eggs with a side of home fries, linguica, and an order of toast. That pretty much covered all three meals. Joe Sousa, the frail, old man who owned the diner, boxed up my food and looked at me like he was trying to figure out where I was going to put it all. Thankfully, my metabolism had picked up along with my appetite. With money and carry out boxes exchanged, I went back to the apartment to stuff my face.

Ms. Costa stopped me on the landing outside her second floor apartment.

“I was afraid that you had moved out of the building. I haven’t seen you in so long. I just put on a fresh pot of coffee, why not come in for a cup?” Her voice sounded a little rough, as if she were getting over a cold.

I had just seen her a couple of nights ago when Masarelli had dropped me off. You’d think she’d remember seeing me covered in dried blood and beaten to a pulp.

“How about a rain check? I just picked up some lunch from the diner, and I’ve, uh, got company,” I looked at my watch. It was quarter to three. It was the dead of winter, and the sun was already hidden behind a wall of clouds that said snow was in the forecast. I wasn’t sure how much longer Aidan would be asleep.

“All right, dear, another time. I’ve got some of your mail here. I’ll just go get it for you.” She left me in the doorway. “Now where did I put it?” I heard from inside her apartment.

“It’s okay, Ms. Costa. I can get it later. Nothing but bills anyway.”

She didn’t say anything. It was suddenly quiet inside her apartment.

“Ms. Costa?” I leaned inside the door.

Where was her little yappy dog? What was its name? Was it Triscuit or Biscuit? I called out both names, followed by the fail-safe “Here, boy!” No response.

Damn it. Setting my bag of food down, I stepped inside. Moth balls and must assaulted my nose s soon as I crossed the threshold. I had a feeling something was up when she had said that she hadn’t seen me in a while. She was old, but she wasn’t senile. Amulet secure on my wrist, I decided to go a little further into the apartment.

The silver started to burn my wrist with each additional step. Fear rose with the hairs on the back of my neck. The Afrit was here, and that was bad news for Ms. Costa. She was probably dead along with her dog, but I had to be sure. Guilty of nothing but being a nice, old lady unlucky enough to live in the apartment beneath mine, Ms. Costa didn’t deserve her fate.

A quick rundown of what’d learned about Afrits so far meant traditional weapons were useless, which also meant grabbing a kitchen knife and stabbing it to death was out of the question. With no magic of my own, I was pretty well screwed.

It was only one flight up. I turned to make a run for the sword, and the door slammed in my face. Smoke started to fill the apartment. He had to be right here in the living room with me, but I couldn’t see anything through the smoke. Flames licked at my feet. The heat from the fire was oppressive, and I struggled to breathe.

“Where are your friends now, Maurin?”

I spun around, certain he was behind me, but there was nothing there.

“I know you’re here. Show yourself!”

Smoke and ash filled my lungs. My throat burned. Razor sharp nails raked across my calf, forcing me to my knees as blood soaked into my leggings. Bracing myself, I waited for him to pounce on his wounded his prey. Instead of jumping on my back or knocking me down like I expected him to, he clawed at the silver chain wrapped around my wrist. The amulet and the chain were both glowing red hot.

My skin flared up, blistering where the metal touched it. He could cause me physical pain, but he couldn’t drain me of the energy he so desperately needed as long as I was wearing it. Afraid he would succeed in stripping me of the only defense I had against him; I forced myself to stand and shoved my hand in my pocket. Wincing, I held back a cry as the chain, pressed tightly against my wrist, burning deeper into my flesh.

Wedging myself into a corner by the front door, I wrapped my free arm across my chest and gripped the back of my sleeve in an effort to keep him from prying my arm loose.

With a ferocious roar, he slashed at my hand repeatedly, but I held on and tightened my grip. The smoke started to roll back, and the flames flickered out. He was gone.

Looking around the apartment, I expected to see the typical carnage a fire left behind, but he place looked just the way Ms. Costa left it, every crocheted afghan and macramé throw pillow in its place. Limping into the kitchen, I grabbed two hand towels hanging from the oven door handle and tied one around my calf and the other around my hand.

After doctoring myself up the best I could, I searched the apartment for Ms. Costa and Biscuit. Triscuit? Whatever, her dog. It didn’t take long to search the two-bedroom apartment. There was no sign of them anywhere. Maybe she hadn’t been here at all. I could only hope she had gone out for the day.

With nothing more to do at Ms. Costa’s, I grabbed my breakfast, lunch, and dinner and headed up to my apartment. My appetite was pretty much gone after the run-in with the Afrit, but I needed to refuel. I had to come up with a plan to kill the Afrit, and good decisions were not made on an empty stomach. Plus there was the phone call to Masarelli. We didn’t get along on a good day, never mind when I was hangry, and I wanted to tell him about Ms. Costa. I’d feel better if I weren’t the only person looking for her.

Chapter 17

 
“There’s this thing called a note. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

“Somebody woke up on the wrong side of the closet. You’re up early. It’s only like 3:30.” Setting my bags down on the kitchen counter, I did my best to ignore his mother hen routine.

Aidan came in behind me. He had changed out of the T -shirt and sweats he’d had on last night and into a pair of designer jeans and a black, long-sleeved shirt while I was gone.

“I’ve always been an early riser, especially in the winter. I got up, and you were gone. I was worried about you. I’ll be sure not to make that mistake…What the hell happened to you?” he asked when he caught sight of the blood-soaked dishtowels.

“I was hungry so I went to the diner down the street,” Unpacking the bags, I tried to explain.

“You were attacked on the street?”

“Are you going to let me tell you what happened, or are you going to interrupt the whole time?”

“Sorry, go on.” Waving me on, Aidan’s eyes seemed glued to the bloodstain on the dish towels.

Graciously thanking him for allowing me to continue my story, I proceeded to tell him everything that had happened just one flight down from where he slept.

“Take off your pants.” Arms crossed over his chest, Aidan all but barked the order at me.

“I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’m not that kind of girl.”

“Yes, yes, you’re very witty. Would you just show me the wound please?”

Much to his chagrin I didn’t have to take my pants off, thanks to the leggings. Propping my leg up on the kitchen chair, I unwrapped the towel and hiked my pants leg up over my calf. With a wobbly spin, I turned around, balancing my leg on the toe of my shoe so he could get a better look.

Aidan sucked in a breath.

Twisting around again, I looked over my shoulder to see the back of my leg. The gashes were already starting to close, but the skin around them looked like a fiery-red spider web. The lines went under the fabric bunched up at my knee. I took the towel off of my hand, as I feared it looked just as bad. Shedding my coat for a better look at my arm, I followed the red lines spreading up my forearm and curling around my elbow.

“We’re going to have to lance them.” Aidan held onto my calf with one hand and poked the wound with the other.

“What? No we’re not.” After a few hard tugs, I realized freeing myself of his grip would be impossible and gave up before I ended up face down on my kitchen floor. “I can heal almost as fast as you can.”

“So you’re impervious to infection then?”

I didn’t answer because I didn’t know.

“You may heal like a vampire, but you’re not one. We’re lancing and cleaning the wounds. End of discussion.” Aidan got up and yanked open the small drawer next to the refrigerator.

“No, it’s not. I’m just getting started.” My good leg gave out, and I went down like a sack of potatoes. Thankfully, I slowed my decent with my face on the table. I was obviously not impervious to infection.

“I think we should lance it.” using the back of my hand, I wiped away the blood from my newly-split lip.

“I think that may have actually knocked some of the stubbornness out of you.”

My head hurt to watching Aidan use his vampiric speed to move around my kitchen. Within seconds found my first aid kit, grabbed the filet knife from the set on my counter, and got a fifth of vodka from the freezer.

“This isn’t the eighteen-hundreds. There’s rubbing alcohol and iodine in the first aid kit.”

It seemed like a waste of time and energy to get up. He wasn’t going to lance my leg while I was standing anyway.

“The vodka’s for you. Not the wound.”Scooping up his surgical supplies, Aidan joined me on the floor.

I grabbed the fifth of vodka and took several swigs. In truth, I consumed enough of the liquid courage to get an elephant tanked while he sanitized the knife. My head was already spinning as I rolled onto my stomach. That was too much too fast on an empty stomach. My body tensed as soon as he wiped my leg with the rubbing alcohol.

“Try and relax. It won’t hurt as much.” Aidan stroked my calf.

“I don’t care how much vodka you give me, this is about as relaxed as I get when someone is about to cut me open.”

I tried to look over my shoulder so I could see what he was doing.

“Would you hold still? The idea is to reopen the cuts you already have, not give you new ones,”

I turned back around, resting my forehead on my good arm. He’d be coming for the injured hand soon enough and the vodka was already wearing off.

“Maybe I should just call Amalie. She could probably get some allicorn.” A nasty tasting potion trumped field surgery any day.

“No.”

“Why? That stuff really works.” I may have been whining a little.

“We’re not calling anyone from the coven. They’ve done quite enough already.” Aidan’s tone brooked no argument. Not that ever stopped me before.

“Amalie’s my friend. She wasn’t involved in this. She would never do that to me,” aware that it sounded like I was trying to convince myself more than I was him, I stopped myself.

“Do you really want to find out if she was truly your friend at this moment? Now, if we can skip the argument, I need to concentrate.”

I didn’t answer. He was right, of course, but I couldn’t tell him that. Thanks to the coven, I had endured enough disappointment to last me a lifetime. As far as I knew, Amalie was my friend. She was one of the few friends I had. It wasn’t the time to find out if I was wrong about Amalie. It might not ever be the right time.

“If this doesn’t work, I’ll draw the poison out myself.” There was frustration and…something else in his voice.

My breath hitched. A flock of butterflies had apparently taken up residence in my stomach. This wasn’t how it had happened in my dreams, but my heart was pounding nonetheless. Knowing he could sense the reaction I’d had to the mere mention of his mouth on my skin and the thought of his fangs piercing me, I tried to slow my heartbeat.

“We could always skip past this and go right to the part where you drive your fangs deep into me.”

Nope, the vodka had not worn off. I could not believe I’d said that. The blush of embarrassment burned its way across my face.

He laughed and ran his hand up my leg. The tips of his fingers brushed the top inside of my thigh before working their way back down. Holy hell. Heat danced along my skin in the wake of his touch. Or maybe that was from the blood poisoning?

“Hold still.”

His voice sounded different now. It was rougher, deeper. Maybe I wasn’t the only one having dirty thoughts. Or maybe it was because he hadn’t fed yet and was about to open a floodgate.

Inappropriate thoughts were quickly replaced with inappropriate language as he made one cut and then another and another. I could feel the blood run down the side of my leg and pool on the floor under my shin.

The cuts bled for what seemed like an hour before he finally wiped them with what had to be the roughest paper towels ever made. And then h poured rubbing alcohol over my leg.

I let loose a chain of expletives that would have made even the most hardened sailor blush.

After another pass with the sandpaper towel, he bandaged my leg. “Okay, let’s see that hand.”

I rolled over and pushed myself up to a seated position.

He took my hand in his, examining the claw marks and red lines running up my arm.

“This is worse than your leg. The cuts aren’t as clean.” He reached for the cursed rubbing alcohol again.

I grabbed the vodka and took a few more tugs from the bottle as he cleaned the knife again.

“I don’t know, Maurin. There are too many scratches where he clawed at your wrist. That’s a lot of cutting.” Aidan turned my arm to get a better look at the spider web of lines working its way up my arm.

“So what now?”

“I had really hoped to avoid this. You’re malnourished and dehydrated, and you’ve already lost a lot of blood, but I don’t see any other way.” He shook his head, his voice thick with regret.

Aidan’s mouth was on my wrist before I could say anything. He looked up at me, hazel eyes peeking through his long, beautiful lashes. Why did guys always get such amazing lashes?
A soft moan escaped my lips as his fangs pierced the thin skin at my wrist.

He pulled me closer with his right hand wrapped around my left arm, his mouth never leaving my wrist. And then suddenly he was cradling me.

Now this was like the dreams I’d had. The immediate danger, the poison, and the Afrit were all forgotten as he drank from me. Wave after wave of ecstasy crashed into me with each pull he took from my wrist.

I slipped my right arm out from in between us and ran my fingers through his hair. My tongue traced his jugular while it pulsed with my blood. He moaned, and I busied myself with kissing his neck, nibbling his ear, anything else that would cause him to make that sound again. The pleasure was building and building until I felt like I was a dam about to burst. It rushed through me like a flash flood. My head fell back, and I went limp in his arms.

Aidan removed his fangs from my wrist and lapped at the two little punctures he had made, removing any trace of his bite.

Cursed my body for not producing blood fast enough to let this last longer, I tried to open my eyes, but the room was spinning. Nausea set in. I decided throwing up all over him was not the most romantic way to end whatever this was and kept my eyes closed. Wanting to be certain the poison was out of my system, Aidan examined my arm. I took the trail of kisses up my arm as a good sign.

His lips found their way to mine, kissing me with a passion I had never experienced before, sending little tremors through my body. It was official. I was a fang banger.

“You’re shivering.” More than a trace of worry was in his voice, enough it should have given me cause for concern

But I was too far gone.

“I think it’s from the aftershocks.” My voice sounded husky, and my throat was dry.

“I think it’s just shock.” He stood effortlessly with me still cradled in his arms; his body warm since he had just fed from me.

I curled up against his chest so more of me was touching him.

He carried me to my room and set me down on my bed. In the few seconds it took to get to my room, the spins had gotten out of control.

I put my hands on my head in an effort to slow them down, surprised at how clammy my skin was. The chills set in, and I couldn’t stop my body from shaking.

Aidan started to cover me up.

I reached for his hand, but it was already gone. Damned vampire speed. My eyes wouldn’t focus enough to tell me if he was still in the room. s. It didn’t matter. I couldn’t explain how, but I knew he wouldn’t leave me unless I ordered him away, and probably not even then.

There was a beeping noise. Before I could process the fact that it was my microwave, Aidan was at my bedside with my breakfast from the diner. The smell of eggs and meat hit me. My nose and mouth said yes, but my stomach said hell no. I made a weak attempt to push the tray of food away.

“I know that you don’t feel like you’re up to eating right now, but I need you to at least drink the juice. Your appetite will return after that.”

“I have juice? I don’t remember buying juice. I doubt it’s any good.” I muttered.

“I checked the date. It’s fine. Come on, take a sip.”

the end of a straw touched my lip. When I asked him where he got the straw, he told me to shut up and drink the juice. Managing a few sips, I was pleasantly surprised when they stayed down. I took a few more. Aidan said something about taking it easy, but I ignored the advice as usual. I sucked down the rest of the juice in two long sips and actually felt a little better.

I still couldn’t get over how fast my body could fix itself. Well, from most things. Whatever the Afrit had poisoned me with certainly seemed to be a problem.

T the room stopped spinning, so I tried to sit up.

Aidan was right there helping me, propping up pillows behind my back. “Do you want to try to eat a little something?”

I gave a little nod, and he set the plate of food on my lap. when I looked down, I couldn’t help but laugh. He’d already cut up the steak and linguica for me. “You cut my steak?”

“I thought that it would be difficult to manage a knife and fork the way your hands were shaking.”

“Thanks,” The one word felt inadequate somehow. “For everything.”

“Don’t thank me. I should have stopped sooner, when I couldn’t taste the poison anymore.”

“So why didn’t you?” I asked.

The look in his eyes was so intense I wished I could take the question back. Would his answer be good or bad? I didn’t even know what I wanted him to say. So why was I so nervous?

“Because I’ve wanted you since I first saw you. Because last night wasn’t enough. I fear it won’t ever be enough.” Aidan reached for me, and then changed his mind, pulling his hand back at the last second.

How should I take that last part? Was that a good thing, like he was totally into me, or a bad thing, like my blood was lacking something?

The bewildered look on my face had Aidan elaborating. He probably thought further explanation was unnecessary, but with a girl like me you had to break it down. Otherwise I would scrutinize every detail and every word in my head obsessively.

“Even after I ravage you—and believe me, I intend to—my appetite for you will not be sated.”

My mouth formed a little ‘o’ but no sound came out. It doesn’t happen often, but that rendered me speechless. Satisfied that he had finally penetrated my thick skull, he informed me he was going to get me some more juice and that I had to clean my plate.

“I’ll take a coffee instead.” Fidgeting with the pillows at my back, I hollered my request.

He came back with more orange juice. “You need the sugar.”

“You could have just put extra sugar in the coffee.”

“Juice is a quick way to get your blood sugar back up.” Aidan smiled at the sour look I gave the glass of o.j.

“You can sit down. I feel way better.” I gave the mattress a little pat.

“If I get into that bed with you, we won’t get anything done.”

“Oh, things will get done,” I teased.

“Maurin.” He tried to keep his tone serious.

“Aidan?” With a crooked brow, I gave him my best come hither look.

His jaw twitched, hands clenched and unclenched. It took a lot of control for him not to move.

And a lot of control for me not to get out of bed and go to him. “Fine.” I sighed. “Have it your way.”

Chapter 18

 
“We’re going to have to call the coven.” With my coffee scoop missing in action, I used a tablespoon and eyeballed the grounds for my pot of coffee.

Walking and talking without difficulty, I’d been cleared by my vampire doctor to drink coffee. I made twelve cups.

“Tell me you’re not actually considering asking for help from them after what they did to you?” Aidan shook his head, clearly exasperated with my line of thinking.

“I’m not thrilled about it either, believe me, but I don’t see how we’re going to kill the Afrit without their help.”

Without the coven’s magic catching and containing it would be next to impossible.

“I’m sure we can come up with something.”

“Wait, don’t tell me. You passed your OWLS, so you can use magic to kill it.”

“I passed my what?”

Aidan obviously hadn’t spent his eternal life of movies and pop-culture.

“It’s from Harry Potter…never mind. Unless vampires suddenly become magically-inclined, we’re going to need the witches.”

“What about your sword? It was forged with magic.”

“I already thought about that when I was fighting him downstairs. I think it might work, but how are we going to find him?”

“He seems to be doing a damned good job of finding you, actually.”

“I’d feel better if we had someone who could cast a circle to bind him next time.”

“I don’t trust Mahalia.” Temper getting the best of him, his fangs slid into place.

“Well, that makes two of us.” I said.

“She’s still hiding something from you.”

“Is there something that you want to tell me?” Suddenly afraid he was keeping secrets too, I set my coffee cup down and met his gaze, trying to gauge if he was lying.

“No, I have nothing to hide from you. But the witch? I could tell that she wasn’t telling you everything.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me, but unless you think that it has something to do with the Afrit, it will have to wait.”

Aidan didn’t say anything else. He just sat back in my kitchen chair brooding. I really didn’t want to go crawling back to Mahalia, but according to what I’d read, I wasn’t going to kill the Afrit without help from someone in the coven. Aidan was just going to have to trust me, and I was going to have to figure out a way to work with the coven amiably.

“Have you seen my phone?” With years to practice, the vampire had mastered the silent treatment. “Aidan, have you seen my phone?”

Refusing to speak or help me look for my phone, he just shook his head and remained where he was. either.

Retracing my steps, I recalled grabbing my phone from my bag and putting it in my coat pocket with some cash before I left for the diner. Was the phone in my pocket when I got my money out at the diner? Yes. I went back home and had a run-in with the Afrit. Was it still in my coat pocket after that? Hell if I knew.

“Where’s my coat? Never mind, I see it.” It was right where I had left it—on the floor by the kitchen chair and Aidan’s foot.

He picked it up and held it out to me. Snatching it out of his hands was an exercise in futility, but that didn’t’ stop me from trying. As expected, he didn’t let go and used the coat to reel me onto his lap. “I know working with the coven is probably our only shot, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“I’m not a huge fan of the plan myself, but it’s the only one that we’ve got.”

“I know. This is probably a good time to inform you that vampires are jealous and overprotective creatures.”

“Well, get used to having no free time, because trying to protect me will consume your every waking moment. I seem to attract trouble. And demons.”

“So I’ve noticed.”

I dug in my coat pocket and came up empty handed. Shit. My phone must have fallen out of my pocket in Ms. Costa’s apartment.

“Can I borrow your phone?”

“Sure. It’s on the counter next to my keys. Where’s yours?”

“I’m not one hundred-percent sure, but I think that I dropped it in Ms. Costa’s apartment.”

“You call Amalie, and I’ll go get your phone.”

“You’re going to have to let me get up if we’re going to accomplish anything, Damn, I locked the door on my way out. I didn’t want her to think that someone broke into her apartment. She’s old, and she lives alone.”

He reluctantly released me and just as reluctantly I stood up.

“Yes, but now you’ll have to explain to her how your phone ended up inside her apartment. Do you think that she’s still alive?” he asked, obviously not at all convinced.

“I’m hoping. There was nothing in her apartment that led me to believe otherwise. I was going to call Masarelli after I talked to Amalie.”

He gave me the same look my mom did when she flushed my deceased pet fish down the toilet.

“I checked. There wasn’t any blood and no sign of a struggle. The dog’s leash wasn’t hanging by the door like it always is either.”

“Okay, so why call Masarelli at all?” Aidan drummed his fingers on the tabletop “We don’t need him trailing after us.”

“I didn’t say that I was inviting him to tag along. I just want him to send someone over later and see if she’s home. It’s not like either of us will have time to check up on her.”

“I doubt that he’ll be able to spare a man just to come check on one little, old lady after what happened at the station last night.”

“Aidan,” I warned.

Aidan raised his hands, placating any further argument.

“Okay, sorry. Make your calls.”

I called Amalie. Vampires have excellent hearing so I knew Aidan would be able to hear both sides of the conversation. This was a time saver actually, since I didn’t have to tell him what she said.

“Amalie, it’s Maurin.”Knowing she wouldn’t recognize the number, I immediately announced myself.

“Maurin, where are you? I’ve left you like a hundred messages.” Her concern sounded genuine and that helped ease some of the doubts about whether or not she knew what was happening.

“I’m home. Lost my phone.”

“Is this a landline? Are you at your apartment?”

“I’m using Aidan’s phone.” My answers were short, my tone clipped but it was harder than I expected, asking for the coven’s help after what they did.

“Aidan? He’s there? Now? You let him stay with you?” Amalie’s concern echoed through the phone.

“Yes, as a matter of fact I did. Do you have a problem with that?”

She didn’t seem all that thrilled with my new house guest.

Aidan appeared to find the conversation highly amusing so far.

“No, of course not. I mean… I’m just surprised. Anyway, I’ve been trying to get a hold of you because we did a little research on the Afrit.” Quickly changing the subject, the witch tried to bring the conversation back to neutral ground.

“That’s funny, that’s why I’m calling you.”

Except it wasn’t funny, nothing about the situation was even remotely amusing.

“Really?” He voice rose an octave at the end.

“There you go sounding surprised again.” Not that I blamed her. I guess I’d be surprised if I was her

“I didn’t mean to. It’s just, I thought…” She started, but stopped herself midsentence.

“What? That I’d be on my floor in the fetal position balling my eyes out because of Oberon? Or Mahalia? I’ve been hurt worse by better people.”

There was a moment of awkward silence before she said anything else.

“Okay. Umm, listen, can you come over? Or meet me at the Daily Grind or something?”

“I’m always the one running everywhere. Why don’t you just come here?” Rubbing my temples, I tried to stop a headache before it started.

“Yeah, sure. I’ll stop at the Grind on my way and pick us up some coffee, and if you’re lucky, maybe a couple of croissants. Be there in thirty.” Amalie hung up without waiting for a reply.

One down. One to go. With my phone and contact list MIA, I called the main number for SPTF and asked to speak to Masarelli. The dispatcher transferred my call to his desk. He picked up on the second ring.

My conversation with him lasted about two minutes and consisted of me telling him what happened in Ms. Costa’s apartment and asking him to have someone keep an eye out for her. Up to his ass in brass over what had happened at the station, and he couldn’t afford to send any men over here unless the Afrit was actually still in her apartment. After informing him that he was going to have a hard time wading through all of that brass with my foot squarely up his ass if he didn’t have a guy in a patrol car put this on his route, he seemed to warm up to the idea. I could be such a charmer.

Parched after all that chatting on the phone, I went for another cup of coffee. I had just pulled the pot off the hot plate when I realized the bottom of my Social Distortion shirt was shredded. The Afrit’s claws had ripped through my wool coat and destroyed my shirt.

“Son of a bitch. I’m going to kill it twice. I’m going to kill it, and then find someone to bring it back as a zombie so I can kill it again.”

“What?” Aidan laughed.

“Look what it did to my shirt.”

“Your shirt? You’re more upset about your shirt than your leg.” He was still laughing.

"I love this shirt, and now it’s trashed.” Little strips of fabric slipped through my fingers.

“I’ll buy you a new one.”

“This is vintage. You can’t just buy a new one. It won’t be the same.” I tried to explain, but a vintage tour shirt was not the same to him as vintage Chanel might be.

Muttering the whole way back to my room about the different ways I was going to kill the Afrit; I chose a fitted, black V-neck sweater and jeans for my next wardrobe change. The leggings went in the trash and the Social Distortion shirt went in the hamper. I just couldn’t bring myself to part with it yet.

Amalie was knocking on the door just as I came out of my room. I let her in and took the tray of coffee and the bag of croissants from her.

She stepped in and started taking off her coat.

Nudging the door closed with my hip, I turned when it bounced off a boot and the door knob hit me in the backside. A growl formed in the back of my throat. I knew those boots.

“Who the hell invited him?” I rounded on Amalie.

“It’s not just him.” She gave me a sheepish look as Oberon, Graive, and Mahalia followed her inside.

It was a good thing I was holding the coffee, or I might have thrown them out and slammed the door in their faces. Wasn’t it me who had said we needed the coven not even forty-five minutes before? Yes, I told myself, but I had hoped she’d bring Juno or Phallon with her. Not the co-conspirators.

“Maurin, are you—” Oberon interrupted my thought.

“Don’t talk to me unless you want a black eye to match that busted jaw.” white knuckling the coffee tray, I tried to pull myself together before coffee went flying.

“Well, that will complicate things,” Graive took Oberon’s hand and led him into the living room.

The necro wasn’t willing me to catch fire and die a crispy death with her eyes anymore. Guess she didn’t hate me now that I wasn’t trying to steal—unintentionally, I might add—her boyfriend anymore. Wasn’t that great news? We could be BFFs and go shopping and whatever else BFFs do. Not!
Amalie shed her coat and gloves and took the coffee tray and croissants back. She set everything down on the appropriately named coffee table and busied herself with passing out drinks. “Maurin, I understand your anger and mistrust, but we must work together now. I am certain that we can get through the evening without any more fighting.” She went to join the others on my couch.

Easy for you to say. I stood at the door a moment and tried to regain my composure before I went over to sit with them. I can do this, I can do this.
Thankfully, Aidan came out of the kitchen to join the conversation. Cool and casual as he strode barefoot across the carpet, he stopped when he was about the same distance from the room as I was. He was waiting for me.

It was right about then, walking side by side with Aidan, that I realized it wasn’t my heart Oberon had hurt, but my pride. Was there a physical attraction? Sure, but not a ‘tear off your clothes, I can’t control myself when I’m around you’ attraction. There was only that one instance where I literally threw myself at him in Mahalia’s office, and that was for an entirely different reason. There was a tangled-up mess of emotions when I first came into my powers that would have straightened themselves out had Mahalia simply left things alone.

Maybe the metaphysical tie would have gone away on its own too. Oberon was like a magical safety net, someone to guide me as I adjusted to my new abilities and came into my full powers. Scota only latched on to him because she had recognized his magic.

Everything I felt really was because of her, despite Mahalia and Oberon trying to convince me otherwise. The transformation, for lack of a better word, was complete. Scota was my past, and I was her future. But it was still me—a more powerful, ass-kicking me—and my feelings were finally my own again. I let that settle in for a second and then sat down on my couch, noticeably calm and confident.

Aidan sat down beside me with his arms stretched out over the back of the couch. Oberon’s expression darkened as soon as Aidan slid close enough that he and I were both on the same cushion. It was the same look Oberon had given him in the alley when we were all at the warehouse together.

Having Aidan at my side felt a bit like revenge and I didn’t feel bad about it in the least. Of course, Oberon probably just put some of the blame on Aidan for how things had worked out, but in my head he was seething with jealousy. Delusional, who me?

“I’ve been scouring my library for information on the Afrit since you left my house last night. Amalie tells me that you’ve been doing some research of your own.” Mahalia steepled her fingers in front of her mouth.

“I googled it.”.

“So it would seem that fate would have us as allies once again.” eying me over her fingertips, she waited for my agreement.

“Yeah, fate and I have never seen eye to eye on anything. I’m assuming that you have a plan?”

Remain calm, remain calm. Mahalia’s voice set my teeth on edge and my temper rising, so I repeated the mantra over and over again.

Graive pulled out an old grim moiré from her bag and set it on her lap. The book was held closed with a heavy iron latch, which seemed utterly pointless given its condition. Cracked and worn, the leather threatened to break free of the spine, causing its secrets to spill out onto my living room floor. Reaching into her shirt, she retrieved the key she kept on a chain that hung low around her neck.

“This is the Lesser Key of Solomon.” Unclasping the necklace, Graive used the key to open the tome.

“Mahalia, no!” Amalie gasped. Her eyes were as big as saucers.

Content to follow her priestess with blind devotion, I’d never seen Amalie react that way before. Not to mention, I felt Aidan stiffen beside me when Graive named the book she was holding. I was missing something. Oberon was watching me, waiting to see what I would do or say. Did he assume I knew what the book was or what it did? He must have forgotten what they say about assuming. Of course he was already an ass in my mind, so it didn’t really matter.

“Could someone give me the Reader’s Digest version of what the Lesser Key is?”

“It is believed by some, mostly those not born with a magical inclination that the Key and Lesser Key were written by Solomon. That Solomon had, in fact, trapped seventy-two demons and kept them in a jar. He detailed everything about them—names, hierarchy, and even how to summon them.” The look on Oberon’s face said he was enjoying the fact that I still needed him for something. He was clearly overlooking the fact that it wasn’t him as much as any person with magical abilities.

“Why would Solomon want to keep demons? I thought he was a holy man. And how would he fit seventy-two of them in a jar?” I asked, not really sure where this conversation was going, but absolutely positive I wouldn’t like it when we arrived.

“To build the temple, of course.” Smug as usual, Graive acted like I was the village idiot for not knowing all of this already.

“Of course. How silly of me.” Sarcasm dripped from my every word.

“There are some problems with the story and what’s in the books. Solomon was B.C., not A.D. It doesn’t all match up. Which begs the question about who really wrote it,” Amalie said.

“The Key is thought to go back to Greco-Roman times, but it was later translated and adopted by the Practical Kabbalah. The tie to the mystical branch of Judaism is probably where the Inquisitors’ belief that they could use it came from. Less is known about the origin of the Lesser Key.” Nice to know Graive’s derisive tone wasn’t reserved just for me.

“Okay, so the Lesser Key tells you how to summon them. Does it tell you how to send them back too?” Please say yes, please say yes.
“They both do.” Graive ran a hand over the book, almost caressing the page.

“They both do,” I repeated. “So why use the big scary book that makes Amalie look like she wants to run and hide and not just the Key?”

“We thought that it was important to know the hierarchy.” Graive’s finger traced a few stanzas on the page.

Something told me I was not going to like what they had to say. Amalie looked like she was about to bolt, Aidan hadn’t said a word yet, and Mahalia looked exhausted. Some of her glamour had slipped away, and it looked as if life had caught up with her all at once.

“All right, enough of the history lesson. Let’s hear the plan.” Despite his calm exterior, I could tell Aidan was mad as hell. His accent gave him away. The hotter his emotions ran, the thicker his accent became.

“It takes a demon to catch a demon.” Graive didn’t even bat an eyelash when she said it.

“What? That doesn’t make any—Oh! No, no, no, no, no, no!” Waving my hands, I looked around the room in disbelief.

“It’s not as bad as you think, Maurin. We’ll summon the demon and send it after the Afrit. Once it’s captured, we send them both back.” Oberon acted like it was no big deal, like summoning a demon was an everyday occurrence.

“Oberon, this is crazy. We can’t do this!” Amalie jumped to her feet.

“Well it’s not like we know the true name of the Afrit. And we can’t summon or banish him without it Sit down and stop acting like a child.” Graive rolled her eyes, clearly tired of dealing with us and our petty questions.

“It’s dark magic, Oberon. I can’t believe that you’re suggesting this. Mahalia? You’re sanctioning this?” Amalie seemed devastated, like a child learning for the first time that Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy weren’t real. Mahalia had just fallen from the ivory tower Amalie kept her in.

“Do you remember what I asked you back at Toil and Trouble, Mahalia? Is this what you meant by shamanic? I’m with Amalie on this one.” At least there was still one person in the coven I could agree with.

“It’s not always black and white. I have never permitted the use of the Lesser Key in all of my years as High Priestess, but it seems that this is the only way we will be rid of the beast.” Mahalia sounded as tired as she looked.

“Who will take it? You or Graive?” Amalie’s face crumpled with disappointment and fear.

“Take what?” I really needed to study up on this magic shit.

“When you use dark magic, it throws off the natural balance of everything. It is different from earth magic, which is in tune with everything around it and leaves the natural order in place. Someone has to absorb the disruption, or it will permanently alter something on this plane. It’s like soot on your soul.” Amalie folded her arms around herself hugging her middle.

“Graive’s not a witch, she’s a necromancer. Zombies and demons don’t affect her. She’s done it before. She knows what she’s doing,” Oberon’s confidence was annoying as hell.

There were too many variables for me to be that self-assured.

“I bet that’s what the Inquisitors thought too, right up until the Afrit tore them to pieces and splattered them all over the walls of that warehouse.”

“Trust me, she can do this.” Oberon rested a hand on Graive’s thigh, giving it a little squeeze.

“I’m a long way from trusting you. And we are not unleashing another demon. We can’t stop the one already running around.

Their plan was insanity.

“The High Priestess has agreed. We can do this without you.”

“Is that a threat? Are you threatening me?”

Mahalia grabbed Oberon’s arm. He’d overstepped his bounds. The High Priestess may have agreed to using dark magic to stop dark magic, but not without all of us. She wanted, no needed, a united front if something went wrong and we had to stand before the rest of the Council to explain our actions.

“You could do that, Oberon, but it would be seen as a rogue act. The coven would be viewed as a threat to the Council and the Treaty of Races. Your seat on the Council would be forfeited, and the Fey would take your place automatically.” Aidan’s words commanded attention, the whole room turned to look at him when he spoke.

Anan awkward silence in filled the room as Oberon abandoned his argument and admitted that Aidan was right with his silence.

“Any other ideas?” I asked, in an effort to get things moving again.

“Your only other option is to take off the amulet, let the Afrit come for you, and if we’re lucky, we can catch it in a circle and complete the banishing spell.”

Graive had probably been hoping I’d pick what was behind door number two the whole time.

“Absolutely not. No. I can’t believe you actually came here with this shit. That’s the best you’ve got? Conjure up another demon or offer up Maurin?” Aidan had had enough. Removing his arm from around my shoulder, he leaned forward, ready to pounce.

“It’s not up to you, bloodsucker.” Graive was ready to accept the challenge, a little wave of her magic hummed through the room.

“Watch yourself, grave robber. You’re the real reason I’m in Salem. I warned you once already. Step out of line again, and I’ll reduce the necro population by one.” Aidan cracked his knuckles, flexed his fingers.

“Let’s say for argument’s sake that I decide to do this. How confident are you that you can hold him in a circle?”

Everyone froze, holding a collective breath.

“Normally I wouldn’t dignify that with an answer, but I am quite confident that we can contain him.” Mahalia sighed, her shoulders relaxing

“Can you hold both of us in the same circle?”

In one of those surreal, seemingly slow motion moments, everyone stared at me. A small smile crept across Graive’s face. I knew that smile. I had given it a few times myself. It was a ‘damn you’re one crazy son of a bitch, but you’ve got some serious balls’ smile.

Amalie just dropped her head in her hands. She knew there wasn’t any point in arguing with me, no matter how dumb she thought the idea was.

Aidan and Oberon actually had similar scowls on their faces, but I was betting it was for two totally different reasons. In fact, if I was a betting girl, I would have wagered my nonexistent paycheck from the Council that Aidan’s was a scowl of concern and disappointment that I would put my life on the line once again, while Oberon wore his scowl because I didn’t let his girlfriend read from her great big book of demon things.

“Maurin, can I have a word with you? In private.” Aidan stood, waiting for me to do the same.

“We’ll talk after.” I waved him off.

“What did you have in mind?” Mahalia leaned forward, clearly eager to hear my plan.

“I really need to talk to you now.” Aidan walked away from the group, lingering in the hallway between my kitchen and bedroom, hoping I’d follow.

I didn’t.

“I won’t be able to hurt, never mind kill the Afrit from outside the circle, but what if I’m inside with the Retaliator?”

My idea wasn’t well received by anybody. Well, except for Graive. Surprise, surprise.

“That’s crazy. Tell her how crazy that is, Mahalia.” Amalie threw her hands up in exasperation.

Mahalia didn’t say a word. I could see her spinning the idea around in her head.

“No, that might actually work.” Graive chimed in.

“Maurin?” I could tell from his tone I wasn’t going to be able to put off a private conversation with Aidan any longer. excusing myself from the conversation, I followed him to my bedroom. He started in on me before I had even closed the door.

“Are you insane?”

“Keep your voice down. It sounds like you’re yelling at me."

“I am yelling at you. It’s the only way to penetrate your unbelievably thick skull!"

“I think that this will give us the best chance at getting rid of the Afrit.” I wanted him to understand, but seriously doubted I had the energy to convince him.

“You’re not doing this."

“It’s not up to you.”

“Well it shouldn’t be up to you either. You obviously have no regard for your own life."

“I’m doing this.” I turned to leave.

“Maurin, wait.” Aidan grabbed my arm.

Stopping, I tugged my arm free-only because he let me-, but didn’t say anything. I didn’t want him to talk me out of this. The Afrit had to be stopped, and I was becoming clear I had to be the one to do it.

“Why won’t you even consider other options?”

“What other options, Aidan? The only other option presented was summoning another demon, and that is not happening. Do you have any ideas?”

“No, not yet.” He raked his hands through his hair in frustration. “But you’re rushing into this. You haven’t thought it through."

“If I think it through, then I won’t do it."

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you. This is madness. Just give it till morning. Sleep on it. That’s all I’m asking.”

“If by sleep on it you mean sleep with you, it won’t change my mind."

“Is that a challenge?” Aidan backed me up against the door, leaning in with his palms flat on the door like he was about to do a push up. He kissed behind my ear. “If so, I accept.”

I started to protest, but his lips found mine preventing any further objections. The kiss was long and deep and full of passion. It was by far the best kiss of my entire life. He stopped to let me catch my breath, and I made my escape.

I slid down the wall and out from under his arms. “That’s not fair.”

He just laughed. “According to whose rules?”

“Aidan, I have to do this.”

“Someone else could. It doesn’t always have to be you.”

“I really wish that were true.”

Chapter 19

 
Aidan had finally conceded defeat. We were back in my living room going over the details of our plan when there was a knock at the door.

“Maurin, open up! It’s Masarelli!” I guess he figured there was no one to disturb with Ms. Costa, my only neighbor, currently MIA.

This was the last thing I needed. Sighing, I got up and caught an “I told you so” look from Aidan. I didn’t know what he thought he had told me. It’s not like I asked Masarelli to check on Ms. Costa’s apartment personally, and I certainly didn’t invite him over.

“Don’t let him in.”

“What? You mean you don’t want me to ask him to join the team?” I sent a glare to Oberon, before I slid the chain lock in place and opened the door.

I did my best to block Masarelli’s view of my visitors.

“What’s up, Masarelli?” I asked as casually as one can with a vampire, two witches, and a necromancer sitting in her living room.

“I’m checking on the old lady’s apartment. Like you asked. That’s what’s up.” Masarelli didn’t take kindly to threats and was obviously still pissed off at me.

“Still no sign of her?” Still refusing to accept reality, I hoped for better news.

“That’s what I came up here to ask you. You’re the one who lives above her.”

There was more to say, more to be done for the sweet old woman but I couldn’t. Not while company was over.

“I haven’t heard a peep from downstairs. Well, thanks for checking, Masarelli” I started to shut the door.

“What the hell, Maurin? Why are you acting so weird?” Suspicious, Masarelli put a hand on the door.

“Real smooth.” Graive mumbled from her perch on the couch.

I tried not to grimace. “Who’s acting?” The joke fell flat.

“You’re hiding something. Or someone. Who’s in there with you?” He tried to peer over my head. Masarelli jumped when Aidan suddenly appeared behind me.

“Can I help you with something, Detective?”

“So that’s it? You didn’t want me to see the vampire in your apartment? Worried that I’d tell the magic man you’re running around on him? What the hell do I care?” Masarelli just shook his head.

“You don’t have to tell me anything!”

Masarelli’s eyes widened at the sound of Oberon’s voice. There was no hiding the grimace on my face. If looks could kill, then the look I gave Oberon would have stopped his heart.

“They’re both here?” Masarelli didn’t bother hiding his shock or disgust.

“Yes, and as you can imagine, I’ve got my hands full right now.” I tried not to sound mortified.

“I’ll bet you do” Masarelli raised an eyebrow.

Heat of embarrassment flushed my face. I didn’t want to know what Masarelli was thinking. And I definitely didn’t want to know what he would tell the guys at SPTF. Damn it. I’d never be able to show my face there again.

“Well, I guess I’ll let you get back to your little party.” Masarelli said.

I didn’t have anything else to say, so I just shut the door in his face. Embarrassment was quickly replaced with anger. I turned and started walking very slowly toward Oberon.

He just shrugged his shoulders and smiled. “Oh, come on. I couldn’t resist.”

“I didn’t think it was possible to hate you any more than I already did.”

I was about to leap across the room and smash his face in when Aidan opened the door and called after the detective.

Masarelli said something about wanting no part of whatever was going on in my apartment.

Aidan assured him that he did.

“What are you doing? He was leaving.” Graive said what everyone else was thinking.

“He wasn’t going anywhere but out to his car to sit and wait. Besides, we may have a use for him,” Aidan justified his actions with simple logic and held the door for Masarelli.

I knew Aidan had no use for Masarelli. He thought he was an idiot and totally inept when it came to being a detective, but he saw how upset I was.

Masarelli’s eyes were opened again as he walked into my apartment. His eyes moved from face to face, trying to figure out the game and all the players.

“I thought the idea was to get rid of him. No offense.” Amalie nodded in Masarelli’s direction.

“If I cared what you thought, I might have actually been offended.” Masarelli crossed his arms over his chest and rocked back on his heels.

“Watch it, cop. We could just wipe your memory and send you packing.” Graive’s evil grin more than confirmed she meant what she said.

“If your boyfriend had just kept his mouth shut, then we wouldn’t have to consider that. Long story.” Waving off Masarelli’s sideways glance, I gave the necro my best death stare.

“Would someone explain just what in the hell is going on in this insane asylum?” Masarelli’s cop voice commanded attention. He’d been practicing.

“I’m going to need more coffee.” I headed for the kitchen, wanting to be as far away from the cluster fuck in my living room as possible.

“I’ll take something stronger if you’ve got it,” Masarelli called over his shoulder, his eyes fixed on all the people seated in my apartment.

“I’m not lining up shots while you’re still on duty.”

“My bartender never seems to have a problem with it.”

I just stared at him slack-jawed. My approval rating of Masarelli as an SPTF agent wasn’t very high, but I had mistakenly given him enough credit not to drink on the job.

“That was a joke, Maurin. I got off ten minutes ago. You were my last stop. I was heading home for the night.”

Masarelli finally relaxed and looked around for another chair before reluctantly sitting on the couch with Aidan.

“I’ll see what I have.”

I poured a cup of coffee as Mahalia started to fill him in on the plan. She went over what we knew about the Afrit and the beginnings of our plan to kill it. Opening the freezer, I grabbed the bottle of Van Gogh and poured a shot for Masarelli. I set the shot glass on the table and sat down on the arm of the couch next to Aidan.

“So let me get this straight. You’re going to lure that thing into a circle with Maurin as bait, and then she’s going to kill it with some magical sword?” Masarelli laughed, his disbelief palpable.

“Yeah, that about sums it up.” I said, between sigs of coffee.

“That’s the stupidest idea I’ve heard in a long time” Slamming his shot, he set the empty glass back on the table.

“See? Even the Norm agrees it’s a bad plan.”

“Don’t even start with that again, Aidan.” Nudging him with my foot, I gave him a friendly warning.

“I saw what that thing can do at the station. There’s no way that this ridiculous plan will work.” Masarelli eyed the shot glass longingly.

“It’ll work. It has to.” I stared off into the bottom of my coffee cup like it held all the answers.

“Fine. Let’s pretend for a second that it will work. Where is this supposed to go down?” For a minute Masarelli reminded me a little of the captain he’s been pretending to be.

“I’ve been thinking about that. What about Winter Island?” As much as I hated that place, it seemed like a good location.

“That’s too big of an area to contain. I want Mahalia focused on the circle alone, not warding the whole island. We should go back to the warehouse.” Reluctantly on board with the plan, Aidan offered up a different suggestion.

No wonder he wanted Masarelli to stay. It would be a lot easier using the warehouse, especially if he was involved.

“No.”.

“Come on Masarelli, why not? Think about it. It’s perfect. Mahalia can ward it and nobody will be down there that late. We get in, I kill the demon and we get out”

“It’s private property.” Masarelli wasn’t budging.

“Yeah, but you haven’t turned it over to the owner yet. It’s still a part of your investigation.” And that gave us a window of opportunity.

“Exactly. If you fuck it up, then it’s my ass on the line”

“What if you come with us and the Council agrees to pay for any damages? Not that there will be damages.”

Unsure if I had the authority to make such a deal, Masarelli looked to the only Council member in the room for confirmation.

“I can’t speak for the Council, but the coven will cover all expenses and any damages.” Mahalia did her best to reassure the detective, though she didn’t look happy about the arrangement.

“Then it has to happen tonight. We turn the property over the owner in the morning.” Masarelli pulled his phone out of his pocket, ready to make the call if everyone agreed to the terms.

“That’s not enough time. We’re not ready!” Amalie looked around the room for support.

“Well, I hope that you have a spell to make time stand still, because that’s all the lead time that you’re going to get.” Masarelli walked out of the apartment, phone to his ear, when those of us in charge didn’t back Amalie up.

Chapter 20

 
Everyone was gone, even Aidan, leaving the apartment eerily quiet. He needed to feed before we faced off with the Afrit. I didn’t ask him where or whom he would hunt. I assumed—well, I hoped—he had gone to Agrona’s to feed upon one of the donors that were always hanging around the vampire king and queen. He left his car outside and his keys on the counter for me. I was supposed to meet him at the warehouse in a little over an hour.

Ditched the sweater for a less bulky long-sleeved shirt, I put my shoes on, tied my hair back in a ponytail, and still had forty minutes to kill. Too edgy to sit in my apartment any longer, I grabbed the keys off of the counter and headed out for the warehouse.

Driving Aidan’s car was exactly what I had expected—so many horses with nowhere to run.

I pulled up to the gate, surprised to find it open.

Amalie waved me through and pointed to an empty parking spot to the right of the bay door.

It looked like I wasn’t the only antsy one. Mahalia and Graive were already inside cleansing and preparing the space for their casting.

Masarelli had been assigned the task of containing the area around the warehouse. With the wards in place, it looked like all the rest of the warehouses. No one could see us or our activities, but that didn’t mean someone still couldn’t get hurt if the Afrit got loose so we weren’t taking any chances. Masarelli and a few of his guys took up positions on the corners of the adjacent streets and alleys to keep any Norms from getting too close.

I grabbed the Retaliator off the back seat and followed Amalie inside.

“We’re almost ready,” Mahalia pulled some sort of herb from her pouch, smelling the dried leaves before crushing them in her hand.

“Don’t rush. There was nothing else for me to do but wait, so I figured that I could do that here instead of at my apartment.”

I watched as they finished prepping the space. There were herbs, candles, salt, and a few items I didn’t recognize arranged neatly on the floor. After a few minutes of checking and rechecking, Mahalia seemed satisfied they had all the necessary supplies.

“We can begin as soon as everyone has arrived.” The High Priestess motioned for her coven members to join her.

“We don’t need the vamp. We can start without him.” Oberon took his place beside her

“He has a name, and we are waiting for Aidan.” Narrowing my gaze on him, I wondered what Oberon’s deal was. He got what he wanted- the necro. So why all the resentment toward Aidan?

We didn’t have to wait long, Aidan came in and didn’t so much as look at anyone else. making a beeline in my direction, he wrapped me up in his arms, squeezing me like he hadn’t seen me in years, even though it had only been a couple of hours. He was warm, and I tried not to squirm as I wondered whose blood was coursing through his veins. Was it someone he knew or a complete stranger? Did the victim mean something to him?

If I wanted to date a vampire, then I’d have to figure out a way to deal with it eventually. I forgot all about blood donors when his lips touched my neck. Aidan kissed the spot you check for a pulse. Mine sped up immediately and I felt him smile against my neck.

Oberon cleared his throat.

Aidan tensed at the interruption. Oberon was trying to piss him off, and luckily for the witch, he chose to ignore it. Aidan kissed me again, this time on the lips, before letting me go and acknowledging the others.

With hellos out of the way, there was nothing left to do but kill the Afrit.

Taking my place in the center of the warehouse, Mahalia and Amalie set the circle around me with only a small section remaining open. If the Afrit could sense the circle, then our plan wouldn’t work. With enough room inside for me to fight the Afrit, I pulled the amulet’s chain until it snapped free of my wrist and dropped it on the concrete floor. Dropping into a fighting stance, I waited for the demon to appear.

There wasn’t any great flash of light or plume of smoke to announce its presence. One second I was alone in the circle, and the next I wasn’t. The Afrit let out a terrible roar when Mahalia closed the circle, trapping it inside.

And then it turned its full attention to me.

Something resembling a smile crept across the demon’s face, and I knew it had thought of something we had overlooked.

Expecting it to lunge for me, I braced for impact. I should have seen what was coming, but the energy drain caught me a little off guard. Stumbling, I managed to steady myself with my sword.

Aidan stepped forward, stopping just at the edge of the circle. There was nothing he could do to help. It was just me and the Afrit.

I was an idiot. The only thing missing from this otherwise perfect opportunity was a nice ribbon tied up in a bow. I needed to turn this around and quick. Tucking and rolling in one of those SWAT maneuvers, I swung low with my sword slicing through his Achilles tendon. The Afrit howled in pain and shifted its weight to the other foot. With its concentration broken, my energy slowly came back. Scrambling to my feet, I took up my fighting stance again.

We sidestepped, feeling each other out. He moved right, I moved left. This little dance wouldn’t last long. One of us was going to have to be the aggressor and press forward. I had already decided to play defense, so the Afrit would have to come to me. He moved left, I shuffled to the right.

Tired of waiting for me to make the first move, the Afrit lunged. I thrust the Retaliator forward, stabbing it in the stomach. Its blood coagulated before it hit the floor. The Afrit stumbled back as I pulled the sword free for the killing blow. It had underestimated me, and I intended to use my advantage fully.

Graive and Oberon started the banishing spell. I didn’t have much time to kill its physical form before they finished banishing the spirit.

I drew back, preparing to drive the sword through its heart. Just as I pressed forward, the Afrit rolled its body to the right. The blade sliced through its shoulder, missing its heart.

The Afrit swung.

Raising my left arm to protect my face, I left my side exposed. All of my moves were going according to its plan. The Afrit drove its claws into my side just beneath my rib cage and dug in. It hooked its fingers around my ribs and picked me up. There was a crack in the center of my chest, followed by excruciating pain. I kicked wildly, hoping it had something below the belt for me to connect with. My foot connected, but it didn’t even faze him. Pressing down on the hilt of my sword, I inched the blade closer to its heart. The Afrit slammed me onto the concrete floor as Graive and Oberon neared the end of the spell.

My eyes were watering, and my ears were ringing, but I could still sense the commotion outside the circle. Aidan was shouting something.

What was he saying? Why was he so angry with the coven?
Something had gone wrong. The Afrit and I were still in the circle, both of us injured. He hadn’t made a move to escape our magical trap, so what had happened?

I couldn’t waste any more time trying to figure it out.

The Afrit was still on top of me with its claws in my chest. It clamped its free hand around my neck and squeezed. I managed a couple of shallow breaths before it could strangle me to death and pulled down on the sword handle again. The blade was within an inch of its heart. Just a little further and it would be dead. The demon forced me back down before I had a chance to close the distance between the blade and its heart.

Shock hit me as soon my vision came back, and the warehouse came into focus. The Afrit just laughed as I struggled, gasping for air with its hand still tight around my neck. I tried to get out from underneath him and scramble backward, but the Afrit grabbed my sword, holding me in place.

“What the fuck is happening?” I barely managed to choke the words out.

“The banishing spell is complete.”

Holy shit! I was banished with it? No one mentioned this was a possibility. I should have listened to Aidan. If Mahalia had even hinted that this could happen I never would have gone through with it.

The Afrit let go of my neck, but made no moves to get off of my chest or take its claws out of my ribs.

“Send me back, you son of a bitch.” I growled, even though I knew it wouldn't.

The Afrit leaned in, its foul breath hot on my face. “It was a banishment, you stupid girl. I can't send you back.”

“Then what good are you?”

The realization that you have been banished with a demon gives you quite an adrenaline rush—enough for me to finally drive the sword down through its heart.

The Afrit collapsed on my chest.

I pushed and rolled, using its weight to flip positions putting me on top. The Afrit didn’t move, but I wasn't taking any chances.

I pulled my sword free from its chest and chopped off its head. Satisfied it was really and truly dead, I gritted my teeth and pulled on its arm, freeing my ribs of its fingers. Even in death the demon wouldn't let go of me. With a deep breath I pulled down on its arm again; not even trying to hold back the scream as I pulled its sharp claws out of my side and broke my ribs in the process. Collapsing on the floor, I did my best not to black out.

I couldn't see any signs of the others or the circle. Even the Afrit's body had disappeared. It looked like I was still in the warehouse, but instead of being surrounded by coven and Council members like I should have been, I was completely alone.

Weeds poked through cracks in the busted concrete floor. The columns crumbled before my eyes. It was in a perpetual state of deterioration.

How was I supposed to get back? Since I wasn't a demon, I couldn't be summoned. I didn’t have a clue as to how to get home.

First things first, I needed to figure out where I was exactly. Standing was much easier than I had expected. Or, maybe I was just getting used to being hurt all the time. Scanning revealed nothing of use or importance.

Taking a few tentative steps, I walked toward the front door. When nothing jumped out at me, I opened it and walked through. My knees damn near gave out on me when I realized I wasn't outside at all, but right back in the warehouse where I had started.

What the hell was going on?
My side still hurt like a son of a bitch, but I knew the ribs were already knitting themselves back together. Keeping pressure on my side, I forced myself to run the entire length of the warehouse.

And came up with nothing.

Ignoring the fear of what I'd find on the other side and pushed the door open. The clang of steel against concrete echoed throughout the empty room as the Retaliator hit the floor.

I was dead.

That little revelation certainly put a damper on my fucking day, but it was the only logical explanation. A person can't be banished. I was dead and trapped in the warehouse where I had died. If I figured out how astral projection worked I was going to haunt the shit out of the.

Picking up my sword, and my resolve, I decided to go back to finding a way out of my purgatory.

I walked every inch of the warehouse at least ten times. There wasn't any way out, not that I could see anyway.

“You're not dead.”

I tightened my grip on my sword and slowly turned around. I stumbled back when I saw who the voice belonged to. “Arawn. What are you doing here?”

“Executioner.” The Lord of the Hunt nodded in greeting.

“Have you come for me? Am I about to be judged? Because if so, I feel like I should explain. I mean there’s mitigating circumstances and.”

Hi laughter interrupted what could have amounted to begging for reprieve.

“In a manner of speaking.”

“That’s a cryptic way of saying yes.”

“You seem so certain. Is there something you would like to confess?” Arawn cocked his head to the side, studying me like you would a puzzle.

“Nothing comes to mind.”

A few things did come to mind, but I wasn’t telling him that.

“It is intriguing that we should meet again in the between. How, may I ask, did you find your way here?”

“It's a long story. I'd much rather talk about how I'm supposed to get home.”

“I think we have the time.”

“I sort of caught a lift with a demon.”

“Interesting. And where is the demon now?”

“I killed it, and then its body disappeared,”

He clasped his hands together in what I can only describe as delight, but stopped short of applauding. “You used the sword?”

“Yes. Why?” I was suddenly nervous about this line of questioning.

“You are a fascinating creature, Maurin. You truly are.” Arawn smiled, his perfectly white teeth gleaming at me.

“Umm, thanks, I guess. Listen, I hate to be rude, but could you just skip to the part where you tell me how to get out of here?”

“You have taken a liking to the Retaliator.”He pointed toward the sword.

“I wouldn’t use those words, no.” Still, my grip tightened on the hilt.

“Oh, I would.” He laughed, noticing I’d become protective of the weapon.

“That's what you find fascinating? My sword? This is crazy. Will you please just tell me how to get home?” Remembering my manners, I threw in the magic word and hoped it would help my case.

“Do you not find it fascinating that you can even wield the sword to begin with? Have you not questioned why you of all people are able to slay demons with the Retaliator?”

Of course I'd thought about it, like only a million times. The only thing I could come up with was my connection with Scota. I told him as much, but he wasn't impressed with my feeble attempt at deductive reasoning.

“Must I spell it out for you?” He sighed when I didn't say anything. “You are my daughter. That's why a goddess was able to latch onto you in the first place. Because of your blood. I knew your face from the first moment that I saw you, but the witch interfered. That is something that I will have to discuss with her when I see her next.”

It was my turn to laugh. What else could I do when faced with a crazy god? I had wished for different parents all the time when I was a kid, but this was ridiculous. I may have been clueless about a lot of things, but I at least knew who my parents were.

“Your mother hid you from me in the one place that she knew I wouldn't think to look—with a mortal family.” Arawn stepped closer.

“As much as that would explain the problems I had with my family growing up, it's impossible. I am only twenty-five. I'd be like…I can't even do the math. Old, I'd be frigging ancient.”

“You of all people should know that anything is possible by now. She hid you the same way you came here with the demon and the same way I will take you back.”

“Are you sure that I'm not dead or in a coma or something?” That was easier to believe than the crazy he was talking.

“Okay, so let's say that I'm completely delusional, and I actually believe this. My real mother did what—swapped me out with a mortal baby?”

“You’re not a changeling, Maurin. Your mother, like me and you, was able to move through realities. Despite only being a Druid Priestess, once I showed her how, she became quite adept. She even used her magic to conjure time manipulation in the different realities.” He waved his hand around, leaving small ripples in its wake

“That is something I was never able to do. When our reality began to deteriorate, she succumbed to her fears that you would not survive. I tried to convince her that we could keep you safe, but she could see my strength leaving as the mortals changed faiths.” Arawn’s shoulders slumped on a heavy sigh. “So she took you away and used the last of her magic to bring you to Salem. And now, fate has finally brought us together again.” His voice was full of emotion.

I didn't know what to say. He was convincing, but there was just no way. Was there? He moved to close the distance between us, but I backed away.

“Only my child could execute Morrigan and her sisters. Only my child could follow a demon and slay it in the between. You hunt the wicked, as do I. Even in your pathetic mortal existence, you used your gifts to seek out and convict the guilty”.

“Calling my existence pathetic isn’t really helping your case. My mother and father were the most normal of the Norms. They didn't understand me, and I sure as hell didn't understand them. I took off the first chance I got but I know who my family is. I'm not your daughter.”

“I realize that this must be hard for you to hear—that your life has been a lie—but I assure you that I speak the truth. You remember only what your mother wanted you to. A family that didn’t exist, a tragedy that never happened. She replaced your memories of us with ones from a mortal life.” He looked like he wanted to close the small distance between us and embrace me, but then thought better of it.

“Well, she could have picked some happier memories because the ones that I have suck.” This was insane. I knew who I was, and it sure as hell wasn't his daughter, but I needed to get back, and Arawn was the only way that was going to happen. I was going to have to play along if I wanted to get home. “So, um, Dad, you said something about showing me how to get back?”

“Yes, daughter, I will take you back with me, to my home and the place of your birth where you will learn to fulfill your role as an Executioner.”

Oh shit. That's so not what I meant. So much for tricking him into taking me home. I was just digging myself in deeper. The look on my face must have given me away.

“I am an old god, Maurin, but I still have my wits about me. I knew that you would not believe me so quickly. I will show you how to get back to Salem. I am a hunter, which means that I am both patient and determined. Given time, you will see that I speak the truth.”

“No one has that kind of time.” There was use in pretending I believed him.

“Shall we begin your first lesson then?” After seeing my eagerness to learn how to get home, he finally breached the topic I wanted most to discuss. “There is more happening in the universe than the reality that you are in right now. In fact, when I say that anything is possible, I am not exaggerating. It is not until our mind decides that the reality becomes truly clear.”

“I'm sorry. What? I thought that you were going to show me how to go home, not give me a physics lesson. You'd think that my dad would know I flunked physics in high school.” When in doubt, revert to sarcasm.

That got a laugh out of him. “Let's try a different approach. Imagine that you are at one of those fancy restaurants that humans are so fond of. You've ordered one of the dozen menu selections. A waiter brings your meal in one of those covered trays. He sets it before you. Right up until the moment you lift the cover, all twelve selections are still possible. The chicken does not become reality until your minds decides it is.”

“That’s probably the best explanation of quantum mechanics that I've ever heard. Seriously, where were you when I was in high school?” I could have used a tutor like him in more than one science class.

“Now that we are on the same page, alternate realities are the same way. When you are in the between, any reality is possible. Your mind simply needs to decide on what your reality will be.” Arawn rubbed his hands together, contemplating how best to continue. “For example, I followed the Blue Man across the globe. Each time, I arrived shortly after him. That is, until I tired of the chase and put an end to it.” Arawn said.

“You're talking about Baylen?” Knightley hadn’t been seen or heard from since the night he and Medea made their escape.

“Yes. It saddens me to say, since I take no pleasure in ending any race, that the Blue Men are no more.” He bowed his head in reverence for a moment.

“But that is not why I bring it up. I was able to follow him across Europe, more than once, by opening myself up to the between. Every time Baylen and his fanged friend made a decision about their destination, I would envision the same in the between. It is how I am able to chase my quarry relentlessly. They move by horse or plane or train, and all I have to do is wait for them to decide.’ He ticked the modes of transport off on his fingers one by one. “Then, I slip into the between and choose the reality of my being in the same place at the same time.”

“But how do you know when and where they decide? How do I open myself up to the between?” It all seemed so impossible.

"One thing at a time. The between is always there. It is the basis of all reality. Not everyone can see it. But I would say you inherited the gift from me.” Arawn’s chest swelled with pride.

“Then how was my mother able to do it if she was just a Druid Priestess? Are witches able to move through the between?”

The coven could move from one place to the next without any mode of transportation besides their magic. Given recent events, it would be good to know if they could move through the between as well.

“To some degree, yes. Your mother's magic was very powerful. I have never seen another who could manipulate magic, and the between, the way that she could. Their teleportation spells are very similar, but you will not need potions or magical relics to move through the between. Take my hand.” He reached for me, arm outstretched, palm up.

All I had to do was slip my hand into his.

My mind was reeling from everything he’d told me, I hesitated. Every time I thought my life couldn’t get any weirder, it did. Big time.

“Take my hand, Maurin.” Arawn held out his hand, waiting for me to trust him enough to take it.

The moment my hand touched his, I felt the world fall away. My eyes slammed shut when the weightlessness set in. It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten for a while, because my stomach threatened to empty its contents as soon as my feet hit terra firma again. The cold air felt good against my clammy skin and eased the motion sickness that was fighting to take over. After a couple of deep breaths, I tried to find my center.

“Open your eyes.” Arawn sounded completely un-phased by our means of travel.

Fighting the urge to shut my eyes tighter, I opened one eye and then the other.

“I think that I'm going to puke.” Doubled over, I pressed a hand to my stomach.

“It will pass in a moment.”

We were standing in the middle of Gallows Hill Park. He had transported us both through the between and brought us back to Salem.

“Not that I'm not grateful to be back, but why are we here?” I’d avoided the park as much as possible. Too much blood had been spilled here, too many memories I’d just as soon forget.

“This is a place of great importance for you. You spilled your blood and the blood of your enemies on this ground. You wielded the Retaliator for the first time only feet from here.” Arawn spread his arms wide, gesturing to the whole of the park. “And it is where I found you after spending a lifetime believing that you were lost to me forever. Step into the between here, and I will meet you.”

I didn't know if that was a good thing or not. The fact he would know I was in the between at all was enough to make me never want to do it again.

“Now take us to the warehouse.”

“How am I supposed to do that?”

“I just showed you.” He sounded frustrated. He wasn’t the only one feeling that particular emotion. “This is going to be more difficult than I thought. Try to break down this reality. The castle isn't here. Nothing is here. Peel away the layers of detail that make this place real to you. There is only space."

I tried. I really did try, but I kept getting distracted by thoughts of the final frontier.

“You're going to have to do better than that. Focus!” Arawn shook his fist at me, demanded the best and accepting noting less from me.

Not wanting to risk irritating him further, I concentrated on finding the between. I thought about the place where everything began—before it became real. It was there, rolling just beneath the surface like an underground river, a stream of possibilities. All I had to do was learn to control the current. I dipped my hand in and let the cool power of the between move across my skin.

“Very good, Maurin. Though I don't recommend you use this as an escape route just yet. You'd be dead already if an enemy were after you.” Satisfied I finally grasped what he’d been trying to teach me, the Lord of the Hunt relaxed.

“Shhhhh. You're going to break my concentration. I've almost got it.”

Without further instruction, I focused all of my attention back on the between, soaking up its power and spindling it in my mind until I couldn't hold any more. Once I was full to bursting of the between, I envisioned the warehouse. The people I left behind took shape n my mind, the cold, damp concrete, the circle on the floor. Every minute detail came into focus until I actually felt the new reality form around me. Voices, some familiar and a few that weren't in the warehouse before reached my ears.

I was out of the between and back where I had started. Well, almost. I wasn't in the circle any more. I was closer to the main door.

Masarelli had pulled his team from security detail and moved them inside. Guns were drawn, and the guys from SPTF were yelling, “Put her down!”

It took me a second to figure out what was happening.

Aidan had Graive jacked up against the wall by her throat. It was hard to tell from where I was, but it looked like his fangs were out.

I turned to tell Arawn I'd be right back, but he was already gone. Damn! I knew I was going to have a hard time explaining what had happened without him around. I turned back just in time to see that Oberon had worked some sort of spell and had aimed it at Aidan.

It was time to rejoin the party.

Chapter 21

 
 
“Don't kill her on my account.” I made sure I said it loud enough for everyone to hear over all the commotion.

Masarelli and a couple of his guys turned their guns on me. Two agents kept their sights on Aidan as he turned to look over his shoulder.

His eyes were wild, and his face contorted with rage. There were two small, red dots on Aidan's back. Their sights were set on him already, but two guns wouldn't stop him.

If I had arrived even a couple of seconds later, Graive would have been dead, and Aidan would have been arrested. There was no way Masarelli would have let him get away with murder, even though Graive was a necro and Masarelli was a bigot when it came to the Others.

“Easy boys. It's just me. Masarelli, tell them to lower their weapons before I end up getting shot in the head.” I kept my eye on the newest recruit to SPTF and his itchy trigger finger.

“Sir?” The green recruit awaited his orders, gun rattling slightly in his shaky hands.

“How do we know that you're really you?” Masarelli eyed me cautiously, keeping his weapon trained on me.

“It's her.” Aidan finally let go of Graive.

She hit the floor hard. It took both Amalie and Oberon to pick her up. Aidan had nearly strangled her to death.

He barely had a handle on his emotions. The air was filled with pheromones and an anger so thick the rest of us were choking on it.

“What makes you so sure? You said you saw her vanish with the demon. How do we know it didn't kill her and then change into her form?” Masarelli whipped his head from side, looking to the others for confirmation that I was who I claimed to be.

“I know that's the same suit you were wearing the last time I saw you, right down to the mustard stain on your collar. Don't they encourage good personal hygiene at SPTF anymore?” The best way to get Masarelli to realize it was me was to irritate the hell out of him.

“Screw you, Kincaide. I've been working nonstop since you left me to clean up your mess at the station.”

It seemed to be working.

“My mess? There wouldn't have been a mess if you hadn’t been so hell bent on cuffing me and stuffing me in a cell. I tried to tell you not to do so, but you had to try to prove that you were better than me, once again.” I pointed an accusatory finger in his direction.

“It's her, all right. Lower your weapons. Even a demon couldn't be this obnoxious.”

I gave him the finger.

Aidan had regained enough of his cool vampire composure to come over to me. “Don't ever do that again.” He grabbed me by the shoulders.

“What? Get banished with a demon? Trust me, I don't plan on it.”

He slipped one hand behind my head and one around my waist, pulling me to him. Cool breath danced along my neck, raising goose bumps. Fangs brushed against my skin, and my body tingled in anticipation as if I were hooked up to jumper cables.

“As much as I enjoy your sarcastic sense of humor, it won't save you from my wrath if you ever do that to me again.” Only a vampire could make a threat sound like sweet nothings.

I knew he was serious. Aidan warned me vampires were protective, but there was something strangely exciting about the threat he had just whispered in my ear. He let me go, leaving me a little weak in the knees. Everyone else would think it was exhaustion, but Aidan knew the effect he had on me.

I stepped around Aidan so I could see everyone in the warehouse, but more specifically Mahalia. I wanted to look my betrayer straight in the eye. She had lied to me about so many things.

Mahalia met my gaze. “You never cease to amaze me, Maurin. When we realized that the Afrit was trying to take you with him, it was too late to stop the banishing spell. I have to admit that even I was worried that our magic wouldn't be enough to bring you back, but you made it on your own. Not only did you kill the demon, but you managed to find your way out of the between. I'm so relieved. I should have known that you wouldn't need our help.” She exuded her usual confident demeanor as she finished her monologue of bullshit.

There was something in her eyes that belied her relief to see my safe return. Mahalia knew Agrona would ensure she lost her seat on the Council for her deceit. She’d meant to trap me in the between with the demon. Greatly underestimating my abilities, she didn’t think I would be able to kill it in its own domain. The demon was supposed to drain me dry and leave me for dead with no way to escape. But she forgot about Arawn. It never occurred to her he would be able to sense me in the between.

What about Aidan? He was there when Mahalia had confessed what she had done, would bear witness to the Council and make sure she forfeited her seat to the Fey.

That's where Masarelli had fit into her plan. She knew Aidan would blame Graive, knew the vampires were looking for an excuse to get rid of the necro. Masarelli would be clueless about what was really going on and Mahalia was counting on him to try to stop Aidan. When Aidan turned to defend himself from the onslaught of bullets, Graive would be freed from his grasp and would use her necromancy to control Aidan, and SPTF would have finished him off. Oh my god, that fucking bitch!
I wanted her to pay, and I had a plan. The rational part of my brain said it was a bad idea, but my temper was getting the best of me. There would be consequences for my revenge and I was definitely digging myself in deeper with Arawn, but I didn’t care. I grabbed Aidan's hand and pressed forward.

Mahalia backed up, but I was faster than she was.

Catching her by the wrist, I started breaking down the reality just as Arawn had shown me; managing to deconstruct the warehouse more quickly than before. Knowing exactly where I was going helped. Aidan tried to pull away, but I held on tighter. Masarelli’s panicked shouts were barely audible as we vanished into thin air. I was going to have a hell of a time explaining my disappearing act this time.

I moved through the between easier than I had expected, despite the weight of the two extra beings I had with me. I thought about where I wanted to be and who I wanted to find when I got there. The "landing" was a little rough, but I managed to move all three of us through the between and into Gallows Hill Park. Everyone seemed to be intact. For the moment.

“How the hell did you do that? What the hell is going on?” Aidan asked in disbelief.

“I'll explain later,” I promised, brushing him off.

“Maurin,” he said, demanding an explanation using only my name.

“Not now, Aidan! You'll see soon enough. Just trust me,” I pleaded.

Mahalia looked like she was about to take off. All too aware of what was about to happen, she frantically worked to whip up a spell. Arawn was taking too long. She was going to get away!

Damn it, Arawn, where are you?
Something made a huffing sound, and Mahalia came to a dead stop. Perhaps old age or karma had finally caught up to her, because once again she was too slow.

A cold, wet nose pressed against the palm of my hand. Cwn Annwfn.

Arawn had waited until the last second to reveal himself. He had a real flare for dramatic entrances. “Hello, witch. I told Maurin that I wanted to speak with you. Wasn't it thoughtful of her to bring you to me? I, for one, am touched by my daughter’s desire to please me.”

Aidan’s eyebrows lifted almost to his hairline when Arawn called me his daughter. I didn’t have to touch him to know what he was thinking. I shook my head no in silent answer to the question racing through his mind.

“Do not deny it, my dear. We are among friends, are we not?” Arawn put on one hell of an innocent act, but he was up to something.

Did he know the depths of Mahalia’s deception, of her plan to kill me? Of course he did. He was baiting her—hoping she would try to lie to him. She never said a word.

“You left this behind, daughter. In the future, be more careful where you leave your things. It would be a terrible shame to lose the Retaliator in the between.”

Taking the sword From Arawn, I turned slowly to face Mahalia. It was a familiar scene. One I wouldn’t have imagined Mahalia playing a role in. She stood in practically the same spot Morrigan had, with the Cwn Annwfn at her feet. I looked at Aidan as I swung the sword above my head. He needed to see what I really was. He needed to know what I had become.

“Wait!”

I lowered my sword and turned to face Arawn. I didn’t bother to hide my disappointment.

“Stop looking at me like a petulant child would, Maurin. I know why you brought her to me. I would like nothing more than to see her meet the end that she had so cruelly planned for you. Her deceit about your true lineage would be enough for me to send my dogs on the hunt for her.”

“So why are you stopping me? She banished me with the demon. She tried to kill me! She deserves to meet the end of my sword!”

Aidan lunged for Mahalia as my words registered. In less than a second, he was behind her, wrapping an arm around her waist and another around her head. His fingers dug in beneath her chin as he pulled her head back, exposing her neck.

“Do not kill her, vampire!” Arawn’s voice bellowed throughout the warehouse.

Aidan retracted his fangs, but he didn’t let Mahalia go.

“So, she’s just going to get away with it?” Pissed off, I didn’t bother to hide my disbelief.

“No. She will be punished.” Arawn voice dropped an octave and turned to ice.

“How? You won’t let me do it. You won’t let Aidan do it. You’re obviously not going to do it!”

“Is it your intent to leave this life behind? Are you ready to walk away from everything and join me on the hunt?” Arawn’s question felt loaded.

“What? What the hell does that have to do with anything? She tried to kill me. I brought her to you. I thought I’d actually get a little justice.” I screamed at him, screamed all my frustration at the one person I expected to help me.

“You didn’t bring her to me for justice. You brought her here for revenge.”

“What’s the difference when her crime is attempted murder?”

“I’ll ask you again. Are you willing to leave this life behind? Because if you kill her, that is what you will have to do.” Arawn waited patiently for my answer.

This was not the price I expected to pay for coming here. I thought I’d have to agree to some father daughter time, not leave everything behind to join him on the hunt.

“You didn’t ask me to walk away from everything after I killed Morrigan. So why now?” I was totally confused and terrified of what he might say.

“Morrigan wasn’t just a threat to you. She wouldn’t have stopped until she had destroyed everything and everyone. There was no other end for her but true death. You cannot go around killing everyone who wishes you harm, Maurin.” as the leader of the hunt, Arawn spoke from experience.

“Not everyone who wishes me harm, just the ones who try to harm me.” I corrected him, but my words lost some of their sting.

“If you sentence her to death for her crimes, then I will stand behind you, but you cannot stay here. Do you think the coven will simply accept your form of justice? Do you think the Council will allow an Executioner to walk among them when you can just snatch them out of their existence? Can you walk away from it all?”

I looked around, at the clear winter sky filled with stars, at the vampire keep—I looked everywhere but directly at Arawn. My eyes finally fell on Mahalia. Her smug look of defiance was almost enough to make me say yes, but Aidan was right behind her. I took a deep breath. The cold air stung as it filled my lungs, but not as much as the bitter realization that my father was right.

“No I can't. I won't trade my life in order to take hers.”

Arawn tried to hide his disappointment. Despite his lecture, he had hoped I would choose revenge and, by proxy, him. He hasn't tried to force me—yet—but I knew he wanted me with him on the hunt.

“It has been decided then. Mahalia, High Priestess of the Salem Coven, Advisor to the Council, you have been accused of attempted murder and treason against the Council. I find you guilty of these crimes. Are you ready for sentencing?”

Mahalia stepped out of Aidan's grip and stood before Arawn with an incomprehensible arrogance. It was becoming clear to me that she really didn't think she had done something wrong. She believed she had done what she had to in order to ensure the survival of the coven. Too bad it would be their undoing.

The world shifted before I saw the reality breakdown. Arawn was powerful enough to move all of us through the between without a physical connection. Damn, he is fast! So that was what it was like to move through the between when you actually knew what you were doing. If I hadn't done this a couple of times already, I wouldn’t have known what had happened. My movements through the between were awkward and choppy. This was the first time I had traveled with him when he wasn’t trying to teach me how to do it. I was a little awestruck. He moved the four of us, plus two Cwn Annwfn, and I barely noticed.

Aidan looked a little green, but he was handling the situation with a cool composure that would make any vampire proud.

Mahalia gasped when her new surroundings came into focus.

I think until that moment she thought Arawn was just going to kill her. The weight of her crimes came crashing down on her as she stood before the Council. She stumbled back and spun around to look at Arawn—with fear in her eyes for the first time—before collapsing on the floor at Agrona's feet.

The vampire queen crossed her Jimmy Choos without even acknowledging the coven leader.

“Arawn, so good to see you again. And so soon. I hope your daughter has inherited your love of the hunt.” Agrona said by way of greeting.

“Only time will tell. As promised, I have delivered the traitor.” Arawn motioned to the High Priestess.

I stole a look at the man who claimed to be my father, hoping to catch a glimpse of what he was thinking. He’d already been here and made some kind of agreement with the Council. That was totally unexpected. I had no idea where this was going, and Arawn wasn't giving anything away.

Stepping back, he gave a soft whistle. The two giant, white dogs curled up at his feet. Having fulfilled his part of whatever deal he'd struck with the Council, he was happy to watch the rest unfold as a bystander.

“Mahalia has already been found guilty of treason and attempted murder. She has been brought before the Council for sentencing.” Agrona spoke to the crowd in the room. Until now, I hadn’t noticed it was full of people.

Vampires casually filled the hall as if they had been invited to a cocktail party instead of a hearing. There were several wolves from Roul’s pack and one who wasn't. Cash gave me a little salute, but I didn’t wave back. Completely caught off guard by what was happening, my brain scrambled to catch up.

Arawn came here after he had left me in the warehouse. He knew what Mahalia had done the minute he found me in the between. The Lord of the Hunt also knew she wouldn't fear death, and he would not have her made a martyr, so he came here to put in motion the one thing Mahalia feared above all else.

A door in the back of the room flew open. Oberon, Graive, and Amalie were shackled together. Two of the most beautiful men I had ever seen shoved the three of them through the doorway with an ease that shouldn't have been possible for their wiry frames. The men were fair-haired and skinned. Were they twins perhaps? One of them kicked Oberon hard behind the knee. He went down and took Amalie and Graive with him. They landed in a pile at Mahalia's feet, but she refused to acknowledge their presence. She didn't even glance in their direction as they struggled with the shackles and chains to untangle themselves.

The twins moved around the heap of bodies in front of them and went to stand beside Roul. The one who had kicked Oberon looked at me with soul-piercing, sapphire-blue eyes. It wasn't hard to figure out what they were. Fey. Blue Eyes gave me a wicked grin that sent shivers down my spine, and I forced myself to look away for fear of being glamoured.

“Mahalia is hereby stripped of her position as advisor. The coven's seat on the Council will be given to the Fey, and the witches will be barred from petitioning for seat or position in the Council for a century. Lastly, Mahalia will step down as High Priestess of the Salem coven.” Agrona looked to the twins, all three sharing similar expressions of delight.

Amalie pleaded with her to deny the charges. When Mahalia made no effort to defend herself, Amalie resorted to begging for leniency from the Council.

“The mere fact she still lives is an act of mercy.” The coven had finally lost Roul’s favor.

“You can't do that. The Council doesn't have that kind of authority over the coven.” Oberon started to stand so he could properly object, but Cash forced him back down on his knees.

“Move again. I dare you. I've been dying to kick your ass.” Cash growled.

“What do you care? What's she to you, wolf?” I hadn’t realized it until Oberon asked the question, but they were referring to me.

Cash pulled back and let a looping right-handed fist fly. He connected with the side of Oberon's face hard enough to send blood flying across the stone floor.

Roul let out a roar that rattled the walls. “Agrona hasn't finished!”

“Thank you, Roul. The Council must approve the new priest or priestess,” Agrona directed the full weight of her words at Oberon.

“The coven will decide who leads them. It will not be put to vote before a vampire, wolf, and fairy.” Oberon said the last word as if it were a derogatory name as he spit blood on the floor.

“Yes. Well, the Council tried that approach before, and it was unsuccessful. The leader that you chose conspired against us, tried to murder one ally, and alienated another.” Blue Eyes’ twin remained silent, but it was clear they were in agreement.

“Screw you, elf. Does Keebler even know that you left the tree? Last time I checked, the Fey weren't in a position to judge anyone.” Graive snapped back in defense of her second family.

“I wouldn’t draw too much attention to myself if I were you. Oops, too late.” Blue Eyes was paying more attention to his fingernails than to the pissed off vampire next to him.

“You dare to speak that way to a member of the Council? You are an abomination tolerated only at the bequest of the now condemned!” Kedehern shouted as he moved toward her.

Graive's magic wasn’t affected by the shackles like Oberon’s and Amalie's. The necro tapped into her power without thinking and froze Kedehern right where he stood. She opened her mouth to apologize, but there was no way to take back what she had just done.

Amalie's whimpering was barely audible over the rattling shackles as Graive tried to get away. Unfortunately, there was nowhere for her to go.

Aidan moved forward.

Graive let go of Kedehern and focused on the immediate threat headed for her, but he was immune to her magic. It was the reason the vampires had made him their executioner and the reason Agrona and Kedehern had sent for him in the first place.

Aidan pulled her up by her hair and forced her head back. He plunged his fangs into her neck. I saw her strength leaving as her blood filled his mouth. This was the same vampire who drank from me more than once, but Graive’s experience was very different from mine. I had known nothing but pleasure both times Aidan had pierced my skin, but he did not offer to cloud her mind with euphoria. Instead, she felt every pull on her veins, every drop of blood that left her body. His eyes were locked on mine, daring me to look away.

Without flinching, I watched him as I had expected him to watch me earlier. The need to have someone see you at your worst—at your most vulnerable—and find acceptance in their eyes was something I understood all too well. I held his gaze while Graive's skin paled and his blushed, while her limbs went limp and her pulse slowed, until Kedehern ordered him to stop.

Graive crumpled to the floor as Aidan released her.

Oberon pushed Amalie out of the way and scrambled over to check on her.

Aidan drew the back of his hand across his mouth to wipe away her blood before breaking eye contact with me.

“I am feeling generous this evening. Your necromancer is not dead, Druid. Her pulse is weak, but she will live. The coven may break treaties, but the vampires do not. I will allow her to live on the technicality that she did not attack the vampires during her stay in Salem.” Kedehern yawned, feigning boredom with the proceedings but his eyes were alert and watchful of everyone in the room.”The only use of her necromancy was under great duress and what she perceived to be self-defense. When your lover regains consciousness, do her the favor of reminding her of her manners. I may have found a purpose that will spare her life and keep her in Salem, but I will not overlook such behavior a second time.”.

“Having a necromancer under our control would certainly give us an advantage over any challenging vampires. Or it could incite them to war. Whatever shall we do with her? Decisions, decisions. I will agree to this indulgence. For now. Remove this trash from my sight.” Agrona dismissed Graive with a wave of her hand.

A couple of vampires stepped forward to do their queen's bidding. One grabbed the chains and started dragging Amalie, Oberon, and Graive out of the room. The other went for Mahalia.

“Leave that one. We have other plans for her,” Agrona, spared a glance at the Fey twins.

Amalie screamed for Mahalia as she was dragged away from the head of her coven—a leader she had loved and followed without question, and to whom she was obviously still loyal. Oberon said little to comfort her. He was too focused on whether Graive would in fact wake up.

I turned away as they left the room, just as I had turned my back on the coven when the Council sentenced them. I hadn’t spoken on their behalf, even though I knew there were some in the coven who were innocent. They would share in the punishment along with the guilty.

A small part of me felt bad about that. The rest of me said that was the naive part of me that got suckered by the coven in the first place.

I really would miss Amalie, though. Or maybe I would just miss the idea of having a friend. I’d had so few. Even if she didn’t know what Mahalia was trying to do, I doubt I’d ever be able to trust her again, and I doubted even more that she’d forgive me for lumping all of the coven together.

Aidan came over and took me gently by the arm. “Let me take you home.”

“Now? But Agrona hasn’t finished with Mahalia yet.” I wanted to wait for the sentencing.

“She’s finished with the witch. Trust me.” He tried nudging me toward the door.

“Why the rush? You’re not telling me something,” Planting my feet, I pressed for more information.

“Ian and Kellen are very creative. You won’t want to stay for the next part, trust me.”

“Ian and Kellen?”

Blue Eyes looked up at the mention of his name. Was he Ian or Kellen?

“Keep your voice down. Don’t draw their attention. You won’t like the games that they play.” Aidan’s voice dropped to a whisper.

“You mean torture? Aidan, are they going to torture her?”

I was horrified at the thought, even though I had been ready to slice the blade of my sword through her neck not an hour ago.

“Did you think that she would not suffer for her treason? She tried to kill you. She will be made to pay for that.” Aidan looked like he really wanted her to pay for that. “If not in kind, then in blood. That is the law of the Council. I know that you will not stand by and watch it without opening your mouth, so I’m taking you home.” he said.

“Well, you’re right. I am going to say something. Agrona can put a stop to this. If she isn’t getting the death penalty, then she should get life in prison.” I stepped forward, prepared to march off and give the Council the what for. “Not torture. I don’t do torture. Don’t you all have a prison or something she can just rot in?”

“This isn’t the U.N., Maurin. Agrona and Roul had to concede to some of their demands. She will be imprisoned at the UnSeelie Court. Not all of her fears of the Fey holding a seat on the Council were unfounded. “His hand slipped into mine, pulling me back a step. “They aren’t all pixie dust and pots of gold. They can be cruel. Mahalia will see the worst of them tonight. Her campaign to keep the Fey off of the Council has been going on for years,” Aidan explained.

“The UnSeelie Court? How do you know all this?” I didn’t waste time pretending not to be confused. “I must have missed all this on the itinerary.”

“I’ve been with the Council a lot longer than you, Maurin. I know how things work. We’re leaving. Now. So get that pretty, little ass of yours moving,” Aidan encouraged me with a gentle shove toward the door.

I turned to look at Mahalia one last time. Ian and Kellen were walking toward her. Refusing to give them the satisfaction, Mahalia did her best to hide her fear.

I wouldn’t wish an all-night torture session with the Fey on my worst enemy—even the ones who had tried to kill me and prayed they broke her quickly. Something told me the list of people who tried to kill me would be getting longer. Someday I might actually need to re-evaluate my moral stance on torture instead of just turning a blind eye to it like I had with so many of the other morals I had adhered to in my human existence.

Agrona gave a little nod as Aidan tugged me out of the room by my arm. I couldn’t change it or stop it, so I walked away, leaving Mahalia and another piece of my humanity behind.

Chapter 22

 
We weren’t at my apartment for five minutes before the buzzer for the intercom was going off. There really is no rest for the wicked.

“Don’t answer it” Aidan pleaded, gently grabbing my arm to tug me away from the intercom.

“If I thought that would actually work, then I wouldn’t.” With a heavy sigh, I hit the talk button. “Yeah?”

“Buzz me in, Kincaide. You’ve got a hell of a lot of explaining to do.”

The voice was distorted and broken up from the out-dated intercom system, but I knew it was Masarelli.

Aidan just rolled his eyes. “I told you not to answer it.”

I hit the other button to let Masarelli in and held my apartment door open as he walked up the three flights of stairs.

“You want to explain what the hell happened back there?”

“Not really.”

“Kincaide.” He managed to turn my last name into a warning.

“You asked,” I chided. “Are you going to come in or what?”

Masarelli stepped inside, but didn't bother to make himself at home. I got the impression he didn’t want to stay in my apartment any longer than was necessary. That was fine with me.

“How did you do…whatever you call the thing that you did? You know, the disappearing thing.” He waved his hands around as if he were a magician.

I started to explain, but all you could hear every time I opened my mouth was barking. Masarelli looked at me like I had completely lost my mind.

“It's not me, jackass.” I sounded as exhausted as I felt.

“When did you get a dog, and who thought it would be a good idea to give you one?” Totally serious, he tried to look past me in concern for the welfare of an animal left in my care

I didn't bother with false indignation over his last comment. The current state of my life certainly was not well-suited for a dog. Unfortunately, there was no ignoring the undeniable sound of barking coming from my bedroom. Did I tell him my long lost father had apparently stopped by, uninvited, I might add, and brought his enormous dog with him? Of course not. Masarelli would have pressed for more information or, even worse, insisted on meeting him. His curiosity would have made him stay longer than either of us wanted him to. So I did what any rational person would do. I lied.

“I just got him, but he's a jumper so I put him in my room. Can we make this quick so I can let him out before he gnaws my bedpost in half?” In an award winning performance, I’d almost convinced myself that I had a new pet.

“If his bark is any indication of his size, then you're going to need a bigger place,” Masarelli backed up just a little as the Cwn Annwfn howled.

“Yeah, well, I don't plan on letting him take over my life” That was actually directed at Arawn, whom I assumed was still waiting in my room with his pet.

“Dogs that size usually do. Maybe you should have gotten a min-pin.” He chuckled.

“A what? Never mind. You didn’t come here to talk about dogs. Mahalia tried to—” I stopped, glancing back at my bedroom when I heard scratching on the door. “Okay, I'm just going to sum up here before my dog completely destroys my room. Mahalia knew I would be banished with the demon. She tried to kill me. When she realized her plan didn't work, she tried to escape. I saw her working the spell, grabbed Aidan, and went after her. She worked the magic. We just went along for the ride.”

I didn’t have the time or the energy to try to tackle a conversation about the between and my growing ability to move through it. Mahalia was more than capable of teleportation. I knew he'd believe my tall tale.

“Where is she now?"

“With the Council.” I didn’t elaborate.

We both knew he already knew the answer to that question.

“What are they going to do with her? Why did she want to kill you in the first place? Believe me, I understand the feeling, but I thought that you were tight with the coven. Does this have anything thing to do with your love triangle?” He looked pointedly at Aidan.

Aidan was leaning against the wall at the entrance to the hallway with his arms casually folded across his chest.

Damn! He makes my apartment look good!
He raised a quizzical brow at the mention of a love triangle, but I could see the smile in his eyes. Masarelli’s mundane approach to figuring out Mahalia's motive was no doubt hilarious to him. I knew he was holding back a slew of witty comments that would only encourage Masarelli and his line of questioning.

“Did you come up here to question me about my love life, or to finally close your investigation? There is no love triangle. More like a power struggle that I managed to get caught up in.”

“It's always the same thing. Even with Others. Love, hate, and greed.” Thankfully, he seemed satisfied enough with my explanation.

“Yeah, I guess.” I said, relieved Masarelli seemed to be buying my story.

“I'm going to assume that you don't want to press charges or make an official statement about the events that occurred tonight.” There was a hint of a question in his voice.

“You assume correctly.”

“I thought as much,” This time he was the one who sounded relieved. “Just one more thing. How am I supposed to explain your disappearing act to my team?”

“Tell them that Mahalia used her magic to jump us into the demons realm so that we could bind him there.”.

“They were there when you came back. They know that you killed the demon. They'll notice the coven leader has gone missing.” He sounded disappointed that that was the best response I could come up with.

“Oh, yeah. I don't know, Masarelli. How come I've got to come up with something? Let's just glamour them. Then we don't have to worry about it,” I was only half joking.

“That’s not a bad idea, actually.” He sounded pretty excited about the idea.

“What?” I asked, unable to hide my disbelief.

Aidan's interest was piqued. He left his spot in the hallway and came to join us by the door. “I'll do it,” he volunteered.

“Are you serious? Because I know he is.” I gestured toward Aidan.

I knew it would make things infinitely easier—that's why I had mentioned it. I just didn’t expect anyone to go along with it. Especially Masarelli.

“You saw my team. They’re still cutting teeth. I'm smart enough to know that I don't want to be involved in a power struggle within the Council. They're still young enough to believe that they can change the world.” Masarelli scratched his five o-clock shadow. “I'll set up a meeting and tell them you're coming in to brief them on what happened during the banishing spell and its aftermath.”

“Just let me know when you want me to be there.” Aidan nodded, confirming his commitment to the plan.

“Tomorrow night around six-thirty. We should be able to catch all of them around shift change. I'd prefer that we only do this once.”

I couldn't believe Masarelli was going to let Aidan do it at all. Matthison would never have considered glamour an option. I saw the second thoughts creep across Masarelli’s face. Clearing his throat, he pulled his coat a little tighter around him in an effort to strengthen his resolve.

“Tomorrow night. Don't be late.” That was the last thing he said as he walked out of my apartment.

I shut the door and leaned against it. Aidan moved in, his body pressed against mine.

“You seem disappointed.” He laid a kiss behind my ear.

“Maybe a little. I just feel like we're crossing a line. Matthison would never go along with this.” I sighed.

“Need I remind you that this was your idea? And I wouldn’t be so sure about Matthison if I were you.” He didn’t elaborate.

“You don’t expect me to believe that. Matthison…no way. He wouldn't."

Aidan's mouth was on mine, ending my protests. His hands traced the outline of my body.

My hands slid across his chiseled chest and grazed his neck before finally cupping his face. I wrapped a leg around his.

His hand slid up and down my thigh.

I pushed gently on his face to break our mouths apart, and Aidan busied himself with my neck as I caught my breath. He grabbed my legs and slid me up the door.

I wrapped myself around him, preparing to be carried to my bedroom and dropped my head on his shoulder.

“What is it? What's wrong?” He went rigid, and not in a good way, stopping in the hall when sensed my reservation.

I raised my head to remind him of what was waiting in my room, but Arawn was already in the hallway. I couldn't help it; I jumped and screeched, “Holy shit!”

Aidan put me down and spun around, shielding me with his body. I could feel the tension leave him when he saw who it was. I stepped around to Aidan's side. He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, and I slid one around his waist.

“I forgot about him,” Aidan muttered.

“Do you intend to keep me waiting all night, daughter? I come bearing gifts, and this is how you receive me? I was left waiting in your room, rather than being introduced to your friend.” Arawn pretended to be hurt.

“Masarelli isn't my friend. And I was doing you a favor by not introducing you.”

“If you say so.” he said.

“You said that you brought me a gift?” Eyeing him warily, I noted that his hands were empty.

He whistled and the Cwn Annwfn padded out of my room, stopping beside him. The two of them filled the little hallway.

“If you insist on continuing this charade of a mortal existence, then I must insist that you keep one of my pets with you.”

“What? I can’t keep him! I can barely take care of myself, never mind an enormous ethereal dog. What am I supposed to do with him?” Frustrated, I threw my hands up

“He will live here with you, and you will take him with you when the Council sends you on quests. He is your guardian” Arawn rested a hand on the ethereal dog’s head.

“Yeah, because bringing a dog the size of a Shetland pony along everywhere I go is so practical. Maybe now would be a good time to set some boundaries.”

“I'll just give you two a minute.” Aidan started for my bedroom.

I stopped him. I had a feeling that this was going to take a while. The moment was lost anyway. “Maybe we should just call it a night.”

“Really?” The same disappointment I felt filled Aidan’s eyes.

“It's already late, and I need to take care of this.” I pointed a finger at Arawn.

“Are you sure? I mean, are you sure that you're going to be okay?” Aidan grasped for another reason to stay.

“The Cwn Annwfn is more than capable of keeping her safe, vampire” Arawn rolled his eyes.

I took Aidan by the hand and walked him to the door. “I'm a big girl. I'll be fine.” I got up on tiptoes to give him a kiss good night.

“Call me later.” Aidan deepened the chaste kiss I’d given him, his hand gripping my waist possessively before pulling back to leave.

“I still don’t have my cell phone.”

I heard him sigh from the hallway, before handing me his through the partially closed door. He wasn’t happy with how the night was ending for us. I wasn’t thrilled about it either, but I couldn't put this conversation off any longer.

Arawn made himself comfortable on my couch, even managing to look powerful and confident despite my worn-out furniture. I took a deep breath, pulled my shoulders back, and made my way over to the armchair. I didn’t want to sit next to Arawn for this conversation.

“What is so important that you needed a private audience with me, daughter?” Arawn sounded mildly irritated.

“I just think that we need to set some ground rules. You know, like not showing up in my bedroom unannounced.”

“I am Lord Arawn. I will not be bound by rules. And I do not need permission to speak with my own daughter!”

“Well could you at least use the door?” I threw my hands up.

“I have already conceded to letting you remain here. What more do you want from me?”

The negotiations were not going according to plan. The Cwn Annwfn howled at our raised voices. Desperate for him to see things my way, I ignored the desire to yell about how he wasn’t letting me do anything and moved over to the couch to sit beside him. You can attract more flies with honey than vinegar, after all.

Unless you’re Arawn, that is. It didn’t matter how sweet I was, I couldn’t get him to see things my way. We argued over the semantics of our father/daughter relationship for the rest of the night.

Aidan must have called a dozen times in the midst of our heated discussion. I made the mistake of sending the first four to voicemail. As I should have expected, the remaining eight or so calls came in rapid succession. I finally answered and explained that I was still talking to Arawn. We made plans to meet for coffee around five before heading over to the police station.

I got Arawn to agree to not only knocking on the door, but also waiting for me to answer it about the same time the sun came up. I agreed to keep the Cwn Annwfn, and I consented to more training in the between as well.

I was exhausted. With Arawn gone, I could finally get some sleep. I crawled into bed and curled up with my monstrously large dog instead of my vampire.

Chapter 23

 
I woke up with my head in a fog and the remnants of a crazy dream still bouncing around inside my skull. A cold, wet nose pressed against my cheek. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and forced them open. Two red eyes peered over the edge of my bed. Okay, so it obviously wasn’t a dream. I stretched like a cat across my bed before throwing off the covers. The Cwn Annwfn waited for me at my bedside like your run of the mill dog, except he totally wasn’t one. I shuffled out to the kitchen with my new pet at my heels and fumbled around until the coffee was finally brewing. It was going on one o’clock. If I hurried, I’d have just enough time to drive out to the hospital to see Matthison before I had to meet up with Aidan.

One shower, one change of clothes, and two cups of coffee later, I was out the door and on my way to Boston in Aidan’s car. Somewhere around the halfway point to the hospital, it hit me. My heart started to race. I knew it was too early in our relationship for me to have feelings like that, but I couldn’t help it. I was in love with this classic Camaro. Traffic was light so I made it to the hospital in record time, even managed to find a parking spot in the Fruit Street garage.

I sat out in the parking garage for ten minutes trying to find the nerve to go inside. I’ve killed demons, followed them into the between, and survived an attempt on my life all in the last couple of days, but I was terrified of seeing Matthison’s wife again. I could take another slap in the face. Hell, I deserved worse. It was the pain in her eyes that had me unable to open the car door. Screw it! I deserved that and more. Matthison was lying in that hospital bed fighting for his life. The least I could do was endure the humiliation of facing his wife again so I could see him.

I stopped at the front desk to get a visitor’s pass. The elderly woman volunteering took my license and handed me a plastic badge. I clipped it to my coat while she informed me Matthison had been moved to a new room. She then described the easiest route to get there. I tried not to get my hopes up over Matthison being moved. A new room didn’t necessarily mean anything. Still, he wasn’t in the ICU anymore.

I sent Aidan a text to let him know I might not make it back in time for coffee and then turned off the cell phone he had given me. I got off of the elevator and made my way to Matthison’s room. I rounded the corner and caught a glimpse of the doctor leaving his room. She must have been a specialist or something, because most doctors don’t wear heels with their white coats. She was headed in the opposite direction at a pace that said she had somewhere more important to be. I was going to have to find a nurse to fill me in after I sat with Matthison for a few minutes.

“Hey kid, where’ve you been?”

I was so lost in my thoughts about the doctor and finding a nurse that I hadn’t even looked at Matthison when I walked into the room.

“Holy shit!” I couldn’t articulate anything better than that.

He wasn’t just awake; he was sitting up in bed watching trash TV and looking better than I’d seen him look in years.

“You just missed the doctor. Apparently, I have made a remarkable recovery.” Matthison pressed the button to raise the hospital bed. “She’s had me on some kind of new IV treatment, and it has done wonders.”

“I’d say that your recovery is remarkable. I didn’t expect you to look so good,”

“I look a hell of a lot better than you. Now tell me how the case is going. I can’t get anyone from SPTF to tell me a damned thing. They keep telling me to focus on my health and getting back to work. So what’s happening with the investigation?” Matthison was as excited as a kid at Christmas.

“It’s just about closed, actually. We’re tying up the last loose end tonight. I’m actually meeting Masarelli and Aidan after I leave here.”

“Aidan? Who’s he?”

Something clicked when he said Aidan’s name. IV treatment, remarkable recovery, the high heels…she wasn’t a doctor. Matthison was calling after me as I ran out into the hall. I looked to my right and then my left, but she was gone. No wonder Matthison looked so good. New IV treatment, my ass!

“Maurin! What the hell’s the matter with you? Get your ass back in here. Don’t make me get out of this bed!”

“I’ll call the nurse if you do.”

“Go ahead. They’re sending me home tomorrow anyway.” He chuckled.

“So soon?” With a hand on my chest, I feigned surprise.

Of course he wouldn’t need to stay longer. He’s been sucking vamp blood through a straw for the last few days. I’m surprised he’s not craving rare meat or gnawing on the nurses. I might have actually been mad Agrona had been tube-feeding Matthison without his consent if I weren’t so relieved to see him alive and well—really well.

“What? You’d rather see me in here than at the station? That reminds me, you said that you were wrapping things up in the investigation. And who’s Aidan?” He gave me his best cop glare, pressing.

“Aidan’s a vampire,” I prayed he’d just leave it there. I really didn’t want to go into detail about what Aidan was or wasn’t.

“Why do I get the feeling that there’s more there?” He took the hint from my lack of response and moved on. “So you caught the Inquisitors?”

“Um, not really.” I stalled, trying to figure out the quickest way to explain what had happened since he’d been in the hospital.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“Well, we found them, but they were dead when we found them.” I put my hand up to hold off his interruption. “I’m getting to that. The murders stopped after they took us. Cash found us on Winter Island and got you to the hospital.” His eyebrows went up when I said who had come to our rescue. “Yeah, I know, but that’s who found us. After that, Masarelli found the Inquisitors dead in a warehouse down on the wharf and was dead set on pinning the murders on the coven.” The anger in my voice wasn’t just about Masarelli’s blundering police work. I hadn’t exactly had a lot of time to get over the coven’s betrayal and Mahalia’s plan to get rid of me.

“The coven? They definitely had motive. You can’t blame him for going after the most likely suspects, Maurin.” As he had almost every day over the past three years, he walked the line between me and Masarelli.

“I don’t.”

His eyebrows went up again, this time in challenge to my denial.

“I said I don’t. Anyway, I managed to get a clear enough read in the warehouse to know that the Inquisitors had been messing with some serious magic and had managed to unleash a nasty demon in the process. They didn’t know it was a demon.” I tall came out in a rush, trying to explain everything before he could interrupt.

“It wasn’t like I could prove any of that to Masarelli, so he ended up arresting me for tampering with a crime scene. He got on board pretty quickly though, once the demon came after me and destroyed the jail cell.” I smirked.

He sat there slack-jawed as I went on and on about what had happened. I thought I was going to have to hit the ‘call nurse’ button for real by the time I got to the part about Mahalia trying to banish me with the demon so it could kill me. I thought about skipping over the Arawn part, but if he was going to have a heart attack, then he was better off doing so here than in his office. When I was done he looked as exhausted as I felt, but all in all he took it pretty well.

“I think that’s enough for one day.” I stood up to leave.

“That was enough for a lifetime. I’m just sorry I wasn’t there to see it through,” He hung his head, his voice filled with remorse.

“Apart from having to deal with Masarelli, I’m glad that you weren’t.”

And I meant it. Matthison was the closest thing I’d had to a real father figure. Losing him would have broken something inside of me.

“Yeah, well, you better get used to dealing with him because he’s your primary contact for a while,” Matthison put an end to the mushy stuff before it even got started.

“I can handle him,” With a wink I walked out of the room.

“That’s what worries me.” His laughter followed me down the hall

I walked out of the hospital still torn between feeling angry Matthison had been given vamp blood without knowing it and being grateful that Agrona had given it to him. In the end, grateful won over angry. It’s like that old saying about the gift horse. I doubted Agrona gave gifts like that very often—if ever. Matthison wasn’t questioning his recovery. As long as there weren’t any ill effects, then who was I to complain?

“What is the point of me giving you a cell phone if you refuse to answer it?” Aidan sounded a tad bit irritated.

I jumped at the interruption of my thoughts. “What are you doing here?”

“Making an unnecessary trip. But since you won’t take my calls, I’m left with no choice.”

“I turned it off in the hospital. How’d you get here anyway?” I fumbled through my bag for his car keys.

“I have other means of transportation,” he said, trying to sound mysterious.

“Nice try. Too bad for you I know vampires don’t fly.”

“Is that so? Some of the elders can move so fast that it feels like flying.”

I thought about that for a second. How old did a vampire have to be to be considered an elder? Aidan was at least 150 years old. Did that qualify? Probably not. Agrona’s at least twice his age, and I’ve never seen her move that fast.

“I used the Council’s car service.”

“Where’d you park?” He held out his hand for the keys.

With a pout on my face, I reluctantly held out the keys. “You’re pathetic, you know that?” He chuckled.

I closed my hand around the keys and hauled ass across the parking lot. Aidan was leaning against the passenger side of the car before I got within sight of it. I was totally out of breath, but he hadn't even broken a sweat.

“No fair,” I panted.

“Vampire.” Aidan pointed to himself. “I even gave you a head start.”

“Yeah, because you wanted to follow me to the car,”

“You're the one who tried to outrun a vampire.”

“I kind of thought that you'd let me win.” Still trying to catch my breath, I rubbed the stitch out of my side.

“And what would you learn from my letting you win?”

My new pet had previously been lying down on the floor in the back and picked that moment to hurdle over the front seat and press his huge paws against the passenger side window.

Aidan jumped at the unexpected sight of the ethereal beast materializing in his car. Arawn said it was my guardian, and it wouldn’t leave my side, and so far he had been true to his word. Luckily the Cwn Annwfn could switch to its ghost-like form at will, or Animal Control would have come into the hospital looking for me.

“You didn’t have to sic your dog on me, Maurin. I was going to let you drive anyway,” Aidan slowly opened the car door, preparing for a slobbery attack.

Maybe having a dog wasn’t going to be that bad after all.
We pulled up in front of the station with ten minutes to spare. Aidan peeled his fingers out of the dash and got out of the car.

“You may not be aware of this, but it is possible for me to die in a car crash,” Aidan looked a little green.

“I don't think cars catch on fire or explode anywhere near as much as they show on TV.” I gave him a little wink. “Do we have enough time to grab a coffee first?”

“Not really. I'll get you a cup inside.” He gestured for me to lead the way.

“You've obviously never had the coffee here.”

“Your dog isn’t going to eat my car, is it?” Aidan looked genuinely concerned for the classic car.

“I don’t think he eats at all. He was fine at the hospital. I’m pretty sure that he’ll be fine until we get back.”

“Pretty sure?”

I just shrugged and headed inside.

Masarelli was waiting in the lobby. The door had barely closed behind us as he shuffled us into the briefing room.

“I was hoping that you'd get here early. The team will be coming in a few minutes. This is going to work, right?” Masarelli was obviously having second thoughts.

“It definitely will,” I tried to sound reassuring, hoping for the best. “We'll wipe their memories to the point where I came back. Then, instead of remembering me grabbing Mahalia and disappearing, they'll think that we all walked out together.”

“No they won't,” Aidan’s expression was cold, his tone flat.

Masarelli and I turned to stare at him.

“What?” I was, totally confused.

“You two didn't work this out before you came here?” Masarelli shook his head in disgust.

“I didn’t think that we'd disagree on the details,” I threw a poignant look in Aidan’s direction.

“They will have no memories of their own from the time that Mahalia started the banishing spell.” Aidan put enough force into his tone to stop anyone from arguing.

Except, I wasn’t just anyone and that tone didn’t work on me.

“Why do you need to wipe their minds that far back? Most of them weren't even inside the warehouse.”

“Are you a witch?” Aidan asked.

“No,” I answered, even though I knew Aidan knew better.

“Are you a demon?”

“Through and through,” I gave the stupid question the stupid answer it deserved.

“Maurin,” Aidan rested a reassuring hand on my shoulder.

“No. We don't need to go back that far. It's too much of their memory to take,” His touch did nothing to quell the fears I had about mind-fucking a room of Salem’s finest.

“We're arguing over semantics. If most of them weren't in the warehouse anyway, then there isn’t much to wipe. We're taking them back to the beginning of the banishing spell. They will only remember the demon being banished, and that will be the end of it.”

“What gives, vamp? Why don't you want them to remember anything after the banishing spell started?” Masarelli didn’t even bother to hide his suspicion.

Clearly exasperated, Aidan sighed.

“I suppose that you're an expert on glamouring now, human. Look, the simpler the glamour, then the easier it is for the mind to accept it. Most of your team has had training to resist being glamoured, so we can't over-complicate things.”

“Maybe you're not the vamp for the job then. Maybe I need someone capable of planting whatever memory I want.” Masarelli puffed his chest out in challenge.

All this time with the department and he’d learned nothing.

“Slow down. You don’t need access to anyone or anything that can plant whatever you want inside someone else's mind.”

That was a terrifying thought and there was no way we were introducing SPTF to anyone with that skill set.

“I am capable of that and more, Detective. I could glamour you into quitting SPTF to pursue a burning desire to work an I-95 tollbooth. I can glamour the entire station if need be, but the more complicated and unbelievable the story, the more likely it is the subconscious will poke holes in it.” Aidan’s irritation practically vibrated off him. “If you want me to do this, then we go all the way back to the banishing spell.”

I tossed the idea of glamouring Masarelli around in my head for a couple of seconds. I couldn't help it. It was tempting.

“It's really the best way?” Messing with people’s minds didn’t sit well with me, but if there really wasn’t any other option I guess it had to be done.

Aidan simply nodded.

“Okay. No more arguments from me.”

Aidan arched a brow. “I doubt that very much.”

“Fine, fine, agreed. Let's just get it over with.” Masarelli walked away to round up his team.

“Is he always like that?” Aidan jerked a thumb in Masarelli’s direction.

“Try working with him for three years.”

“I've already had my fill of him, figuratively speaking.”

Masarelli’s team filed in and filled the seats in SPTF's briefing room, ready to hear how a non-magical person had managed to make three people disappear. I walked over to the little podium where Matthison always set his copy of a case file and waited for Aidan. He didn’t say anything, but I knew he was doing his thing because every face in the crowd had gone slack. It was over almost as soon as it began. Aidan was nothing if not proficient. No wonder he was the go-to vampire for clean-up and crowd control. He just wiped a roomful of SPTF's version of a SWAT team in under a minute. I was officially impressed.

Aidan released their minds, and one by one they went from catatonic back to their normal selves. An uneasy anticipation took hold of the room as we all waited for something else to happen. SPTF was waiting for us, while Masarelli and I were waiting on Aidan. He leaned in until he was close enough to whisper in my ear.

“They think that I'm here to personally thank them on behalf of the Council for their assistance. Introduce me as Council PR.”

“That’s supposed to be more believable than my story? When have you ever known the Council to thank anybody?” I couldn’t hide my sarcasm.

“It's a new day. The first of many where the Council works side by side with SPTF.”

“Really?” That was news to me.

“No, not really. Did you forget to shield or something?” Aidan’s sarcasm rivaled my own. "I believe that you were the one concerned about too much mind-tampering. You might want to introduce me before the window to tie up the loose end of us being here closes and I have to start all over again."

I quickly did my bit and cleared the stage for Aidan, who delivered his little speech about working together to ensure that Salem was a city safe for Humans and Others alike with the cool confidence of the most seasoned politician.

Masarelli deflated like one of those unplugged lawn ornaments when it was obvious Aidan's story had taken hold. He was quite convincing. Even the most-hardened member of Masarelli’s team left the room looking inspired and determined to bring anyone who threatened our delicate cohabitation to justice.

“Thank you for coming today, Aidan. I know it meant a lot to my team to hear the Council appreciates their hard work,” Masarelli extended a hand.

Aidan took his hand in a firm grip, but with enough care not to impose his vampiric strength. “My pleasure, Detective. I am sure that we'll be working together again.”

It took me a second to realize what had just happened. Aidan grabbed my arm and led me away as the surprise started to show on my face.

“Did you glamour him too?” I whispered in disbelief.

“Yes, now keep moving,” Aidan practically dragging me to the door when I hadn’t realized my feet had stopped moving.

Masarelli called after me.

Aidan's grip tightened and we kept walking as if we didn't hear him calling my name. As the sound of Masarelli’s shoes hitting the linoleum floor picked up and his voice got louder, we had no choice but to stop.

“Damn, Kincaide, what are you, deaf?” Masarelli asked, forgetting the fact a vampire could have heard him a block away.

“Sorry, we were deep in conversation. I guess I wasn't paying attention to anything else.”

“I've heard that vampires have that effect on people.” Masarelli’s expression darkened for the first time since Aidan had tampered with his mind. “I wanted to give you this.” He handed me my phone. “We found it in Ms. Costa's apartment.”

“Thanks,”

Masarelli didn't say she was dead. He didn't have to. I had held on to a shred of hope she was away visiting relatives or something, but deep down I knew the truth all along. I shoved the phone in my coat pocket and walked out of the station in silence. We drove back to my apartment in silence too. I wasn’t up for conversation. My dog—that I really needed to name—rested his massive head on my shoulders in response to my mood. The lack of weight and warmth surprised me. So did the comfort it gave me.

We pulled up to my apartment building, and the black cloud that had been hanging over my head since Masarelli had handed me my phone darkened. I trudged up the stairs past Ms. Costa’s apartment, unable to bring myself to even look at her apartment door. I vowed to keep my life out of the second floor apartment as I made my way up the last flight of stairs with Aidan and my dog in tow.

I kicked off my boots and plopped on the couch. “I need to give you a name.” My new best friend sat on the floor behind me.

“What?” Aidan made his way into the kitchen to make coffee.

“I was talking to the dog. He needs a name.”

“What about Conry? It means ‘king of hounds’.”

“I love that. How do you even know that?” I scratched Conry behind the ears. He didn’t seem to have any objections to the name.

“I’ve had a lot of time to read.”

“Since we’re on the subject of things that you know, why don’t you tell me about Agrona’s visits to the hospital.”

“What was that? I can’t hear you over the coffee grinder.” Raising his voice, he started to grind the beans.

“You’ll have to turn that off sooner or later!”

There was a knock at the door, quickly followed by the doorbell. “Who the hell could that be?” I wondered aloud, since no one rang the buzzer to be let into the building.

“Don’t answer that,” Aidan poked his head out of the kitchen.

I should have looked out the peephole. “Too late.”

Cash stood in the hallway beaming. “Hey neighbor.”

“Told you so.” Aidan grumbled, leaning against the wall like he was holding up the entrance to my kitchen.

I really hate it when people say, ‘I told you so.’
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ONE
July twentieth
 
Karma might be a bitch, but death had a sick sense of humor. It never failed. Every time I made plans for a night out, someone died.

“I’m sorry I had to drag you guys away from the club,” I apologized. Again.

“Olivia, you haven’t had a Friday free since you took the job with Ian,” Charlie complained from the passenger seat. "It’s like you’re his own personal whipping boy. If I’d known you were into that kind of thing, I could have introduced you to some people I know.” She cracked an invisible whip.

Zoe snorted from the back of the car and added, “Charlie’s right. You need some time off. Why couldn’t Ian take this call?”

“Because I’m his assistant,” I sighed. “It's how these things work. Low man on the totem pole. I get stuck with the death-and-donuts shift.” When I accepted the job from Ian McCarty last fall, I hadn't realized that”'deputy” in “deputy coroner” meant I would be assigned to all the middle-of-the-night calls for suspicious deaths and accidents.

“Tell me again why you thought taking that job was a good idea? You already do the job of three people at Armstrong’s,” Charlie said.

“It’s beneficial for the funeral home. Business has been slow since Terry died.” Terry Armstrong had been a pillar of our small town. I was a poor substitute, but if I was going to keep his family’s legacy open and thriving, I needed an image boost. “The more people see me as a valuable member of this community, the better it will be for all of us.”

Charlie rolled her eyes and sighed. “Sure. Our business problems are because of your public image. It has nothing to do with the fact that you’re a witch.”

“Charlie, you’re not helping,” Zoe gasped from the backseat, the admonishment evident in her tone. She laid a hand on my shoulder. "I don’t think people mind that you’re a witch, sweetie. They’re just getting used to the idea. People will come around. You’ll see.”

A heavy silence filled the car as I pulled onto the gravel road that led to the lake. Charlie and I have been having this argument since we were teens. It had always been easy for her. She was never ashamed. With her tattoos and shocking hair color—blue at the moment—she practically had WITCH branded across her forehead.

I never flaunted my magic, even though everyone knew about it. Charlie said my secrecy only encouraged people to be afraid of me. She never understood my need to be cautious. I had a public image as a funeral director, and old prejudices were slow to die.

The events of the last few months proved the point. The minute I’d registered with the Psyconic Division before taking the coroner’s post, my longtime boyfriend, Brad, started to complain. He'd been accepting of my status as a witch when I kept it under wraps, but the moment I listed my magic as a job skill for the coroner’s office, he had issues.

It’s not that Brad was a bad guy. He was worried about his job at the sheriff’s office. After a few months of trying to deal with his paranoia, I’d called it quits. That relationship was just another victim of my gifts.

If my own boyfriend had trouble with me being a witch, then I was sure the town had similar issues. I needed to be careful of how the town saw me, and the more-public coroner’s job was supposed to help my image. I could deal with the breakup, but I couldn't lose the funeral home.

I caught the flashing lights of the sheriff’s cruiser, and I pulled over. “Why don’t you and Zoe take my car back to the club? It might be hours, and there’s no need for you to wait for me. I’ll catch a ride to the funeral home with the transportation guys and spend the night there.”

Charlie looked back to Zoe, and they seemed to have a silent conversation. “We’re just going to head home. The club was supposed to help you decompress. You need it, Liv.”

“Next week,” I said, knowing I’d probably have to cancel then too. Charlie gave me a placating nod and sighed, letting me know she wasn't buying it either. I turned off the car and handed over the keys. “I appreciate the effort, but I’m a big girl. He’s not the first boyfriend I’ve lost. I’m doing fine.”

Charlie laughed. “I don’t think you know what fine looks like.” She shook her head. "You’re wound so tight, the air around you vibrates. You need to let loose.”

Without responding, I snatched my kit out of the back and got out of the car. The warm July night hit me with a blast of sticky, humid air. My heel sank into the soft, damp earth; I cursed. There wasn’t a chance in hell I’d be able to work in those heels, so I moved to the rear of the SUV, hoping to find my running shoes. I added “lack of proper attire” to the long list of things pissing me off tonight. After a futile search, I realized I was just going to have to make do with the snow boots left there from last winter.

I made my way down to the shore, still bristling from Charlie’s comments, when a pair of strong hands grabbed my arm and spun me around. I let out a yelp, and was about to scream when I recognized the voice. Its owner was exactly the last man I wanted to see.

"Damn, girl. Is that your new uniform?" Officer Brad Richardson whispered against my ear. “Remind me to send Ian a thank-you card.”

"Brad, let me go,” I said, gritting my teeth.

He breathed an exaggerated sigh but released his grip without argument. I stumbled a few steps forward and became acutely aware of the fact I was in my clubbing gear and clunky snow boots. I pulled at the hem of my too-short skirt and tried to ignore his roaming eyes. First thing I was going to do when I got home was put a change of clothes in the back of the car.

“Don’t you ever do that again. You’re lucky I wasn’t carrying my pistol.” I took a few more steps back and waved my hand down the length of my body. “You don’t get to handle the goods anymore. We’re broken up. Remember?”

I’d started to walk away when he called my name. “Olivia, wait. I’m sorry. I just thought…Well, we dated for so long…”

Brad was tall and athletic, with short, dark hair and all-American wholesome looks. He was the embodiment of the corn-fed Indiana boy; girls flocked to him like flies to honey. He didn’t hear the word “no” often, and the last thing I wanted to do was encourage him. I was angry and humiliated at the way he’d treated me, and I wanted to make sure he knew exactly where we stood.

“So what?” I snapped. “You thought I’d be okay just sleeping with you now that we weren’t dating? Well, you thought wrong.” Stomping away, I left him in the shadows.

Down at the lake, the crime scene unit was waiting for me to arrive. They had placed large work lights in a semicircle, illuminating the edge of the lake like midday. I recognized Chris, one of the CSI techs, and walked over to her.

“So what do we have here?” I said, trying to put on my professional face, but I was still on edge from the encounter with Brad. I was listening to the tech when the crunch of gravel behind me caught my ear. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Brad standing on the fringe of the scene, chatting with one of the body movers. When he caught me looking, he smiled and winked. I turned around, angry again, and refocused my attention on Chris.

“…when he came back, he noticed the body floating in the reeds. He doesn’t remember seeing it earlier in the day when he went out, but that doesn’t surprise me. It looks as if she’s been in the lake for a few days. I’d bet the low water table caused by the drought was enough to cause her body to wash ashore.” She shook her head, sighing sadly. “There was no ID, so we’re going to need fingerprints when you process the body.”

“I can handle that.” I headed over to the white sheet. Bodies that have spent any time in the water are rarely pretty, so I braced myself.

It was a young girl, maybe fourteen or fifteen. The body was bloated and an unnatural blue-green. The skin was loose and fragile, and automatically I started thinking about what I would need to do with makeup and chemicals to make her look like the beautiful young girl she had been. Working with kids was always the hardest. As a funeral director, it was my job to imagine what my clients had been like when they were still alive. When I looked at this girl, all I saw was the life she’d never get to live. But that’s not why I was here; today my job was to find answers. I went back over the things Ian had told me to do.

I checked the body for any obvious signs of trauma. She wasn’t dressed for swimming, instead wearing a pair of shorts and a tee-shirt. I noticed her shoes were missing. She could have been barefoot, but it was equally possible they had fallen off while her body was in the water. On closer inspection, I noticed ragged abrasions on both her wrists and ankles. They would have been easy to miss, camouflaged by the other scrapes and cuts commonly found on people pulled from the lake. But the pattern was too uniform; I recognized the signs of restraints right away. It was my first clue that I was dealing with something more sinister than a boating accident.

I opened my bag, pulled out the camera, and snapped a few photographs for my report, paying close attention to the discoloration around the ankles. When I finished, I set the camera down and knelt beside the girl. It was time to find out what happened. This was why I’d become a registered witch: so I could find the truth.

I slipped off my rings, the only jewelry I wore: a gold wedding ring and a simple silver band. The wedding ring had been my mom's and was purely sentimental. The silver one, on the other hand, served as a shield charm. I’d crafted it to block the unwelcome onslaught of feelings I received from the people around me.

Not everyone could use magic. You had to be born with the gift. Even then, it took skill and education to develop the craft, but there were a few like me, born with innate gifts. I was an empath. Having a natural gift might seem like an advantage, but it wasn’t easy to control. My empathy had made it almost impossible to be around other people when I was growing up, but my shield charm changed all that. I never went anywhere without it.

I dropped the rings into my pocket and pulled out a Sharpie. With a steady hand, I traced a spell glyph on each palm to complete my examination. As I awkwardly finished the glyph on my right hand, I thought again about getting the spell inked into a tattoo. It would certainly make this job a lot easier.

I placed my hands palm down and channeled power through the glyphs. Images flashed behind my closed eyes, showing me right away she hadn’t drowned. There weren’t any of the hallmarks of drowning. The heart wasn't enlarged. No algae in the lungs. There wasn’t even foam in the airway. The only real finding was mild dehydration and malnutrition. And the minor abrasions on her arms and legs. I kept searching, looking for anything I might have missed. None of the minor ailments the spell revealed would have caused her death.

I opened my eyes and checked the body again. Even if the cause had been a drug or suffocation, the paean spell I used would have indicated it. It’s almost as if she just died—no cause, just stopped living. I pulled out a wet wipe and scrubbed at the glyph. When I looked up, Brad was glaring at me, a crease in his forehead marring his boyish face. He was like many plebs—the non-magical—afraid of the things he didn't understand, and the disapproval written across his face reignited my irritation. Yes, I think it’s time to get more ink, I thought, shooting him a sweet smile.

When I’d gotten my first tattoo Brad had nearly had a stroke, assuming I’d end up with a dozen more. It was easy to pick witches out of a crowd these days. The piercings and tattoos seemed to be our modern-day equivalent of pointy hats and cast-iron cauldrons. But they weren’t just decorative. The tattoos served as a shortcut: a permanent way to keep common spells ready at a moment’s notice. Even so, I’d always avoided a lot of ink because of my job. The lotus tattoo on my back was the one exception. I never regretted letting Charlie talk me into it. The spell hidden in the delicate petals of the lotus flower was a focus that helped me gain some control over my temperamental powers.

The written glyph wasn’t going to cut it this time. To make my determination, I would need to do a reading. I looked up to see if Brad was still watching. He was facing the other direction now, and had become engaged in an animated conversation with the crime scene crew. Confident no one would see what I was about to do, I slipped off one of my gloves. Touching without gloves was against procedure, but if I touched her, I might be able to pick up something with my empathic skills.

I laid my bare hand on her shoulder and closed my eyes, letting the visions wash over me. Snapshots from her life flew past me in a kaleidoscope of faded images, but something else pushed itself in. An overwhelming presence invaded my mind, like a physical pressure in the back of my skull, foul and thick. I wanted to yank away my hand, but I knew it was just residual: leftovers from the aura, the soul of a girl who was already gone. I shut out the darkness and focused on the images, trying to locate the moment of her death.

Arms tied with plastic zip-ties. A dirty rug with large red flowers. Three flat stones being placed on her chest. Large hands pressing her down.
The images stopped abruptly, and a hollow feeling settled deep in my chest. The reading left me more confused. I was no closer to having a cause of death. I was sure of only one thing: she hadn’t been in the lake when she died.

I took off my other glove and covered her back up. Chris joined me as I finished packing up my bag.

“What’s the verdict? Drowning?"

“I couldn’t determine the exact cause of death,” I said.

I felt like I’d failed in more ways than one, and I couldn’t face her. I turned to the lake and stared over the dark expanse. The moon was still low in the sky, the reflection rippling off the surface, turning the lake I grew up on into the backdrop of some grisly slasher flick. I let out a deep breath and collected my thoughts.

“She didn't drown; she was dead before she entered the water. And there are signs she was being held against her will. So, I’m going to rule it a homicide, but that means I’ll need to send the body up to the medical center for autopsy before an official report can be filed.”

It was a stupid law. They wouldn’t find anything I didn’t already know, but because I wasn't a medical examiner I couldn't certify a homicide. Other states had passed legislation changing that rule, allowing a witch's examination to take the place of an autopsy, but I wasn’t holding my breath Indiana would follow suit. They still worked under the archaic coroner’s system, so why would they change something as major as that?

Chris's brow creased as she looked around the scene, taking it in with a new eye. The mood between us shifted, and she was suddenly all business. “I’ll be sure to have the team collect everything on the beach. And I'll extend the scene a mile in both directions.” Without another word she went back to the other techs and started barking out instructions.

Now that it was a homicide, it had officially become a police matter. There wasn’t anything else for me to do, so I collected my things and headed toward the transport van. The two body movers were chatting with Brad, and I was dreading this next conversation.

I caught the attention of the tall blond closest to me and said, “This is officially a homicide. I’m going to need you to take her to Mercy. I’ll contact Dr. Phillips and let him know you’ll be leaving a body for autopsy.”

He nodded his understanding and hit his coworker in the arm. “Let’s go, man. If we hurry, I might be able to make it to that party.”

I watch them unload the gurney before I turned to meet Brad’s gaze. Swallowing my pride, I smiled. “Do you think I can get a ride home when you’re finished? I sent Charlie off with my car."

He shot me a prize-winning smile, dimples and all. “Why, Olivia, I thought you’d never ask.”

My anger spiked, hot and explosive. “You know what? Never mind. I’ll just call Charlie and have her come pick me up.” I stormed off.

“Wait, Olivia.” He hurried to catch up to me, but I refused to slow down. “Listen. I was kidding. I'm not exactly sure how to handle this.”

I whirled on him and pointed my finger at his chest. “You don’t know how to handle this, so you thought being a jerk was the answer? I have two words for you. Fuck off. You’re being an asshole."

“That’s more than two words.”

I stepped closer, getting right up in his face. Every cell in my body hummed with the pent-up anger I was harboring. “They’re hyphenated.”

He frowned and took several steps back. “Whoa. Cool down. You used to be able to take a joke. You don’t have to be so uptight.”

That was the last straw. The floodgates opened, and I let out everything I hadn’t said when we broke up. “This isn’t a joke, Brad. I couldn’t care less what your issues are with me, but if you don’t start treating me with more respect, we’re going to have problems. You’re not being cute. You’re being a dick ex-boyfriend. Even more, you’re going end up with a sexual harassment charge. I’m having a hard enough time getting people to respect me. I don’t need you going around making sexual innuendos. Knock it the fuck off!”

He took another step back, shielding himself with his hands. “Olivia, stop.” He backed up farther. A look of sheer terror crossed his face.

That look. I realized I hadn’t replaced my charm. I fished the rings out of my pocket and slid them into place. All the sharp sensations around me became muffled, as if I were underwater. He was the main reason I wore the shield. I could deal with other people’s emotions, but when I had started dating Brad I realized how much my powers influenced the people around me. He told me once, after a fight, my anger was one of the scariest things he’d ever experienced.

“I’m sorry. You know I didn’t mean it.” I held up my hand, showing him the charm. “I’m angry, yes, but I wasn’t trying to hurt you." I rubbed my forehead, suddenly tired. “Listen. I’m not ready to have anything but a professional relationship with you.”

“I think you made that fairly clear,” he said and exhaled deeply, relaxing a little. We stood there for a few seconds in uncomfortable silence, neither one of us knowing what to say next.

“I don’t know why you were so angry, Liv. It’s just a little strange to work with you now. Just because we’re not together doesn't mean I don’t like you anymore. Tell me what you want me to do.”

“To start with, how about we treat this like work. Treat me like a colleague. Treat me like you’d treat Ian.”

“So I should call you the Grim Reaper behind your back?” he said, his wolfish grin back.

I bit back a smile at that inside joke. Ian did need some color in his wardrobe. It was a little creepy for the coroner to be clad head to toe in black all the time. I relaxed a little. Brad always knew how to make me laugh, and it felt good, but I wasn’t going to let him off the hook that easily.

“How about we try to keep it professional.”

“Fine.” He shrugged, and looked back to the scene, as though already bored with the conversation.

I silently hoped he’d gotten the message, but somehow thought this was just the first of many conversations we’d have on the subject. Assuming we were done, I walked a little farther up the gravel road and tried to get a better cell signal.

I heard his footsteps coming up behind me. “Where are you going?”

“I’m calling Charlie to come get me.”

“I thought you wanted me to give you a ride. It’s silly for her to come all the way out here when your house is on the way to mine. I said I’d be professional.”

I debated the wisdom of letting him drive me home, but in the end decided to accept the offer. I had already ruined our girls’ night out, so I’d feel guilty interrupting whatever Charlie and Zoe had planned for the rest of the night.

It was another two hours before we could leave the scene. Brad tried to play off the earlier argument by making small talk on the drive home, but when I didn’t join in he finally gave up. I spent the ride replaying the night’s events. It was the first time I’d ever failed to determine the cause of death, and I felt like I’d failed everyone involved—especially the victim.

“You seem far away. What’s on your mind?” he asked when he pulled onto the private road that led to my house.

“Nothing,” I said, dismissing him. But the more I thought about it, I realized he might be able to provide some insight into the case. “I was just thinking about that girl. Even though I couldn’t determine how she died, I’m certain someone killed her.”

“How can you be so sure? I thought you didn’t know how she died.”

“Just because I couldn’t isolate cause of death doesn’t mean I didn’t see anything. She was held against her will, and I’m almost positive magic was involved in her death.”

He shrugged, accepting my answer. “If that’s the case, we’ll figure out who did it. Don't worry.”

His cavalier dismissal made me angry all over again. “Are you guys even capable of investigating a murder? When was the last time there was a homicide in Sycamore Springs? And what if a witch was involved? Last time I checked, Sheriff Black still hadn’t hired anyone with magic experience.”

“It’ll be okay. You and Charlie are the only witches for miles. She wasn’t a local. It sounds like a classic body dump. We get those a lot. People traveling from Indianapolis or Chicago dispose of bodies all along the I-65 corridor. If that’s what happened, it will be moved to another jurisdiction and out of our hands.”

Somehow that didn’t make me feel any better. We rode in silence until we reached the house. I stared out the window, watching the trees slide past as he wound his way through the dark woods. By the time he pulled up outside the front door, I was ready for bed. I grabbed my stuff and hopped out of the car.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said before closing the door.

He turned off the car and got out. I hoped he didn’t think I had changed my mind about the sex just because I let him drive me home. I shot him a confused look over the hood, and he looked equally puzzled.

“I’ve got an early morning, so drive safe,” I said and headed toward the house.

“Olivia?”

This time I could tell he was confused. “What, Brad?”

He looked from me to the house and back. “I’m sorry.”

I tilted my head a little, trying to understand his point. “Sorry for what?” I wasn’t trying to be flippant. He had so many things to be sorry for, I honestly needed clarification.

“I’m sorry I was an ass earlier. Why don’t I come in, and we can have a drink or something."

I smiled, realizing he was trying to be charming again, but I wasn’t biting. “Don’t worry about it, Brad. We just need to figure out how to work with one another.” And then, because I just couldn’t help getting one more jab in I added, “It will help if I remember that asshole is your natural state.”

I turned on my heels and walked up the path to the house. It might have been petty of me, but it felt good to put him in his place.

TWO
November fifth
 
There was a cold bite to the morning air when I stepped out the front door to start my run. Fall had taken root in a big way, and I zipped my jacket all the way up to ward off the predawn chill.

Yet again I contemplated the wisdom of running the trail during the winter months as I headed into the forest surrounding my house, shrouded in darkness. I had been hitting the trail every morning at five since this summer. It had become a routine, and I felt more balanced when I kept to it.

The whole running thing had started as an attempt to fill my life with something other than work. Charlie had threatened an intervention if I didn’t start taking time for myself. Running seemed like an easy answer.

I told myself it was to stay in shape. At thirty, I knew if I didn’t stay active it was just a matter of time before my full curves turned into fat rolls. What I didn’t expect, however, was the cathartic nature of running. My mind could blank out and let me forget about work and my personal problems.

Not that I had much of a personal life. Work was the only thing I had going for me right now. I poured all my energy into Armstrong’s Funeral Home, and for the first time in almost a year we were in the black. I was just starting to feel like things were turning around; maybe I could focus some of my energy on the wreck I called my social life.

After twenty minutes of running at a brisk pace, I reached the shore of the lake that bordered the back of my property. A low, heavy fog swirled around the water’s surface and spilled onto the shore, giving the trail an other-worldly feel. My skin pricked as I approached the water and noticed a strange rowboat tied to my private dock.

Because my property backed up to a state park, an occasional tourist or local fisherman would stop to use the bathroom in my boathouse. I always left the little shack unlocked. There was nothing in there to steal, and it was far enough away from the house that I didn’t worry about strangers.

I slowed my pace to a trot and looked around for the boat’s owner, but I didn’t notice anyone, so I jogged onto the dock to get a better look at it. Before I was close enough to see inside, I already had my phone out, dialing. The familiar smell of decay hung in the air.

“Sycamore Springs Sheriff’s Department.” A chipper voice greeted me.

“Jenny, this is Olivia Harmon. I’ve discovered a body at my boat house. Can you send someone out?”

I heard a sharp intake of breath from the other end, followed by the staccato click of keys. “I’ve dispatched someone to your location,” she said. “Do you know who it is?”

I looked into the boat at the end of the dock. Wrapped in plastic sheeting was the body of a boy. There were signs of animal activity, and even from here I could smell the decay. His bluish skin was distended and shiny, but my trained eye could look past the death to what he used to be. I didn’t recognize him.

“It’s not anyone I know. Could you contact Ian, too? I know I’m on call today, but I don’t think I should process this body since it’s on my property.”

“I sure will. Someone should be there soon,” she said and disconnected the call.

I slid my phone into my jacket and examined the scene. The boat hadn’t just washed ashore; it had been tied to the end of the dock. The only explanation was that someone had left this body here for me to find. But why?

I lived on the outskirts of the county so it would be at least twenty minutes before anyone showed up. I knew once they did I wouldn’t get the opportunity to do a reading. I looked around one more time, making sure no one was lurking. The sun was just starting to rise, burning off the morning fog. The brilliant hues of the sunrise blending into the fall foliage presented the ideal postcard snapshot of the lake in autumn. The soft lapping of the water against the dock provided the soundtrack.

It was tranquil. Most mornings the solitude would have been soothing, but not today. I tried to ignore the fact that another person had been here sometime in the past twenty-four hours.

I crouched down on the dock to pull the boat closer. Even in this cold weather the smell was strong, and I guessed the boy had been dead for a few weeks now. Carefully, I peeled back an edge of the sheeting, placed a hand on his neck, and closed my eyes. I pulled power through the caduceus tattoo on my wrist. A barrage of images flooded my mind, followed by a sour presence that tingled up my arm. I yanked back, recognizing it immediately. That sour, oily psychic film was exactly like what I had felt on the girl we had pulled out of the lake this summer.

I took a deep breath to calm my racing heart and touched him again, focusing my power on the moment of his death. The images popped into my mind, and my stomach turned.

Arms tied with plastic zip-ties. A dirty, flowered rug. A table with a brass lamp. Three flat stones being placed on his chest.
The images stopped abruptly.

A sick feeling came over me as I recalled the death last summer. The authorities had eventually ruled that girl’s death a homicide, but with no identification and no hints to how she ended up in Sycamore Springs, the case fell cold. That case had stayed with me long after I’d written up my final report and handed it over to the sheriff’s office. And now I was face to face with another young kid who shared the same final moments and the same dark power signature. It wasn’t a coincidence.

I jumped to my feet and put as much distance between myself and the boat as I could while still keeping it in sight. There was going to be another investigation. I hoped that because this victim hadn’t been dumped in the water there’d be enough evidence to catch someone.

I pulled out my phone and checked the time. It was past six, and while Charlie wouldn’t be at the office yet, I knew she’d be up. I punched in her cell and started to make a list of things I’d need to reschedule.

Before I was even off the phone, the place was swarming with activity. Sheriff Mike Black himself showed up to supervise the scene. It was odd being on this side of the crime tape. Technicians and cops scurried about like insects devouring a discarded crumb of food, and I had to resist the urge to ask what they’d found. I sat under a small stand of trees, watching the bustle with a morbid fascination, and wondered if this was how other people saw me when I was working.

They went over the dock and boat with a fine-toothed comb, looking for any evidence. There wasn’t so much as a boot print. A sour knot of worry pooled in my stomach, because it looked like this death could well end up right alongside the other in the cold case file.

It was noon before they finished. As the work started to wrap up, Sheriff Black and Ian McCarty strolled over to where I was waiting, discussing the case as they walked.

“I’m glad you’re still here. There are just a few more things I want to go over with you.” Sheriff Black started going through the usual instructions witnesses were given. Don’t cross the tape. Don’t leave town. If you remember anything else, be sure and call the station.

Ian waited for him to finish, picking invisible specks off his stiff black blazer, obviously bored. I felt the same way. It wasn’t like I hadn’t heard this speech a thousand times. When Black started going over the rights and responsibilities the police had in cases like these, I felt my eyes start to glaze over.

“Don’t think you can start poking your nose in this investigation. This isn’t one of your cases,” he said, as though I was a child being chastised for breaking a rule.

I suppressed the urge to snap back with a snarky comment and simply nodded my understanding. The sheriff and I had never gotten along. Arguing would only add to the tension between us.

Two years ago Black had moved to Sycamore Springs and joined the department. He had been appointed after the last sheriff suddenly died of a heart attack. It came as a surprise to many, seeing as he’d just joined the department, but with his family ties to the area it didn’t take long before he’d won the town over. But that’s a small town for you. They embraced anyone with a hometown connection as one of their own. Over the years, we’d managed to maintain a somewhat amiable relationship, but after I stopped dating Brad, he had barely stayed civil.

“Am I a suspect?” Seeing as he was treating me like one, I thought it was a fair question.

“You’re automatically a suspect since you found the body and it’s on your property. And because of that, I don’t want to hear that you tried to discuss the case with any of the officers.” He said it like I was just another civilian, and not someone he worked with on a regular basis.

“Of course, I’m not an idiot, Sheriff.” I understood he had to rule me out, but I honestly thought that would be more of a formality. I looked over to Ian, who was suddenly interested in our conversation, and decided to play nice. With a smile that I was sure looked more like a grimace plastered on my face, I said in a pleasant tone, “I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize the case.”

“I don’t want you talking to Ian, either,” he added and stared pointedly in his direction.

This seemed to jolt Ian out of his indifference. “Mike, she’s one of us, not some suspect,” he said, patting my back. “I’m not sure how they did things where you were before, but here we don’t treat our colleagues like common criminals.”

The sheriff hitched his pants up in an effort to keep them from sliding off his rotund midsection, and eyed me as if it were my fault Ian was coming to my defense. Turning back to Ian, face pressed in a sour squint, Black talked as if I wasn’t standing right there. “So, you expect me to give a homicide suspect special treatment because she works with you?“

Ian was unfazed. “Pull your head out of your ass, Mike.” I wanted to hug him. He was as straight-laced as they came, and I’d never heard him argue with the sheriff. “This is Olivia we’re talking about, not some stranger. Her family has lived here for as long as there’s been a Sycamore Springs. She has roots here. You know as well as I do that this is probably just a body dump. Why don’t you focus your attention on finding the killer instead of being a jackass.”

Mike seemed genuinely surprised that Ian took such a hard stand against him. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, and finally said, “You’re right of course. But we don’t want to make it look like we’re giving her special treatment. I’d advise you to put her on suspension until the case is closed.”

“I will do no such thing.” Ian dismissed the idea out of hand. “If you’re finished, I need to talk to Olivia about the on-call schedule for the rest of the week.”

Without waiting for Mike to respond, he turned around and walked to his car, taking me with him. “I’ll drive you back to your house, so we can chat,” he said, and we got in his car, leaving Sheriff Black standing there dumbfounded.

After Ian pulled onto the service trail, he said, “You’ve had a long day. Why don’t I cover call for the next couple of days? But I expect you to handle the entire weekend.”

I blinked, not quite sure how to process the last few minutes. I shook my head, clearing the fog, and managed to find my voice. “I appreciate what you said back there.”

“I didn’t say anything that wasn’t true. You have to understand, Mike means well. He’s been really good for the town. Crime is down and the department runs better. People like him. I don’t know what the problem is between you and Mike, but I won’t have it to affect how I do my job.” He shook his head and sighed. “You know, he argued with me for days after I offered you the assistant position. I was friends with Terry Armstrong, and Terry adored you. I knew you’d be a good fit, no matter what Mike thought.”

Ian wasn’t the warm and fuzzy type, and this was the nicest thing he’d ever said to me. “I appreciate it. You didn’t have to stand up for me.”

“Yes, I did. I saw where that was headed the moment he started. That’s why I stuck around. I knew he was going to try to suspend you without asking me. I’m too busy to lose your help.”

Ah. That was the Ian I knew. Practical. I simply nodded and let the subject drop.

When he pulled up to my front door, he said, “If Mike starts making waves, let me know. It’s not up to him how I handle my employees. And my decision shouldn’t impact your work at the coroner's office. If he has a problem with it he needs to take it up with me.”

“I’m sure it won’t come to that,” I said, trying to soothe his discomfort, even though knowing Mike I was sure he would find some way to make my job more difficult. I smiled back at Ian and got out of the car. “Thanks for the ride.”

It was two in the afternoon before I made it into town with the hopes of salvaging some of the day. As I drove up Main Street, I enjoyed the brilliant leaves streaking either side of the quiet thoroughfare that was the heart of Sycamore Springs, Indiana.

Armstrong’s Funeral Home sat just off the town square, making it part of the town’s picturesque landscape. The sprawling manor was nestled between a row of antebellum brick storefronts and charming multi-family apartments. It harkened back to a time when generations of families ran the funeral industry. My mentor, Terry Armstrong, had been the last in his family to live in and run this establishment. When he died last year, he left me the business. I had been honored to continue his family’s legacy.

Now it was just Charlie and me, but we were making things work. Charlie was an excellent office manager; without her, I wouldn’t have been able to keep the doors open.

She was waiting for me with a stack of messages when I arrived. While I sorted through bills and junk mail, Charlie stood, leaning against the door frame, going over the appointments she’d rearranged.

We were polar opposites, she and I, in everything from organizational skills and taste in music to our mannerisms and sexual orientation. Even our physical appearances were remarkably different. Where I was tall and curvy, Charlie was petite with a boyish figure. She always kept her hair short and brightly colored (purple this month), while I preferred to keep mine long and natural. But despite all our differences—or perhaps because of them—we fit together.

She was more than a friend; she had become part of my family when she just showed up at my house, suitcase in hand, looking for a mentor when she was barely fourteen. She’d moved in with us and trained with my grandmother, the local healer.

Every day since then, I knew how lucky I was to have her in my life. I often wondered why she gave up healing to work with me in the funeral home, but she seemed to make it work for her.

Today, her perfectly pressed skirt and jacket painted a picture of propriety and decorum, making her the ideal public face for Armstrong's. Outside of the hair, you’d never know that under those pearls she was more the punk rock princess than the church secretary.

“I’ve prioritized the messages for you,” Charlie said. “The first one is from Green Haven. They called around eight this morning for a pickup. I called the body movers to handle it. Linda Hart is downstairs, and I have a file started on her. Her daughter has already called three times.”

I cringed. The worst thing a funeral director could do was keep a grieving family waiting. “I’ll call her right now.”

“Well,” Charlie said, shrinking back a little. “You might want to call Mrs. Wagner first. They’re taking her husband off the ventilator this afternoon after their kids arrive. She’s desperate to talk with you. She wants to make arrangements for him now, so they won’t have to worry about it after.”

I flipped through the messages and growled in frustration. “I’ll call Mrs. Wagner, but can you contact Linda’s daughter and see if she can come to the office”—I looked up at my clock—“in about an hour? If I need to send the transport guys to the Wagners’, I will.”

“Liv,” she chided, using her pet name for me, “you’re doing too much. You can’t keep running Armstrong’s all by yourself and being the assistant coroner. I’m worried about you. You’re always working. When was the last time you had a day off? You know how you get when you can’t decompress.”

“I’m managing. And I’m not doing it by myself. I have you.”

“While I admit I’m fabulous, what you need is an assistant.”

“We can’t afford to hire anyone right now.”

“I’m not sure you can afford not to.” She grumbled under her breath, pulled out a notepad, and handed it to me. “I might have a solution for you, at least for right now. Dan Cooper stopped by this week. He’s just finished his mortuary training and needs hands-on hours before he can take his licensing exam. He wanted to know if you’d be willing to take on an intern. A low-paid intern.” I started to object, but Charlie went on. “It would help, and when he gets his license you could hire him on as an assistant. Don’t just say no; think about it, Olivia.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said, tucking the note with Dan’s information into my desk drawer, and turned back to the messages. Charlie didn’t move, and I knew she wasn’t going to let me off that easy. “What is it?”

“It’s not just about the business, you know. I’ve been worried about you for a while now. I haven’t been able to place my finger on it yet, but there’s this darkness surrounding you.”

I looked up from the messages and frowned. “Darkness?”

“I don’t know exactly how to put this.” She bit on her lower lip, and her eyes went glassy as if she’d checked out.

A sour taste formed in my mouth. I knew that look. Charlie was a precog, and occasionally, out of nowhere, she’d whip out some grand proclamation about the future. Sometimes it was minor: don’t take Route 4, there’s going to be an accident. Sometimes it was major: Gran wouldn’t make it to the new year. But it was almost always true.

“It’s been there for years, but it’s just now starting to come into focus. I’m not sure how much I can tell you.”

I moaned in exasperation. “I hate it when you do that. ‘Be careful, but I can’t tell you why. It might alter your choices.’ Barf.” I sounded like a bratty teen, but we’d been having this same conversation for years. “It would be nice if you’d say, ‘Don’t drive into town tonight, you’ll get into an accident.’ or ‘Make sure you turn the oven off because I see the house burning down.’”

She sighed and slouched her shoulders, equally exasperated. “This is something big. Like I said, I’ve been worrying about this for a while now, but something changed recently and it’s starting to take shape. There’s just not enough information, and telling you will alter things. When that happens, the outcome isn’t always better. It’s too dangerous.” She chewed on her bottom lip again, and I could almost see the little wheels in her mind spin. “I’ll let you know as much as possible. When I think it will help. I just want you to take care of yourself, and for now, I can tell you hiring an assistant will make things easier for you.”

We stared at each other for a long time, years of debate passing between us. We had beaten this subject to death, and I knew she wouldn’t budge.

“Fine,” I relented. “Have Dan come in next week. If I get along with him, I’ll take him on as an intern. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to hire him when he’s passed his exams.”

“He has an appointment to meet with you on Wednesday.” Charlie smiled triumphantly. “I’m going up to Sally’s. Can I get you a cup of coffee?”

I rolled my eyes. I don’t know why I even try to give her instructions; she always knew what I was going to do. Most of the time before I did. “Make it a large,” I said and picked up the phone.

THREE
January fourteenth
 
I had never been so happy to arrive at an accident scene.

Dan had officially been my assistant for a month now, but this was the first time he’d joined me in the field. And it would probably be the last. He sat in the passenger seat, talking nonstop the entire drive, and by the time I spotted the flashing emergency lights I almost wept.

"You can observe while I do my reading, but stay back," I said, turning off the engine.

“Won’t that take a long time? Don’t you need to set a circle, cast a spell, or whatever it is you do?”

“You need to stop watching those sixty-minute specials,” I said. “I’m trained to determine the cause of death. This is all I need.” I pulled up my sleeve, and exposed the caduceus tattooed on my wrist.Even though I still didn’t like the fact spell-inking identified me as a witch, the tattoo was invaluable.

“Cool. Did it hurt more than a regular tattoo? Will the spell lose power? And if so, can you recharge it? Do you have any others?” he asked, in rapid succession.

I rolled my eyes and said, “A few,” and got out of the car. The brisk January air felt fresh after the long car ride. I took a deep breath, letting the tension leave me. After a few seconds, I opened the back door to grab my kit. "After I certify the cause of death, you can help the guys from the transport company recover the bodies.”

Dan still had that “new car” smell. He radiated the energy of a kid arriving at Disney World for the first time. I knew I wouldn’t be able to handle the long ride back. No one should be that chipper at three in the morning.

“You're going to need to ride back with them,” I said and closed the door.

The overcast sky made the road almost impossible to see, so I pulled the flashlight from my gear and made my way toward the patrol car. The dark didn’t faze me. I’d been out to so many middle-of-the-night deaths since starting this job, three a.m. and I had become quite intimate.

Ahead, the scene came into view. Red flares reflected off the rear window of the black Toyota sitting several yards off the road. A long trail of upturned earth marked where the car had careened down the embankment before hitting a stump at the edge of the woods. There was little damage to the car other than the gaping hole in the windshield. Passers-by might have thought the occupants had pulled off to go for a stroll. However, like a macabre spotlight, the lone headlight lit a solitary white sheet that told a darker story.

"Olivia, I haven't seen you in a while." Brad was leaning against his squad car, his cell phone illuminating his face.

"Brad." I waved absently in his direction and snapped a few photos of where the wrecked car had left the road.

Slipping his phone into his front pocket, he headed my way. It had been a while, but that wasn’t unusual. I was still working constantly. The only time we seemed to run into each other was over a dead body.

He stopped directly in my path and shot me a coy grin. "You know, I'm off tomorrow. Why don't I take you out so we can catch up?"

I knew it was meaningless flirting—he did it with every woman—but it still felt weird. I was just beginning to get comfortable with our current working relationship, so I decided to ignore him. I started to walk past him, but he reached out and touched my arm, closing the gap between us. "What'cha say? I've missed you."

I smoothed the long curl that had come loose from my braid, trying to hide my blush. I knew he wasn't talking about missing my stimulating conversation, and I couldn’t help the butterflies fluttering in my chest.

"Dammit Brad, I’m here to do a job. It’s three in the morning, and I haven’t had coffee. Don’t fuck with me." I sounded more angry than I intended.

He leaned in, lowering his voice to a whisper. “Don’t fuck with you? Do you talk to Ian with that dirty mouth, or do you save it for me?” He took a step back, giving me space, and winked.

We’d come to an understanding. He flirted; I rejected. It was a twisted tango we danced, and he was well-rehearsed.Taking a deep breath, I steeled my resolve.

“It’s all you, babe,” I said, laughing despite myself. I nodded toward the wreck. "It’s cold, and the weather is lousy. Just tell me what happened."

With an exaggerated sigh and eye roll, he slipped into police mode, and Officer Richardson was back. He thumbed through his notebook briefly. “The vehicle swerved, perhaps to avoid a deer or some other wildlife, and dropped off the embankment, coming to rest there." Officer Richardson indicated the car's current position. "The passenger was ejected, and the male driver appears to have died on impact. We’ve identified him." He paused and flipped through several more pages of his notebook. "Scott Malone of Indianapolis. The female passenger wasn’t carrying identification. I'll notify Mr. Malone's next of kin, and hopefully they can help me ID the woman.”

"Thanks. I'll do my reading, and then we can all go home."

"I’ll wait by my car for you to finish.” Brad still wasn’t comfortable with the fact I used magic on the job, even after months of working together.

"It shouldn’t take long,” I shrugged, trying to put him at ease. “That is, if the weather holds out."

It was overcast, and the starless sky added to the grim mood on the ground. The heavy clouds crouching over the scene threatened snow at any moment. The moisture screwed with the energy flow, making it harder to gather power, so I needed to wrap this up quick.

"I should be able to make a ruling in a few minutes," I said, and with a renewed sense of urgency headed toward the Toyota. As I followed the path the car had taken, nothing seemed unusual. I opened the door, and the metallic tang of blood assaulted me. The driver was hunched over the steering wheel. The head wound looked serious, but blood wasn't always a clear indication of damage. The only way I'd know for sure was an examination.

I snapped a few photographs and slipped off my rings, dropping them into my pocket. With my new ink, I didn’t have to draw spell glyphs on my hands anymore. I pulled on my gloves, ready to do the reading. I gathered power and drew it through the caduceus on my wrist. Images flashed behind my closed eyes.

Liver damage from habitual drinking. A healed knife wound. Two fractured ribs. A compound fracture of the wrist. Two burst fractures of the lumbar spine. A fractured skull and brain trauma.
The injuries were jumbled together in such a short span of time, it was hard to tell which one came first, but the brain trauma was clearly the cause of death. Everything seemed to be in line with an auto accident. I took a few more photographs and moved on to the body on the ground, removing the white sheet.

The unidentified girl was pretty. Strawberry blonde hair splayed around her head and a sprinkling of freckles dotted her baby face. She looked far too young to end up with me.

"I’m so sorry," I said, smoothing the hair from her face. “I’ll take care of you. I promise.” I placed a hand over each of her eyes, and a hot flash of power surged up my arms. I jerked my hand back.

What the hell?
My fingers burned from the contact. Shaking them, I gave it a second try, but this time I avoided touching her directly. My hands hovered just over her eyes, and I sent out my power. There was resistance, and the images never came. Something wasn’t right.

Since the quick diagnosis wasn't working, I decided to do a full aura reading. I slipped off the gloves and touched her icy skin. Instead of relying on a spell, I used my empathic skills. Gathering more energy, I poured it across her body, along with a bit of my own aura, and slid past the barrier. After a death, I usually had to search to locate the remnants of a person's life force; hers was still intact. It took every bit of willpower I had not to yank my hands back in horror. Her soul was entombed within her body.

A torrent of panic washed over me, and I was unable to control the surge of emotion. She was afraid and trapped, and her presence latched onto me as if I were a life preserver. Her intense panic clawed inside of me. I tensed as unheard screams roared through my mind.

Unable to handle the contact any longer, I snatched my hand back and opened my eyes, looking for something that might have caused this. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary about this girl, so I placed my hand bare inches above her skin and began scanning, trying to pick up a magical signature.

A familiar prickle raced up my arm, causing me to pause over the delicate silver chain around her neck. Dangling from the necklace was a black stone flecked with red and amber. An opalescent glow hinted at the magic it held. I closed my eyes and touched it. The small stone spewed a dark, slippery force that seemed to encase her body. It felt wrong, but also sickeningly familiar. I broke contact, not wanting to absorb any of the foul energy.

My heart was beating wildly and claustrophobia overwhelmed me, despite being out in the open. I took a few calming breaths, my hands clasped into tight balls, and tried to get my own emotions under control. The girl's terror was overwhelming my senses, and I wouldn't be able continue unshielded much longer. Regardless, now that I knew what was trapping her soul I couldn’t leave her like that.

Eyes closed, I examined the barrier with my inner sight. The only option I had was to dispel the charm. I pulled out a Sharpie and drew a thick circle around the stone, marking the perimeter with containment glyphs. I silently cursed myself for every lesson I’d blown off as a kid, and hoped this would work. I touched the edge of the circle and gathered more power. Pushing the energy into the spell, I tried to deconstruct the magic, but the charm resisted.

I frowned. Charms usually weakened and eventually lost power after the owner died. This wasn’t like any other charm I’d seen before. The energy clung to her aura, entwined within it, making it resist the disenchantment. I was going to have to come at this a different way.

I took a deep breath and touched the circle again, putting everything I had into the spell. I encased the charm with my own power and yanked as hard as I could.

"Let go, damn it!" My voice reverberated, low and guttural as I played a magical tug-of-war with the charm. Each time I gained a little leverage, it only pulled back. Scorching heat radiated from the stone, but I held my ground until the wave of energy exploded from the charm. The chain slipped from the girl's neck; the dark barrier fell away. A dazzling blue light emanated from her body, growing brighter and more intense, until an eruption of particles signaled her soul’s release.

I opened my eyes and looked around. Brad, still waiting by his car, hadn't even looked up from his phone. There was no visible sign of the intense battle I had just waged, but I could still sense the lingering echo of magic in the air.

Dazed from the struggle, I opened my kit, found the silver collection bag designed for magical items, and sealed the necklace away. Until I did my reading I wouldn’t know if the charm had contributed to her death, but that would have to wait. The steady freezing rain now falling would interfere with my magic, so I'd have to do the examination back at the funeral home. I snapped a few more photos and picked up my bag.

To be honest, I was relieved the rain had started. I had to get some distance. The weight of her terror still clung to me like wet clothing dragging down a drowning man. I couldn't seem to break free. I headed toward the others, hoping physical distance would help. Brad had moved to a stand of trees for shelter against the rain, still engrossed in something on his phone.

"I'm going to have to finish at the mortuary,” I said when I was closer. “This weather isn't cooperating. Right now I'll issue a preliminary death report citing trauma due to motor vehicle accident as the cause of death for the driver. I suspect the same is true for the passenger, but I’m not prepared to make a ruling yet.” My voice was all too shrill. The fear bubbled up inside of me, making it hard to think. “Please arrange for the car to be towed. I need to go."

"Sure thing," he said, looking up from his phone. He raised an eyebrow. “Are you all right?”

Panic still licked inside my head, and the distance from the accident scene wasn’t enough to help. I stepped closer to Brad, trying to pick up some of his emotions, hoping to replace the murky disquiet inside of me. But all I could feel was his boredom. I'd need feelings a lot stronger than boredom to break through the darkness clinging to me. “I can’t talk right now.” My heart pounded in my chest, and I tried to appear calm. I looked around, desperately needing to do something now.

Brad took a step closer and laid his hand on my arm. “Olivia, what’s going on? You look like a caged animal.”

Despite a nagging voice in the back of my mind warning me not to, I stepped closer still and slid my hand up his arm, desperate to elicit a reaction from him.

"Brad, about what you said earlier, you know, I've missed you too." I spoke softly, trying to keep the tremor out of my voice. "I wouldn't mind going out tomorrow."

He met my gaze and I could feel the shift in him, his boredom turning into curiosity. I slipped my arm around his waist, breathing in the heady aroma of soap, gun oil, and leather that was all Brad. He wasn't much taller than me, and I used this to my advantage. Leaning into him, I pressed my lips against his ear. "Why don't you come pick me up at work? We can spend the evening together." Then I felt it. Feelings of desire swept over me. I took another deep breath and closed my eyes, holding on a moment longer. Warm and silky, his lust replaced the coldness inside me.

A baffled expression crossed his face, and he looked around to see if anyone else could see us. “Really?”

With a shrug, I gave him a lopsided smile and went with the flow of emotions. That silken warmth radiated through my chest, driving back the bitter taste of fear. I let out the breath I’d been holding, finally able to trust my voice again. "You could come by at six and take me to dinner.”

Understanding registered, and he grinned slyly. "I could just pick up a pizza, and we could stay in?"

I took a step back, knowing if I didn’t stop now I might not make it home tonight. It would be too easy to fall back into that relationship, and I wasn't sure I could survive another go. I was using him. I knew it. This wasn’t anything more, I told myself.

"Let's start with dinner. I'm not promising anything else.” I stepped completely out of his reach and gave him a pointed look. “And you’re taking me someplace nice, not Sally's Diner." I might have been desperate, but I had to hold on to some of my dignity.

"If that's what you want." I could practically hear the victory dance in his voice.

"I'm not saying we should pick up where we left off," I warned. "And I meant what I said about it being just dinner. Don’t get any ideas about dessert back at my place." I shrugged an apology. I must have seemed like a nut job, running hot, then cold. But, what else could I say?

If nothing else, the bipolar bit helped me shake the darkness. I inhaled the icy air, trying to clear my head, and slipped my rings back on. The charm wrapped around me, muffling the impressions I was still getting from Brad. Protecting me from the outside world.

"We'd better get out of here before the weather gets worse." I turned and examined the field. The rain was now mixed with heavy snow, the white, chunky flakes contributing to the surreal atmosphere.

I walked over and peered in the van window.

I could hear Dan inside, yammering away.

"…you understand, right? It's more of a calling than a job. My mom's just going to have to get over it. I'm a mortician now. I just told her there's no way I was going to be an accountant like Dad.”

I tapped on the window to get his attention. "They're ready to go. Please help the removal guys collect the bodies and transport them to Armstrong. Gather any items in the car, no matter how small."

"Don't worry. I'll have everything ready for you in the morning." He gave me a wide, toothy grin. "I'll see you tomorrow afternoon, then. Thanks again for bringing me along."

With everything in order, Brad walked me to my car. Afraid he might see this as an opportunity to discuss how we had ended things, I said, "I'll see you tomorrow…well, I guess later tonight. Hope the rest of your shift goes smooth. I need to get home and try to get some more sleep. I have a busy day tomorrow."

"I could meet you for breakfast in the morning, and we could talk.”

"Brad…"

"What? Are pancakes so dangerous? You used to like it when I’d bring you pancakes in bed.”

“Maybe dinner is a bad idea."

"Wait." He reached out and caressed my cheek. Unconsciously I leaned into it, his touch warm and inviting. "Forget I said anything about breakfast. Just have dinner with me."

I should have said no, but his touch brought back all those old feelings.

"Dinner," I said. "But we’re keeping it casual.” I closed my eyes, already regretting my decision. I wished we could find a way to make it work, but even more I wished we’d never started dating. His continued attraction to me coupled with his dislike of witches always seemed to have us at odds, and I had this horrible fear that I had influenced his feelings for me. “I don’t want to get back together. We're not right for each other." He gave me a determined look that should have sent me running, but I was too tired to argue. “If you’re not interested in just dinner I’ll understand.”

"No. I’ll take dinner," he said. He leaned down and kissed my forehead. "Sleep tight."

"Good night," I said and pulled the door shut. There was nothing I could do about Brad right now. And besides, I had bigger issues to deal with. On the top of the list was finding out more about that charm, and why it trapped that poor girl’s soul.

FOUR
January fifteenth
 
I pulled into my parking space behind Armstrong’s Funeral Home and sat, mentally preparing myself for the day. After leaving Brad last night, all those feelings of dread and terror returned with a vengeance, making sleep impossible. Through my job, I’d developed a fairly high threshold when it came to death, but thoughts of the young girl haunted me.

I rubbed my temple, feeling the headache start to take hold. I wasn’t sure I would be able to handle a final reading on the girl, not with last night’s events still so fresh. And then there was that mystery charm. I didn’t know what to do with it, and until I could identify the magic, I couldn’t be sure it was safe.

Despite everything hanging over my head, I did know one thing. I couldn’t spend all morning in my car. I got out and braced myself against the cold north wind and made my way up the stairs to the front door. The lawn and bushes were whitewashed with a layer of snow, giving the whole place a fresh, clean feeling. That was the lovely thing about snow. All the harsh browns and blacks of winter disappeared under a heavy coat of alabaster.

As I reached the top step the door opened, and Charlie stepped onto the porch.

“Good morning, Olivia.” She smiled down at me.

Not feeling as though it was such a good morning, I just nodded, but then I spied the coffee in her hands and almost kissed her. With a knowing look, the slight woman handed me the hot cup of salvation.

“The answering service called. There was an inquiry from a family, but I’ll follow up. I also rescheduled your nine-thirty with the Harrison Coffin rep to next week. The Weston family called with a few last-minute changes for tomorrow.” She continued going over my schedule as we walked down the main hall to my office. I was only half-listening. I knew Charlie had everything under control, but I was going to have to figure out how to juggle the added load from the car accident. “Oh, I’ve asked Dan to come in. I know it was his day off, but you’re going to need the help. He’ll set up for tomorrow’s viewing and handle the deliveries today.”

Charlie had insisted I hire Dan after he finished his internship. I had protested. Armstrong’s was hardly busy enough to keep me employed full time. I didn’t think I could manage the extra cost. But she insisted, saying I couldn’t make it without him. Business had picked up, and Ian had added more responsibilities to my load with the coroner's office.

She was right, as usual. I hated to admit it, but I was glad I had Dan to pick up the slack. There was still a lot for him to learn, but I depended on Dan more every day.

“There’s a gentleman waiting for you. He’s claiming to be Mr. Malone’s next of kin. I’ve put him in the family room.”

Charlie pulled a small baggie from the pocket of her skirt. “Here, you’ll need this too. It will help with that headache and give you a boost since you obviously didn’t sleep. You’re going to have a long day.”

I took the bag and gave her a little hug as I passed. “Thank you, Mom,” I said in a mockingly sweet voice as I unlocked my office door. Before I stepped in, I glanced over my shoulder. “I don’t know how I survived without you.”

Charlie chuckled and plucked a drooping bud from the hall vase. “You’re just using me for my potions,” she said with an exaggerated pout.

I turned, a hand pressed to my heart. “Really Charlie, you wound me. You should know by now that I’m using you for your organizational skills. The potions? Eh, they’re just a bonus.”

I headed into my office and dropped my purse onto my desk. The coffee was just cool enough to drink, and I downed the whole cup, potion and all. With a quick check of the mirror to ensure my hair hadn’t come out of the loose bun, I put on my metaphorical funeral director hat and made my way down the hall to the family room.

The man waiting for me was stretched out on the sofa, long legs propped on the nearby table. His eyes were closed, arms across his chest. His dark curls were tousled as if he’d been running his hand through them.

“Mr. Malone? I’m Olivia Harmon, the Assistant County Coroner. I’ve been put in charge of your brother’s case. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

He opened his eyes and considered me. “You aren’t the person I spoke with on the phone.” He leaned to look down the hall for this other person.

He was a handsome man, but he looked worn down and road weary, so I discounted his irritation to exhaustion. Fatigue shadowed his deep blue eyes, and I could tell he hadn’t slept. This was the shell-shocked look of grief I’d come to recognize.

“The sheriff’s office usually does family notification,” I said, trying to reassure him.

“You’re not what I expected,” he said examining me. “I had thought I was meeting someone else.”

“Well, I’m the person you’re supposed to meet with,” I replied. It took some effort to keep my tone pleasant. My ire hitched up a notch, and I reminded myself that it wasn’t personal. People had preconceived expectations of what a funeral director should look like. I’d had my fair share of people that thought because I was young, I wasn’t competent. “I’m handling your brother’s case. And I am more than capable of answering your questions.”

He seemed to have picked up on the subtle change in my tone, and his attention focused back on me. “I’m sorry, I thought the police were handling this.” His expression softened. “I didn’t mean to imply you were less than”—he paused as though he were looking for just the right phrase—“capable.” He tossed the word back at me with a playful grin that transformed his whole face. Suddenly he went from weary traveler to all man.

“Please, call me Rick.” He removed his leather gloves and extended a hand.

“Then please, call me Olivia.” I nodded politely, unsure what to make of him, and took his hand. A warm tingle spread up my arm and settled in my chest. The exchange of power was like a calling card that said “witch.”

His smile slowly widened, and he raised a curious eyebrow. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Olivia.” He paused, seeming to mull something over. “Olivia Harmon,” he said my name again. “Well, this does change things.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t follow. I’m in charge of your brother’s accident.” My polite manner faltered with the repetition.

“Yes, but now that I know you’re the one in charge, I think you can help.” He pulled his wallet from his pocket and flipped his wrist, bringing a shiny badge into view. “My name is Rick Bishop. Order Inspector Bishop. I’ve been assigned to the Scott Malone case. I’m sorry about the ruse, but I wasn’t sure I could trust the local officials.”

I stepped back, shocked. This time it was my turn to look down the hall for someone else. Finding it empty, I leaned forward and said in a low voice, “I don’t know who you think I am, but I can’t help you.”

His hesitation only lasted a second, but it was enough to catch my attention. In one fluid movement, he managed to shut the door, blocking my path. He looked me up and down as if he were assessing and taking stock. Instinctively I fingered my shield ring.

His eyes caught the movement, and he smiled. “No, you’re wrong there. I’m sure you’ll be a lot of help.” He produced a manila folder from the messenger bag slung over his shoulder, and sorted through some papers until he found some photos. “Were these girls also involved in the accident?”

Jane Doe’s smiling face stared back at me, the name Sarah Pickett scrawled at the bottom. I met Rick’s gaze as I picked up the glossies. He watched me, his posture more rigid and alert.

“Why should I give that information to you? Have you alerted the sheriff’s office? You can’t be here without an official invitation. I shouldn’t even be talking with you. If the sheriff finds out, it could mean my job.”

“This wasn’t just a car accident. I’ve been working with the Indianapolis police department on a series of missing kids.” He pointed to the photos I held in my hand. “Those girls, both witches, were kidnapped. They are still missing, and Malone was my best lead. They were last seen at a dance club, a known haunt of Malone’s.”

I looked back down. The other young girl, Molly, had a lopsided smirk and reminded me of Charlie with her bright red hair and piercings. Right or wrong, I wanted to give him something.

I held up Sarah’s photo. “She was in the car. I’m sorry. She didn’t make it.”

He stood there, silent. Dark emotions flitted across his face. Everything from anger to worry, finally settling on a heavy sadness. “I have to call her mom and let her know,” he finally said, sounding defeated. “I promised to bring her home.”

I wanted to reach out and comfort him, just as I would have for any grieving relative. But his closed posture told me he wouldn’t appreciate my efforts, so instead I tried to offer other support. “You’re welcome to stay and use the family room if you need to. There’s a phone in the back. If there’s anything I can get for you, just let me know. A cup of coffee, maybe?”

“No, no. I’m fine.” He seemed dazed, but just as quickly as before his mood shifted. “Is there any news of Molly? Was she in the car with them? You only said Sarah was dead. Is Molly all right?”

“There was no one else in the car. I’ll be sure to let the sheriff know she was traveling with them. Maybe he stashed her at one of the hotels.” I handed the photo back.

“What about his personal things? I’d like to see anything Malone was traveling with. I might be able to figure out what he did with Molly if I could see his things.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t share that with you.” I could read his genuine concern, but that didn’t change the fact he was well out of his jurisdiction. “I know you’re used to working in Indianapolis, but this is a small town. Sheriff Black isn’t that open-minded. He would no sooner work with the Order than he would with the devil himself. I wish there was something else I could do.” I sighed. With witches involved, I was going to have to report this accident to the Psyonic Division. They’d want to do their own investigation. I knew that would just make Black’s day. Still, the thought gave me an idea. “You wouldn’t happen to be working with the FPD? If so, I could probably bend the rules a little, and let you take a look.”

The Federal Psyonic Division was the government’s response to open magic use. The FPD was a small army of witches and plebs that helped license and police all things magical, from charm regulation to criminal law. If Rick had been working with the FPD, it wouldn’t matter what Sheriff Black thought. He could easily dismiss an Order representative, but the FPD had primary jurisdiction when it came to witches. Where the FPD was official and regulated, the Order was more like a neighborhood watch association. It had been around for centuries, protecting and policing witches long before any government recognition of our kind. And because of that, involvement of its members in criminal matters was merely a courtesy.

“No. I’m not working with the Division.” Even with my shield charm on, I could sense his disappointment. He wasn’t a man used to hearing “no,” but he accepted my decision. After picking up his coat, he slid a card out of his wallet. “I understand you have rules to follow. But take my number, and call if you change your mind. Thank you for sharing what you did. I’ll have Mrs. Pickett get in touch with you.”

I apologized again and walked him to the entrance. “After the FPD agent arrives, I’ll let you know if they find any evidence of Molly.”

He paused on the way out the door, looking deep into my eyes, searching, weighing something. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Olivia. I’ll be waiting for your call.” Then he left.

I stood in the doorway for a moment, spinning the silver band round and round. He was a extremely intense man, and I wondered what was really going on behind those piercing blue eyes.

The new information complicated things. I picked up the phone and dialed the sheriff’s office to report the new developments. Sheriff Black was out of the office, so I asked Jenny to have him call me as soon as he returned, knowing he wasn’t going to be happy with the news. The next call I made was to the FPD’s Indianapolis division.

Rick’s visit had taken longer than I expected, and the rest of the morning flew by. There were so many little things involved in running a business, it kept me in my office most mornings. Most people didn’t realize being a funeral director was far more involved than just sending death announcements and accepting flowers. As with any business countless tasks ate away at my time. By the time the hall clock chimed two, I realized I hadn’t taken a break since Rick Bishop had left, so I decided to walk down the street to Sally’s Diner and grab a late lunch.

The bell above the door rang, announcing me as I entered the cozy luncheonette. The air, heavy with the smells of grease and coffee, was a welcome break to my busy day. At this hour, the lunch crowd had cleared out and only a solitary figure sat at the counter reading the paper. The elderly man, a fixture at Sally’s, raised a hand in greeting as I slipped into the back booth.

Sally, the owner, set down a hot cup of coffee. “Would you like the special today, hon?” The plump woman smiled, warm and inviting. She treated everyone as though they were visitors to her own home.

“No thanks, Sally. Just a bowl of chili.” I picked up my mug and watched her stroll back to the kitchen. I closed my eyes, breathing in the rich aroma. Sally had mastered the art of coffee. I sat for the longest time with my eyes closed, letting the cup warm my chilled fingers.

When I opened my eyes, I nearly dropped the mug. Rick stood at the end of the booth, a warm smile on his face.

With a small chuckle, he said, “I didn’t mean to startle you.” He flashed that charming smile again. “I just stopped in to grab a bite to eat and saw you sitting here all alone. You don’t mind if I join you?”

I suddenly was overcome with nervousness. I felt like the awkward school girl that’s just been noticed by the winning quarterback. Gee, Rick, I’d love to go to the dance with you!
“Sure, have a seat.”

He slipped off his jacket, and I noticed the way his shirt clung to his muscular chest. I felt my cheeks grow warm as I imagined what lay under the thin fabric. Before he could catch me ogling him, I looked away and took a long gulp of coffee. Wow. Now I’m undressing strangers with my eyes. This was a new low, even for me. Charlie was right; I needed to get out more.

Sally came back with my chili and a menu for Rick. “Can I get you somethin’, sweetie?”

He smiled and turned to Sally. “Well, I think I need to start with a cup of that fabulous smelling coffee. Then, hmm…” He did a brief check of the menu before dismissing it entirely. “I’m sure everything you make is wonderful. But what would you recommend?” His entire focus shifted to her.

Sally seemed at a loss for words, and I knew exactly how she felt. I think I even saw a faint blush creep into the older woman’s cheeks. Rick had mastered the art of flirting.

She looked down at her order pad. “Everyone loves the chili, but for you,” she said, “I’ll make you something special.”

“I’d be honored.” He handed the menu back, pressing it into her hand with a wink. The red in Sally’s cheeks deepened, and she practically skipped back to the kitchen.

Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly.

I shook my head. I couldn’t shake the feeling there was more to this man.

Within seconds, Sally returned with a big mug of black coffee and flashed him a smile. “I’ll be right back, just sit tight.”

After she left I wasn’t sure what to say, so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “You were here early this morning. You certainly didn’t waste any time.” Crap. I shouldn’t talk to him about the case, but I was curious as to how he’d learned about the accident.

“I’ve been following Scott Malone for days now” was all he said. He took a drink of his coffee. He leaned in close, making the booth seem more intimate. “So, this seems like a lovely town, but it also seems like an odd place for someone of your persuasion. Have you lived here all your life?”

“No, I was born in St. Louis, but my father was from here.” The change in subject put me out of my comfort zone. I’d never had an active social life and always struggled with small talk. “And you? Where are you from?”

“Oh, I’ve traveled a lot. Been here and there. Indy is just where I hang my hat.”

I got the impression that even that might be temporary. The idea of flitting from one place to another made me uneasy. I had a pleasant life here for the most part, and I couldn’t imagine leaving.

The bell over the door rang and in walked Sheriff Black. He sat next to the old-timer and struck up a jovial conversation. I sat back, away from Rick and our all-too-intimate posture, feeling guilty. Rick must have noticed my withdrawal. He looked over his shoulder.

“You haven’t done anything wrong,” he said. “There’s no reason we can’t have lunch together.”

I sighed and took another sip of coffee. “I’m sure the sheriff could find something I’ve done wrong.” I caught Black’s eyes and nodded in his direction. He scowled back and continued his chat. “He goes out of his way to be nice to everyone in town, just like the politician he is. I don’t know why he’s such a prick to me,” I said, unintentionally.

Rick looked back over his shoulder again and shook his head. “I know his type. I bet it pisses him off to have to work with you. You do know it’s not about you, right?”

I was about to answer when Sally returned with a plate piled high with meat and potatoes, a basket of sweet-smelling corn bread, and a jar of dark honey. “You just holler if you need something else.”

I kept eyeing the sheriff and realized that when he found out that missing girl was a witch, he wouldn’t lift a finger to help find her. So, with Black sitting no more than twenty feet away I made the decision to do something myself.

I waited for Rick to start his meal before I steered our conversation back to Scott Malone. If he had kidnapped those girls, I needed to know more. “Why do you think Scott was here? He wasn’t on a major route when the car crashed.”

“My guess is he was headed to Chicago. He was probably trying to avoid the highway.”

“Why those girls? Was he targeting witches?” I pressed.

“My guess is they were easy targets,” he said, leaving a lot open to interpretation.

“You said you’d been working on a series of kidnappings. Has he done this before? What happened in the other cases?”

“They’re still open.” He shifted his gaze to the counter and back to me. “I don’t think we should discuss the case anymore,” he said, a finality in his voice. Perhaps if I wasn’t willing to share, he wasn’t either. Or maybe he was trying to protect me.

There was a long, awkward silence while I watched him push his food around on his plate. He looked up and studied me for a moment. His intense, probing gaze made me uneasy. “So, I’m intrigued,” he finally said in a low voice. “Witches aren’t usually in the death business.”

He was right. Witches gathered power from the living: plants, animals, and even other people. Because of that, most witches preferred to work with the living. But my powers made it hard to be around other people, so I preferred to work with the dead.

“I enjoy my work,” I said curtly, taking a page from his book.

“So, you find much use for your magic in the funeral business?” He wouldn’t let the subject drop.

I put my spoon down, appetite lost, and looked directly at Rick. “All this pretense? Why don’t you just come out and ask what it is you actually want to know. So, what is it? Do you want to know what branch of magic I practice?” It was akin to asking a woman her weight and a subject usually not broached with a stranger.

He gave me a wolfish grin, making my heart flutter. “My, you’re direct. I like that in a woman. Well, since you brought it up, do tell?”

“I’m an empath.” I sounded a lot more defensive than I had intended.

“Hmm.” He seemed to consider this for a moment, and then smirked. “I think the dead might be beyond your help.”

“Yes, but their relatives need comfort, and that’s something I can do.”

He nodded slightly and returned to picking at the potatoes on his plate. “So, I’ve always been curious. Can empaths read people? I know it’s all about the emotions, but do you get thoughts too?”

It wasn’t an unusual question. Empaths weren’t common, and I gave him credit for knowing that much. “Not thoughts. Just emotions and will. I’m not a telepath, but trust me, emotions are more useful than thoughts. You can manipulate your thoughts, but you can’t hide your emotions.”

“Can’t I? Have you been reading me?” He leaned across the table and said in a breathy voice, “Can you tell what I’m feeling right now?”

My breath caught. Damn it. Maybe I should have been reading him because I could’ve sworn he was coming on to me. I shook off the thoughts and turned my attention back to the conversation. “I take great care not to invade anyone’s personal business,” I said, tapping my ring. “I can block most impressions until I take the ring off.”

He eyed my ring with curiosity but didn’t comment. I grabbed my cup, suddenly self-conscious of my hands. His casual and easy ways made me uncomfortable. He was tantalizing, like an illicit object, and I desperately wanted to go below the surface to discover all his secrets. Instead I continued the banter. “So, since we seem to be playing this game, I’ve shown you mine.” I raised an eyebrow.

“Me? I’m just your ordinary, run-of-the-mill witch,” he said far too quickly. “Magic spells, charms, and all. Nothing special about me.”

Somehow I doubted that. Rick was many things: charming, intense, charismatic. “Ordinary” wasn’t a word I’d use to describe him. This conversation had gone way off the reservation, and I knew I should end it now.

“I need to get back. I’ve got some things to finish up. I’m waiting to hear back from the FPD.” I looked over to where the sheriff sat, and wondered if he’d gotten my message. Turning back to Rick, I smiled. “Why don’t you stop by tomorrow,” I said casually in an awkward attempt to find out his schedule.

He dropped a twenty on the table, taking my hint and standing up. “I appreciate your help. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” He waved to Sally in the kitchen and walked out the front door.

“Olivia, where have you been hiding that hunk of a man?” Sally asked when she came out of the kitchen.

“He knew the crash victim from last night,” I said watching him walk up the street. “He’ll be gone by tomorrow.”

“Well, sugar, if you don’t get that man’s number you’re a fool. He’s smitten with you, I can tell.”

“Thanks, Sally. I’ll keep that in mind.” I couldn’t help but smile. He did intrigue me, but there was still something about him that made me uneasy. I sat and finished my coffee. The sheriff left without saying anything, and I was secretly glad he wasn’t yet aware of my call to the FPD. Perhaps I could even get my reading done before it became an issue; then I’d have my answers and could hand over the case with a clear conscience.
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Just my luck, Sheriff Black was waiting on the porch when I got back. The short, portly man stood, arms crossed, scowling at me as I walked up the stairs to the front door. I knew he was here about the accident.

“Sheriff.” I nodded. “What can I do for you?”

He turned his head and spit a dark brown spray. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other and said, “Ms. Harmon. I just had some yahoo from that FPD show up on my doorstep saying he was going to be taking over that accident from last night. Is there anything I need to know?”

“I left you a message at the station. I received information that the crash victims were witches. As you know, I’m required to notify the Psyonic Division anytime there’s a suspicious death involving a witch.”

“It was a car accident. What’s suspicious about that?”

“I recovered a charm off the female victim. It was—” I didn’t know what I could say to him. How could I describe what I’d felt last night? Powerful? Dangerous? Evil? I opted for something simple. “—unique. That alone could warrant an investigation, but I have reason to believe the Jane Doe is a kidnapping victim from Indianapolis.”

A little vein on Mike’s forehead started to pulse. He hitched up his pants and fingered the badge on his hip, a cue of his increasing irritation I’d come to recognize. “You should have called me first. I’m the sheriff, and I’m the one who decides when we bring in outsiders. You overstepped this time.”

“No. I’m the coroner on record for this case, and by law I’m bound to alert the proper authorities with my finding.” I stood there stunned, unable to wrap my head around his current criticism. He knew the law and knew exactly what was expected of me. “You know, I’m sorry you don’t agree with my decision, but it was my call to make. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to finish my report.”

I started to skirt around him when he stepped in my path. “That agent of yours is already here. I wanted to talk to you before you met with him.” He was standing directly in front of me, blocking the door. I had him by a few inches, but that didn’t stop him from trying to stare me down. “It’s been less than a year that you’ve been working for Ian. I run a tight ship. I don’t appreciate people poking their noses in my business. You just see that he gets what he needs and is out of my hair. You got that?”

I gave him my best finishing-school smile. “Why, Sheriff, we are all on the same team. I’ll make sure I do everything by the book. You can count on it.” I nearly gagged on my own sarcasm.

His lips pressed into a thin white line, and a dark flush stained his cheeks. “Just finish this up. I don’t want him around any longer than he needs to be.” He stepped around me and stalked down the steps.

“Pleasure as always, Sheriff!” I called, before going inside. Sheriff Black knew exactly what to say to set me off, but for now I was more interested in finding out about the FPD agent.

“So, I hear we have another visitor,” I said when I found Charlie.

She looked up from her desk where she was sorting mail. The wide smile that broke over her face transformed her into an evil imp. “Oh, yah. I put him in your office. Wait until you get a look at this guy. Can I just say, WOW.”

My curiosity piqued, I followed her back to my office, interested in seeing what it was about the FPD agent that caught her attention.

“Take a look,” she said and nodded toward the door, her Cheshire grin still firmly in place.

The door was slightly ajar, and I leaned in to examine the visitor. Despite the mundane title, agents were more like magical bounty hunters than police officers. And boy, did he look the part. While he wasn’t massive in size, his solid frame and intense presence filled the small room. A silver piercing in his brow stood out against his ebony skin, and a hint of a tattoo peeked out just above his collar. He oozed darkness and danger clad in a black leather jacket and dark jeans, and he emanated power.

I was trying to make out the tattoo on his neck, when he caught me staring. He raised an eyebrow.

“I’m sorry…” I flushed hot, struck dumb for an instant. I felt like a schoolgirl caught peeking into the boys' locker room. “Charlie tells me you’re from the FPD. I’m Olivia Harmon,” I finally said when I managed to recover my composure.

“Special Agent Samuel King. I’m conducting an investigation into Scott Malone.” His voice filled the room, deep and rich, every bit as powerful as his appearance. He crossed to me and offered his hand. His movements were graceful and balanced, like those of a big cat stalking its prey. “Thank you for meeting with me, Ms. Harmon. I’m familiar with your work.”

Familiar with my work, huh? I had images of a secret Psyonic Division file with my name on it and found the whole idea comical. It would have to be a terribly thin file, as exciting as my life was.

“I’m happy to help in any way,” I said and took his hand. The telltale sensation of power flowed up my arm, warm and smooth.

“I’ll be collecting all of the personal effects, and I’d appreciate it if you could take me out to the crash site. But what I’m most interested in is your aura reading. Have you finished it yet? Your death impressions may prove useful in my investigation.”

I was taken aback. I wasn’t aware anyone knew I could do a death reading. The ability to read the echo of an aura after someone died was almost unheard of. I had discovered the talent by pure accident one day in the embalming room. Afterward, I tried to learn more about it, but only found a reference in one obscure text, and even then only in the most general terms. I’d never mentioned the power to anyone, and I thought again of that secret Division file. Maybe it wasn’t as thin as I’d imagined. I tried to dismiss my unease. Surely he’d only been referring to the reading done with the paean spell.

“You arrived fast,” I said with a forced smile. “I only made the call to Indy six hours ago.”

“Scott Malone has been under investigation for quite a while now. When the call came in, I left immediately.”

“Is it because of the girls?”

He looked a bit confused for a moment, then said, “Malone was involved in several illegal activities, but the FPD was focused on his illegal charms trafficking.”

“What kind of charms?” My mind immediately went to the necklace.

“I can’t discuss an ongoing case. I just need to know what you recovered from the wreck.”

“I haven’t finished my investigation, so there’s not much to tell.” I paused, debating whether to tell him about the necklace. I hadn’t collected the rest of the evidence yet, so I wasn’t even sure it was relevant to his case. “If I knew what you were looking for it would make my job a little easier.”

He sighed, looking more than a little irritated. “There’s no need for you to make an extra effort. Just box up everything recovered from the car and anything else he had on him. I’ll have our labs process it.”

“And what the girl had on her?”

“As far as your reading goes, I’m not as interested in her. But it’s possible she was one of his runners, so yes, include all her personal items too.”

I got the impression that Agent King was treating Sarah like a suspect and not a victim, and I remembered Rick saying the Division hadn’t taken the case. Perhaps a couple of missing girls were just too banal for their notice, even if they were witches.

“I’m surprised you aren’t looking into what happened to her, but I guess a couple girls aren’t that important to the Division.” Samuel’s callous attitude irritated me, and I couldn’t help the flippant comment.

“Girls?” He looked confused. “Like I said, we knew Malone was involved with a prostitution ring, but it’s not my focus. Unless she was a runner for him, I doubt she was involved with my case. When you do your reading, you’ll be able to tell if she was involved with the smuggling. That would be a different story. I might be able to trace her movements and find a new lead.”

Walking over to my desk, I picked up the file marked Sarah Pickett. “Why are you so sure this girl was a criminal? Everything I’ve seen thus far tells me she’s a victim here. I know that two missing girls might not warrant a full scale investigation.” I shoved the file at his chest. “But since you’re already here, why don’t you at least pretend to be a decent human being and take a look.”

He took the file, glancing at it and back to me. Something in my look must have given him pause, because he took a few steps back before opening the file.

Satisfied, I sat behind my desk and waited for him to finish. The file was thin. I hadn’t completed my report yet, but there were plenty of notes. My initial impressions of the body. My encounter with the charm. My conversation with Rick.

When he was finished, Agent King set the file down on the desk, holding the business card I had slipped in there this morning. “Richard Bishop?” He stared at the card, turning it over a couple of times, as though he could pull some mystical information from the simple black-on-white rectangle. “What the fuck is he doing here?”

I was a bit surprised at his reaction. Up until now, Samuel King had been professional, if a bit curt—so much so, he was coming off as an uncaring asshole. His angry outburst took me by surprise.

“He said he was working with the Indianapolis police on a kidnapping case. He was looking for two missing girls. Sarah Pickett was one of them.”

“Oh, no. Rick isn’t going to screw up my case.” He tossed the card down on the table as if disgusted by its very existence.

“I don’t see what the issue is. I thought the FPD and the Order worked together all the time.”

“We do. But I won’t work with him. Not anymore. Rick doesn’t play well with others. He thinks he’s better than the system. Idiot.” He grumbled under his breath and started to pace, reminding me once more of a wildcat filled with pent-up energy and danger. “He’s going to get himself into trouble if he doesn’t watch his step.”

“I’m still not following.” Agent King made it sound like Richard Bishop was some loose cannon with no official ties, but I still sympathized with Bishop’s situation. “While I know it’s not illegal charm trafficking, finding missing kids is important. He was straight-forward and professional when he stopped by this morning. I don’t see any reason why we can’t share information on this case, especially if the IPD is involved.”

“Absolutely not. What was his interest in Scott Malone? And what exactly did you share with him? You didn’t give him the charm, did you?” he asked, the accusation clear in his tone.

I rose from my chair, insulted by his insinuations. “I didn’t tell him anything. I know protocol, and I don’t appreciate being interrogated. Now if there’s nothing else, I have work to do. If you come by tomorrow, I’ll have processed the bodies and have my final report ready for you.”

“I don’t understand why this is taking you so long. The accident was last night. I would have expected everything to be in order by now.”

“We’re a small town, and a car accident didn’t exactly constitute an emergency. Now that I know there’s a criminal investigation and a potential kidnapping, I’ll put this on the top of my list.”

“I wish I had known this before I made the trip,” he said under his breath.

“Well, next time call ahead.” I lost all pretense of keeping the professional facade up. Opening the door, I gestured to the hall. “I’m sorry you wasted your time.”

“I’m headed back to Indy. I’ll be sure to call tomorrow afternoon before I return. That should give you plenty of time to do your job.” Tension floated in his wake as he strode out.

Arrogant prick, I thought, resisting the sudden urge to throw something at the back of his head. Seething, I stalked down the hall.

This case had turned into a clusterfuck, and it was about time I figured out what was actually going on. An illegal charms dealer. A potential kidnapping. The Order and the FPD. And to top it off, three people had insinuated I wasn’t doing my job. I was tired of this case already. I needed to spend time with the victims. They wouldn’t be able to lie or mislead me.

I flagged down Charlie. “I’ll be downstairs. Have Dan handle the calls for the rest of the day. I’ll be there awhile.”

I took the stairs in the back and unlocked the door to the prep room. Before heading in, I slipped off my rings, dropping them into a small dish I kept by the entrance, and pulled on my lab coat, donned a large apron, and grabbed a pair gloves. The basement was frigid. It wasn’t heated, and the cold January air seeped in through the walls.

I took a moment to get acclimated before turning on the radio. The mellow sound of Yo-Yo Ma’s cello filled the room, echoing off the cinder blocks.

“Let’s see if I can get some answers.” I opened the door to the refrigerated storage center. Flush with the south wall, a casket draped with a crisp white sheet waited for Saturday’s visitation. Along the other wall, the two accident victims lay on mortuary trays awaiting my inspection.

A large cardboard box marked “personal effects” sat next to the cart. I thought that was as good a place as any to begin.

I emptied the box and sorted through the items: an overnight bag, wallet, keys, and jewelry. Nothing jumped out and screamed “evil kidnapping thug.”

The wallet contained a couple of credit cards and an ID. The blank face of Scott Malone stared back at me from the license. I set the wallet aside.

The few pieces of jewelry were just as commonplace. A small obsidian disk, an ear gauge that held a trace of power. Many witches used piercings to hold their charms. Years ago, it had been just earrings, but now it wasn’t unusual to find charmed tongue studs or enchanted lip rings. The disk was a simple channel charm. Nothing the FPD might be interested in. Next, I picked up a gold ring with a wide flat band. The etching on the band hummed to life when I touched it, and power radiated in every direction. The surge shocked me. Reflexively I jerked back and the ring fell from my hand, clattering to the table. The rhythmic tone echoed through the room as it made lazy circles on the stainless steel, in perfect time with the cello’s mournful notes.

That certainly wasn’t what I’d expected. I pulled a foil bag out of my collection kit and dropped the ring inside. Until I knew what the ring did, I wanted to be safe. I pulled out a marker and drew a symbol similar to a lock. With just a bit of will, I touched the symbol and sealed the bag.

I rarely ran across magical charms in Sycamore Springs. The small trinkets I came across were normally novelty charms. Those you’d pick up in the city or on vacation. Simple glamour charms were popular, as were birth control charms. But those were simple spells, nothing like the power emitted by the ring. That earlier feeling of unease returned. I would bet this was what Agent King was looking for.

I moved to examine the body. At forty-seven, Scott Malone had been a formidable man. His muscular chest was covered with tattoos that read like a story. The tree trunk was wound throughout with strength glyphs. The north wind hid a force spell. The wide, grinning teeth on his right shoulder had me stumped, though. I examined that one closer looking through my magnifying lamp, and found it. Obfuscation.

I moved the lamp and looked again. The Cheshire cat? I guess Mr. Malone had a sense of humor, as well as a criminal history.

Taken together, the tattoos painted a picture of a man that commanded a great deal of power and had something to hide.

With the physical examination over, I was ready to do a full reading. I laid my hands over his eyes and pushed out my will. Images flashed through my mind, and I focused on the night of the accident.

Dark country road. Urgent. Nervous. Fear? A girl’s voice. I turned to look. Sarah in the passenger's seat yelling. Suddenly, white hot pain. Something struck me from behind. More yelling. Darkness.
Scott Malone died before the accident. I took a deep breath to clear my head. This just added another layer to the puzzle. Turning his head to the side, I could see the gash and indentation at the back of his skull. That would have been easy to miss, assuming the injury occurred during the crash, but I knew now Malone had been dead before the car ran off the road.

But I still didn’t know what had caused the head trauma. I looked to the young woman, hoping she held the answers.

Because I had removed the charm I knew it would be safe to touch her. I placed my hands over her eyes, and the last moments of her life unfolded.

Fear, helplessness. She grabbed his hand and pulled something from it. “Now,” she yelled. Desperation rising. She turned to the back seat. A figure crouched in the back. Blur of motion. Screaming. Darkness.
I took a step back on unsteady legs. The CD had come to an end, and the room was filled with an eerie silence. Readings usually clarified things for me, but I had more questions now than before. More than anything else, I was shocked. I couldn’t believe another person walked away from that accident.

I went to my workstation in the other room and dialed the number the FPD agent had left. There was a short pause and then a beep. And I thought I had issues. Agent King could benefit from a class in social skills.

“This is Olivia Harmon. I have some new developments in the Malone case I’d like to speak to you about. I have a funeral tomorrow, so if you could meet me at my house after work, I’d appreciate it. I’d like to be able to talk without being disturbed.” I left the address and some basic directions.

I retrieved the box of personal effects and the case file and was heading for the door when I heard Charlie coming down the stairs, her steps echoing in the still air.

She peeked around the door and grinned. “It’s getting late and I just locked up. You should call it a night.” Her expression softened when she got a closer look at me. “Are you all right?” she asked.

I tried to shake off the murky feelings that still clouded my mind. “Is it that late? Crap, I have to call Brad.”

“Oh, he called about a half hour ago. I told him you would have to reschedule.” A worried expression crossed her face. “Please tell me you aren’t thinking of going back to that.”

“No,” I sighed, grateful I wouldn’t have to face that complication today. “I was thinking about calling it off anyway. You just saved me the hassle.” I switched off the light and followed her up. “I really meant what I said earlier. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

She stopped at the top of the stairs and turned back to face me. A pained look crossed her face so quickly I thought I’d imagined it.

“Olive, you’re my family. I’ve loved every minute we’ve had together. I wouldn’t change a thing. I’m not sure I’d know what to do without you. This case has me worried. Just promise me you’ll be careful.”

“I will, I promise.” Her sudden warning left me cold, and I suddenly didn’t feel like being alone tonight. “Do you mind if I stay for dinner? It’s been awhile since we’ve caught up, and I could use the company.”

We’d lived together for years, but last year she thought it was time to get her own place. She argued that people around town were starting to talk, and I didn’t need another reason for the town to gossip. But I thought (and still think) Zoe was the real reason, so I didn’t argue.

I helped her move into the apartment over Armstrong’s. She had more independence and was closer to Zoe, and I had my house to myself. I didn’t mind living alone, but when I had a night like tonight, I missed her company.

“Sure thing,” she said. “We can do spaghetti like Gran use to make.”

I couldn’t think of a better way to spend a Friday night. Good friend and home-cooked food. What more could I ask for?
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The small apartment over Armstrong’s Funeral Home served as Charlie’s oasis from the mundane world. The whole place had a bohemian vibe, with a riot of colors and rich smells. Downstairs, she was organized to the point of being obsessive, but here, Charlie was in her natural element. She called it organized chaos, but I’d jokingly termed her style “post-modern burglarized.” If someone actually broke in, it would be hard to tell. Drawers hung open, and piles of papers littered the floor as though the apartment had already been ransacked. Stacks of books covered every surface, and posters of art films and punk bands papered the walls. I figured it was a rebellion against the order she created downstairs.

I flopped down on the nearest overstuffed sofa and made myself at home while she cooked dinner. In less than an hour she came out with two heaping plates of spaghetti, and for just a moment I was transported back in time. Friday nights were always spent around a big table with Gran, sharing stories. Those simple moments were what I missed most. Now that we were adults, our lives seemed rushed, barreling forward without pause.

Despite my melancholy, we kept the conversation light through dinner, but Charlie wasn’t about to let me off the hook. She waited until I’d finished soaking up the last of the spaghetti sauce before she broke her silence and demanded answers.

"Okay, spill it. What's going on?"

There was so much going on I wasn’t sure where to start. The case I was working on had turned into a jurisdictional nightmare in less than twenty-four hours. But I didn’t want to talk about the case. The charmed necklace and the ring still bothered me. She might even be able help, but the thought of getting Charlie involved with such dark magic had my stomach turning in knots, so I tried to put her off.

“I’ll help with the dishes,” I said, grabbing the nearest plate and heading to the kitchen.

“Not so fast.” She yelled at my back and stalked in behind me.

So much for the duck-and-run tactic. The kitchen was small, and I felt cornered. And I could tell by that determined glint in her eyes she wasn’t going to let the issue drop.

"It's this case,” I said, and turned to fill the sink. I worried my bottom lip and placed the dishes in the soapy water before looking back at her. “For the first time since I started working for the coroner's office, I feel out of my depth. I’m not sure what to do next.” Before I knew it, I'd gone over everything that had happened in the last two days.

“I’ve never felt magic like this before. There was a familiar resonance, but at the same time it was off. But the worst part is I can’t seem to shake it. I can still feel the energy clinging to me.” I shivered as the echo of tonight’s reading came back. “I called in the FPD, and the Order seems interested in the deaths as well. Agent King was pissed that I talked to the inspector, and Rick, Inspector Bishop...Well, I think there’s a lot more to his involvement than a few missing girls. It’s like there's this whole other game being played and no one bothered to tell me the rules." I picked up a plate and began to wash it.

"Take a step back,” Charlie finally said, taking the plate out of my hand. “This is a lot of information to process in one day. I get the impression that both King and Bishop are trying to do what's right. You just happen to be stuck in the middle of things. Don’t let them push you around. Remember, as coroner, you’re in charge until you release the bodies. That means you call the shots. Make them work together." As usual, Charlie was able to wade through all the confused and complicated facts and come up with just the right thing to say.

"You're right. Their personal issues aren’t my problem. I’ve asked King to meet with me tomorrow. I’ll call and have Bishop join us. Stopping the illegal charms is important, especially if they are anything like the charms I encountered, but there’s a missing girl to take into account. We need to find that girl before it’s too late.”

"I think that’s a fabulous plan. You need to get Rick Bishop involved. He plays a bigger role in this than you realize." Charlie went back to collecting dishes, seemingly finished with the conversation.

I processed her last words while I rinsed the plates, handing them to her so she could fill the washer. As she loaded the dishes, she began to hum and sway. “You know, I’ll put on some tea, and we’ll figure something out.” To her, tea was the universal cure-all.

Leaving Charlie to her tea ritual, I walked over to the stereo and flipped through some CDs until I found an old Portishead album. I slipped it in and let the eerie noir sound fill the room. The pulsing bass and anguished vocals seemed to fit my mood. The melodic sounds, moving from near silence to unrestricted bedlam, mimicked my own tumultuous thoughts.

Charlie joined me in the living room with two large cups of tea in hand. Shoving one at me, she toasted. “To lies, deception, murder. A mystery Order hunk and the FPD’s muscle. I love a juicy thriller. It makes life feel more like a Robert Ludlum novel, and this town could use a little drama.” She took a big sip.

I glanced up to the ceiling looking for some guidance from above, but none came. The sweet smell of bergamot filled the air, and I took a deep breath over the cup. With a defeated sigh, I sipped my tea. “I don’t know, maybe I can get them to work together. I think both the Order and the FPD can accomplish what they need, I will get this case off my desk, and we could find this missing girl. It’s a win for everyone.”

“See? No problem. You can figure out how to make this work. The missing girl is the key,” she said and took a sip of her tea.

I eyed her, getting the impression she knew a lot more than she was letting on. “What’s up? You’re extremely interested in this case.”

”It just seems like a coincidence, don’t you think?” She offered no further explanation.

“What do you mean a coincidence?” I pressed the issue.

She sipped her tea again. “Another teen from out of town found dead. Three in less than a year? Something connects these cases. I can see a common thread winding through each death. And then there’s the dark presence. It’s more defined and seems settled over you and these kids.”

There it was again. That talk of a dark presence. She was holding something back, and if it involved the case I needed to know what it was.

“Charlie,” I said, snapping her back to the here and now. “You’re babbling in precog again.”

“Sorry.” She downed the rest of her tea and stood, taking her cup and a couple of stray junk mail envelopes from the table. Anxiety cleaning was one of her tells. This was bothering her more than she was letting on.

“Charlie,” I said, softer. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

“I’m not sure how to make it easier to understand,” she said before walking to the kitchen. Charlie explained once that being a precognizant was like standing in front of hundreds of televisions all tuned to different channels. Hundreds of choices, hundreds of outcomes. The key was picking up on the patterns. The good ones could tell the future with surprising accuracy. And Charlie was exceptionally good.

When she returned, her eyes held a haunted expression that worried me. Concern creased her brow, and she shook her head. “Olivia, this isn’t good. You’re headed down a dangerous path. Please listen to Rick. There’s something about him, about his presence here, that’s important. He alters things. I just hope it’s enough.”

The dead cadence of her voice sent a chill down my spine, and I had the overwhelming desire to change the subject. “Damn it, Charlie,” I said with a false cheer. “How come you never see us winning the lottery? We could take the money and head to Mexico and spend our old age drinking mojitos on the beach.” My laugh rang false even to my own ears.

“Sorry I didn’t subscribe to the fairy tale channel,” she said, trying to play along, but the darkness still lingered.

We finished cleaning up in silence. The velvet crooning that echoed from the radio an apt interloper. As I collected my stuff to leave a heavy weight settled in my chest again. I wasn’t looking forward to going back to my empty house, especially after her grand proclamation about darkness and danger. I flopped back onto the sofa, delaying the trip. “What did you think of the special agent?”

“Samuel?” An evil smile spread across her face, and I was glad to see the carefree Charlie return. “He’s something, all right. I love straight-laced men. They’re so much fun to break. The law,” she said, batting her eyelashes with a mock fangirl sigh. “Lawmen are dreamy. Well, not all of them. Definitely not Brad.” She made a gagging noise, reverting back to adolescence.

“Charlie…”

“Come on. Please tell me you’re not going to get back together with him. He’s awful.”

“He’s not that bad. He has his charm. But no, I’m not planning on getting back with him. He just helped me out the other night,” I said and looked away. My cheeks warmed as I remembered exactly how I’d used him. “I agreed to go out with him to return the favor. He said he missed hanging out with me. And we’ve been working well together, so I could see us being friends.”

“Oh, my God. How long did I tune out that you went there? Brad is a jerk. He doesn’t have women who are just friends. When he said he missed hanging out with you, he meant sex. Please tell me you know that much.”

I could have argued, but Charlie had been there when I’d fallen apart after our breakup. She was the one who’d come over, ice cream and Scotch in hand, telling me I’d made the right choice. She was the one who helped me move on. So instead of making excuses, I just nodded.

“It’s ridiculous. If this case is affecting you that much, you need something to take the edge off. Sex with Brad is not the answer, but I know what is.” An impish grin lit her face, breaking the heavy mood. “I’m taking you dancing.”

Leave it to Charlie to have the right answer. Dance clubs were my secret vice. Looking at me, you'd never know I loved loud, pulsing, sweaty nightclubs. The pounding music and unbridled emotions were an addiction.

It had been months since we’d been to Club 34, an industrial club outside of Indy. Hitting the clubs was a tradition we had started after my grandmother died. Charlie hauled me kicking and screaming to one of her favorite techno dance clubs. I had been in a dark place, and nothing she did seemed to help. On a whim, Charlie thought the energy at the dance club would shock me out of my depression. She had been right. The emotional lift ripped me from the edge of despair, and I was finally able to start healing. After that, we decided nightclubs were an empath’s Prozac.

A night of sweaty dancing was just what I needed.

I kept a few outfits at her apartment since it was a hike to get back to my house. Work clothes, something casual for when I stayed over, and my clubbing gear for nights like tonight. I selected a skin-tight dress that left little to the imagination. It clung to and accentuated every curve. Even though my “look” was out of fashion, I liked to think I had more of a classic beauty, like the sultry vixens of the silver screen. I was tall and busty: a body by Vargas.

The low-cut back of the dress showed off my tattoos. I was up to three now. It might have been my reluctance to advertise my powers or my fear of needles that kept me from covering myself in ink, like so many witches. Mine were small and understated. A sparrow on the base of my neck had an aura spell inked in it. It helped focus my powers so I could connect with the fading aura during my reads. The caduceus on my wrist contained a diagnostic spell. It was vital in identifying illness and injuries. And my first, a lotus with pink petals, unfolded at the small of my back. The spell there was for clarity of heart and mind, my focus.

Clarity was one thing I struggled with. In learning about my gift, I had only come across two types of empaths: power-hungry manipulators and those driven mad. I pulled power through the lotus petal on a daily basis, a kind of meditation to help center myself, with the hope I would become neither.

I pulled the back of the dress up to cover the flower, slipped on my high heels, and grabbed my purse. Tonight I’m leaving the case behind and enjoying myself for a change, I thought as I headed downstairs.

A few minutes later, Charlie joined me. The clicking of her boots echoed through the empty room as she made her way down the stairs. And the real Charlie was ready to play. She wore leather bike shorts and a shirt that was little more than a sports bra. The outfit artfully framed her dozen or so tattoos, highlighting the riot of color that splashed across her skin. They varied in size from the small blue star that graced her shoulder to the massive sepia-toned wings that covered her entire back. Even her jewelry was loud and aggressive. She had replaced the thin silver ring in her eyebrow with a harsh spike. A heavy chain ran from an ear piercing to her nose. And to top it off, she had spiked her short red hair to gravity-defying heights.

It surprised me every time we went out, how completely she could change. Tonight she was like one of those exotic jungle birds, full of color and spiked edges, and every inch of her screamed “Charlie.”

“Let’s blow this popsicle stand.” She flicked her tongue, and the newly reinserted piercing clicked against her teeth. “I need to dance.”

On the drive to the club, we had more time to talk. Since she had moved out, I felt as if I was missing out on her life. “So, I haven’t seen Zoe for a while. We should have invited her to come with us.”

“Oh, you know how it goes. She has her family drama, and I want to give her space. I know she’s looking for something long-term. But until she takes a stand with her parents, I can’t see us taking it to the next level.”

Charlie was three years younger than I, but she seemed to have a better grasp on the whole relationship front. I hoped Zoe figured out her issues. They were good for each other.

“What about you?” she asked. “Maybe we should have invited that hunky special agent.”

I had to choke back a laugh. “Seriously? I don’t think that man could find fun even if it bit him on the ass!”

“But you have to admit it’s a nice ass, and he had some impressive equipment.”

“I will give you that.” I smiled remembering how I also had admired Agent King’s equipment. “But I’ll be glad when he’s gone. His sour mood is way more than I can handle.”

Charlie’s second job was trying to find me a “proper witch” to date. When we were younger she had decided I’d only be happy with another witch and had taken an unhealthy interest in my love life. She was determined to find the right guy. I wasn’t sure where she found some of the men she paraded in front of me, but Charlie never missed a chance to set me up. She’d even tried to sign me up for Magic Match, an online dating site.

I nixed that idea right away. I could see it now:

“Hi, I’m Olivia. I’m 35 and love animals and dance music. Occupation: funeral director and coroner. I spend my days with the dead. Powers: empathy and reliving people’s dying moments. Oh, and by the way, please be a nice guy because, with my abilities, I’ll be able to tell if you’re married or secretly want to date the guy at the table next to us.”
It would make it easier to weed out the weirdos, but I was worried I’d fall into that category too.

“What about that Rick?” Charlie said, not letting the subject go. “He seemed nice and was easy on the eyes.”

“Yes, he was. But he’s too charming, and way too confident for his own good.” Between the two men, Rick was far more dangerous in my book. I had just met him, and despite my protest, I was already taken in by his easy nature.

“I actually liked him. I think you could use someone like him your life.”

“How so?”

“You need someone to remind you that you’re not dead. All work, no play will make you crazy, Olivia. I wish you’d let loose every once in a while and do something reckless.”

“I run a business. I have employees. And on top of that I’m a public figure. We aren’t teenagers anymore. I have responsibilities.”

Realizing she had strayed into a sensitive subject, Charlie turned on the music. “Screw responsibilities. We just need to have some fun tonight.”

We rode the rest of the way singing to bad songs on the radio until she pulled off the highway. The club was located in a nondescript, windowless warehouse. It would have been easy to mistake it for just another industrial building until you spotted the colossal, tattooed man dressed in leather standing outside the red entrance door.

Charlie gave him a wink as we approached. “How’s it hangin’, Bruce?”

Neither of us actually knew his name. He hadn’t so much as spoken a word to either of us over the years we’d been coming here. But one night I mentioned that he looked a lot like Lou Ferrigno from “The Incredible Hulk,” and the name Bruce just stuck.

Although we’d never had a conversation, I considered Bruce a friend. When I started coming here, I had no clue how the crowds would affect me. The first night I almost left with a pack of drunk kids from the local academy on their way to another party. Bruce took one look at my glazed expression and yanked me out of the group. Treating me like a naughty toddler, he set me on a stool by the front door until one of his lackeys found Charlie. After that, Charlie and I were careful not to get separated, and instituted a “no man left behind” policy. For all his rough exterior, Bruce was one of the good guys.

As usual he nodded and silently opened the door for us. Charlie landed a kiss on his cheek before strolling in, and I thought I might have seen a small twitch of a smile as I passed, but it was gone before I could be sure.

The dark smells of sweat, cigarettes, and sex that hung in the air washed over me as we entered the club. The darkness of the warehouse was cut only by the red and blue spotlights that swirled and danced to the thumping house mix. The rhythmic bass of the music pulsed through me like a heartbeat.

Immediately the waves of emotion crashed into me, sucking me in. With Charlie on my heels, I joined the masses, just another body worshiping at the triple altar of abandon, madness, and debauchery. It was better than any high. Soon, I became part of the crowd and lost all sense of self.

After a few hours, Charlie caught my arm and pointed toward the bar. We forced our way to the back of the club. I ordered a beer and vodka cranberry while Charlie tried to find a free table for us to stand at. The club was starting to thin out, and we snagged a spot in the back.

We’d just started our drinks when a young guy pushed his way between us. He gave me a “tough luck” shrug, turned his back to me, and focused his attention on Charlie. It wasn’t unusual for her to get hit on. Charlie’s pixie punk-rock look was a big hit in the clubs, but this guy was beyond rude. I moved to the side, peering around his purple spiked hair, and shot a questioning look at her. She shrugged and mouthed “Got me.”

The interloper leaned close to Charlie and tried to strike up a conversation over the deafening crowd. I leaned against the table, almost feeling sorry for the guy as she skillfully rebuffed his advances.

Charlie could handle herself, so I closed my eyes, and soaked in the atmosphere. I could feel the stress wash out of my system with each throb of the bass. But through it all, I picked up a dark spike of energy and my eyes shot open. The discordant note set my pulse racing, and I searched frantically for the source.

The man hitting on Charlie held a leather strap in his fist, a stone (a charmed one, of course) dangling from the end. I focused on it, trying to get a read, but the crowd interfered too much. He tried to hand the necklace to Charlie, but she didn’t accept it. Without hesitation, I dumped the rest of my drink over his head and snatched the thing from his grip. When the stone touched my palm, I recognized the signature. It was like the other charm I’d found on the girl, but it wasn’t charged. Not waiting for me to explain, Charlie hooked an arm around me and hauled me away from the table. Purple hair stood there screaming what I can only imagine were curses in my direction.

"What was that about? You didn't seriously think I'd take a strange charm from that creep?" she asked as we got closer to the front.

Charlie hated it when people assumed she was weak just because she was small. I knew she could handle herself. Besides being a powerful witch in her own right, Charlie was an excellent marksman, and I’d witnessed her bring a man twice her size to his knees. She was the person I wanted on my team if the shit ever hit the fan.

“It was that charm. It might just be me, but I’d swear it had the same signature as the one from the crash site. I know you can take care of yourself. But you know how I get at the clubs...Poor impulse control." I looked at her with my best pout. "Sorry!"

Charlie just shook her head, dismissing the whole thing. "We'd better tell Bruce," she finally said.

We made our way through the crush of bodies to the exit. At the front of the club, I slipped an arm around Bruce so I could get close enough for him to hear me. “Keep an eye out for a boy with spiky purple hair and a Blondie T-shirt. He’s giving off predator vibes. I think he's passing illegal charms.” Bruce’s eye twitched at the mention of trouble. I knew he took my warning seriously.

“You’re such a good bouncer,” I said. My buzz hadn’t fully worn off yet, and before I knew it I gave the stocky man a bear hug. “I’m so glad you’re here to protect everyone. Good night, Bruce.”

He slipped out of my arms and gave me a disapproving look.

“Oh, relax,” I said and slapped him on the chest. “I’m not coming on to you.” I took another step forward and whispered in his ear. “But you are missing a really good time.” I trotted off after Charlie, giggling like a drunken college girl. Halfway to the car I stopped, blew Bruce a kiss, and waved goodbye. I wasn’t actually interested, but I got a perverse pleasure seeing him so uncomfortable from the attention. Charlie was right. The straitlaced guys were fun to tease.

After I had turned around, Bruce whistled to one of his minions and I knew he’d take care of the problem. I wouldn’t want to be that punk kid.

“Get in the car,” Charlie said, rolling her eyes as I strutted up behind her. Physically exhausted, I crawled into the passenger seat and closed my eyes, the bass still pulsing in my blood. The incident with the charm made it difficult for me to hold on to my earlier buzz, but I did my best.

I was half asleep by the time we reached Armstrong’s, so I opted to crash in Charlie’s spare bedroom. I drifted off and clung desperately to the mirage of contentment. Morning would be here soon enough, bringing reality crashing back in.

 
SEVEN
January sixteenth
 
Charlie was up before me, waiting as she did almost every morning, with a mug of hot coffee in hand. Before I had even managed to shower and dress she had made breakfast, outfitted herself in her secretary disguise, and gotten ready for the day.

“The Mathison family should be here by ten.” She handed me my coffee and started going over the schedule for the day. After reminding me of a few more items that needed my attention, she brought up our conversation from last night. “Don’t forget, Rick is going to be by this afternoon. Make sure you invite him to the meeting with Special Agent King.”

I groaned, second guessing the plan we’d come up with. Now that I was feeling more like myself, I wasn’t sure I should get in the middle of a pissing match between the FPD and the Order.

“I should just hand over the case to the Division. I don’t think I should get involved. King made it clear he didn’t want to work with the Order and specifically not with Inspector Bishop.”

“That sounds like a personal problem. He’ll get over it.” She dismissed the issue summarily.

“Why should I make it my problem? What if Rick is just as resistant? This isn’t my job. All I need to do is determine the cause of death.”

“If not you, then who? You’re the only person who’s linked the other cases with this one. The last time you left it to the ‘authorities’ they let the ball drop. You dispelled the charm. That means you’re the only one who can identify the magic that was used to enchant it.”

I picked up some bacon and took a bite, thinking. She was right about one thing. If these three cases were linked, this might be my only opportunity to get the FPD and the Order involved. The local sheriff’s department had refused to act on the information last time. There was a bigger case here, and I knew my best hope was to get Agent King interested.

Pointing my half-eaten rasher of bacon at Charlie, I said, “Call Dan and have him come in early to handle the Mathison viewing. The makeup still needs to be done, but after that he just needs to follow the schedule. I’m sure he can handle that without my help. I’m going to spend the rest of the day wrapping up this accident and putting together some information about the other cases.”

“Before he left yesterday, I told Dan to be in early,” she said and sat beside me. “He was thrilled when I told him he’d be in charge of the whole thing. You should have seen him. I’m sure he went home and posted it on Facebook.”

Having a precog employee had some advantages. My morning seemed wide open now, but I wasn’t quite ready to leave the comfort of Charlie’s apartment. Stalling, I pushed the eggs around on the plate.

“Thanks for last night. I needed some time away. I hope you had some fun, even though we left early.”

“Are you kidding me?” She lit up. “Anytime I can play dress-up and grind with hot young bodies I’m on board. We should start doing that every Friday. I haven’t had that much fun in months.”

I somehow doubted that. Charlie was young and vibrant. She was one of those people who savored every second of life. “Why do you stay here?” I asked, not for the first time. I didn’t understand why she didn’t join one of the Indy or Chicago councils.

“I have no idea what you mean.” She feigned innocence.

“Seriously! You’d be happier in a big city working at a clinic or even running a charm shop. You’re talented and have more to offer than being my office manager. I feel as if this town is crushing you.”

With an exaggerated sigh, she crossed her arms. Her lips pulled down tight in a frown. “Olivia, you don’t give yourself enough credit. You’re my family, and I need you as much as you need me. Anyways, if I left town, I’d miss out on Friday Night Technogasm. What do you think about that for a name? I can put it on the schedule and everything. Next time we should bring Dan and see if we can rub some of that shine off him.”

An image of Dan in his pastel polo shirt grinding in the pit popped into my head, and I nearly snorted my eggs. “I think he would have a stroke just seeing you in your club gear.”

“Come now. If he’s going to be part of the team, we should at least try to include him in our social activities. I’ll take him with me to see Cho. I have an appointment in a few weeks.”

“Charlie, if you get any more tattoos I’m going to start calling you Lydia the Tattooed Lady and sell tickets.”

She ignored my comment and continued planning. “Cho only does spell ink, but there’s a pleb artist in the same shop. I’ll call and see if they can’t fit Dan in.”

Even though the thought of Dan with a tattoo seemed so absurd, I couldn’t get the image out of my head. Between bites of eggs, I mused. “He might go for it if we picked out a little black hearse or something like that.”

Charlie slapped the table. “I’ve got it! A Day of the Dead skull with an embalming tube wrapped around it.”

“No.” I was laughing so hard now that a tear ran down my cheek. “That’s too symbolic. He needs something literal. A dead guy in a coffin with two thumbs up.”

“Hello!” A voice called up the stairs. We both stopped laughing and held our breath. “Charlie, are you up?” Dan’s voice echoed from the door. “I came in early so I could be sure everything was perfect.”

Charlie and I looked at each other and burst out laughing.

“Uhm…Hello?”

I snorted and waved my hand frantically, trying to get Charlie to stop laughing. “We’re up here, Dan,” I said, dabbing at the tears running down my cheeks.

The door cracked open, and he peeked around the frame. “Did I miss out on a joke?”

Without missing a beat, Charlie said, “We were just discussing art.”

He opened the door all the way and nodded. "Art’s cool,” he said, “but I don't like that abstract stuff.”

Another round of hysterics hit me, and I had to take deep gulping breaths to get myself under control. Dan opened his mouth as if to say something else, and I held up a hand in a plea for mercy. “Please. I’m done. I’ll see you downstairs.” I grabbed the toast from my plate and fled the room, leaving a befuddled Dan in my wake.

My morning may have freed up, but I still had work to do while I waited for Rick. I put on a pot of coffee and headed to my office.

When Terry bequeathed me Armstrong’s Funeral Home, I was thrilled. After working with him for years, I knew the funeral home was where I belonged. But when I walked into my office and saw the blinking red light on the phone and the piles of unopened mail, I wished I had a simple nine-to-five job. It would be nice not to worry about making payroll or meeting the current government regulations. Being in charge wasn’t as glamorous as the brochure had made it sound.

After an hour of working on billing and cost reports, my eyes started to cross. I needed another cup of coffee and perhaps a donut from the kitchen. The quiet sound of mourners filtered in from the nine a.m. viewing as I opened the door. Unable to help myself, I crept through the crowd and made the rounds.

Charlie and Dan had everything under control. I spotted a few things I would have done differently, but overall I felt like a proud parent. My little Dan was all grown up.

Dan noticed me in the crowd, and a look of concern washed over his face. Worried there was a problem, I crossed the room.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

Before he could answer, a young woman walked up and grabbed my hand. She was the daughter, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember her name. “Thank you so much. You’ve done such a wonderful job.”

Mary Beth? Mary Sue? Damn it. I stayed out too late last night, and my head was a little foggy. “If there’s anything you need, please ask. We’re here to help you in any way we can.”

“Everything has gone so well.” She smiled at Dan. “You’ve been so helpful. I just wanted you to know that.”

Mary Anne! That was it. “Thank you, Mary Anne, Dan will be here if you need anything.” She gave a sad nod and moved away to join the rest of her family.

I turned back to Dan. “You looked worried there for a minute. Do you need some help?”

“I don't think so. I thought you were going to be busy, and when you came out... I don’t know. I thought I was doing something wrong. Everything is exactly like you showed me. I didn’t forget something, did I? Are we out of coffee? Do I have enough memorial pamphlets? Oh my God, was this supposed to be a closed casket?”

I placed a hand on his shoulder and sent out some calming energy. “Dan, take a breath. You’re doing just fine. I came out to see if you needed any help. Everything looks perfect.”

“You think so?” His voice was so full of relief I almost laughed.

“Of course I do. I trained you, after all. Plus, if you screwed this up I was going to fire you.” He turned sheet white, and I laughed. “I’m kidding. Loosen up, Dan. Charlie was right. Next week we’re taking you out. You’re part of our team now. We look out for one another.”

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.” His lower lip quivered a bit, and I prayed he wouldn’t tear up.

Really? Was I that intimidating? I let out a deep sigh. I needed to work on my people skills. “Keep up the good work.” I patted his arm gently and went back to my office.

After a few minutes, I heard a light knock on the door. It was still early, and I wasn’t ready for Rick yet. I was trying to formulate a cohesive thought when Charlie pushed the door open.

“Olivia, I’m sorry. I tried to handle this, but Mr. Zell insisted on speaking to you directly.”

Zell? I ran through a mental list and remembered one of my waiting messages. Mrs. Zell had passed away the previous night, and Dan had overseen the pickup. She had a prearranged service. Everything was already in place, so this should be easy.

“It's fine, Charlie. Show him in.” Despite all the paperwork, kidnappings, and jurisdictional rivalries to deal with, I knew death wasn’t about to wait for me to get my act together. Neither did the bereaved.

Charlie pushed open the door, and a large middle-aged man waddled past her, moving as though each step took a renewed effort. His skin had an unhealthy hue, and a light sheen of perspiration glistened on his brow. Upon seeing me, his lips screwed up as though he’d just bit into something unpleasant.

“Mr. Zell, I’m so sorry for your loss. The nursing home contacted us last night. Be assured we have everything in place per you mother’s wishes.”

“HA! I don’t see why you’re sorry. You’ve swindled my mother out of her savings.” He pounded my desk, a crumpled invoice clutched in his meaty fist.

So it was going to be that kind of meeting. “Mr. Zell, I can assure you that your mother—”

“Was cheated by you,” he interrupted. “I’ve seen that Dateline show. I know how you guys work. I want her money back. I mean, look at these charges. Wood coffin: Seventeen hundred. Transport charge: six hundred. Preparation fees…It’s highway robbery.”

He was getting loud, and I didn’t want the other family hearing him. I knew the fastest way to deal with this would be to figure out his motivation. Slipping the silver ring off, I reached out my senses and concentrated. A hot blast of anger hit me, but there was something else.

“I can assure you, your mother was extremely cost-conscious when she made her arrangements,” I said, still probing. “We managed to keep the total cost under eight thousand.”

Bingo! That was it. A sour hint of need flowed in my direction at the mention of cost. This wasn’t about his mother. It was all about greed. I watched him lick his lips; an insatiable want for more wafted from him.

“You took advantage of her. She doesn’t need all this crap. Do you have any idea how large her medical bills are?”

What an asshole! I had spent a week with Ina Zell at the nursing home, planning her funeral. The end stages of lung cancer had ravaged her body, and she knew it was just a matter of time. Ina loved her son and had made all the arrangements so he wouldn’t have to. She’d even told me there was a healthy inheritance and life insurance policy.

This was the worst part of the business. I saw it all the time, but it still made me angry. My “pleasant” smile started to slip. “Mr. Zell, I’d be happy to talk with you about your mother’s arrangements.”

“I’m going to call Channel 26 news and tell them how you swindled my mother.”

Screw reasonable, I decided.

I pushed a wave of power toward him infused with serenity.

“Mr. Zell, we’ve done nothing wrong.” I continued to send calming feelings his direction.

“Uh. Well…I suppose. But that still seems like wasted money.”

I cranked it up to happy, and gave another little bump. “She did this for you. She wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be burdened, so she took care of everything.”

“Okay.” His face slackened, breath slowing. A flash of confusion shot through his eyes, but then he smiled. “Mom was always great at planning. I shouldn’t be worried, right?”

“Your mother did a terrific job planning. She was a lovely woman. I’ll be sure to take exceptional care of her. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” I looked in Charlie’s direction and nodded toward the door.

“If you’ll follow me. I’ll show you the programs your mother selected.” Charlie led him out of the office, eyeing my bare hand. She shook her head and closed the door behind her.

I picked up the ring and fingered the smooth silver. I’d done nothing wrong. Grumbling under my breath, I slammed the desk drawer shut. My gut twisted. Part of me felt sick, but another part felt justified, and that’s what scared me.

Noon came and went. Maybe Inspector Bishop was going to cancel. I wasn’t sure it would make a difference in my plan. King might be more willing to work with me if the Order wasn’t involved.

My cell buzzed, shaking me out of my meditation. Brad’s smiling face looked back at me from the screen.

“Hello?” I wondered what Brad could want.

“Hey, I have tonight free. How about we reschedule that date?”

“I’ve got a lot going on right now. I’m not sure when I’ll be free.” I kicked myself for having opened this can of worms again. I couldn’t keep stringing him along. He deserved that much. “Listen, I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking the other night. I don’t think going out is a good idea. Nothing's changed since we broke up.”

“I know, but I thought you might reconsider now that you’ve worked at the coroner’s office for a while. You could go back to just being a funeral director. You don’t need to use magic to do that.”

I let out the breath I’d been holding. Brad still thought being a witch was a lifestyle choice. That if I cared enough about him, I could stop being a witch.

“I’m not going to argue with you about this. It’s my fault I let you believe things were different between us. I really am sorry.”

“Yeah, Sally told me how sorry you were. You don’t have time for me, but you had time for a quiet lunch with some Order lackey. And now there’s an FPD asshole trying to push his weight around the station. Things don’t have to be this way. You have other options.” His voice was bitter with old resentment.

“Brad, it’s who I am. Changing isn’t an option. We’ve talked about this…”

“Don’t bother. I guess you made your choice.”

The line went dead, and I stared at the silent phone in disbelief. I didn’t understand why I felt ashamed. I was tired of pretending to be something I wasn’t. But even though he was totally out of line, a small part of me mourned the fact I couldn’t be the woman he wanted.

Rick arrived about an hour later, and Charlie showed him in. She glanced in my direction and mouthed a supportive “you can do this.”

I sighed. Here goes nothing. “Please, take a seat.”

“I enjoyed our lunch yesterday,” Rick said and sat across from me. “After I left, I looked you up. I don’t know why I didn’t connect you with Joseph Harmon. He wasn’t just a teacher in St. Louis. He was the Provost, and the leading American expert in charm craft.”

I shrugged off his accolades, unused to the praise. I knew my father was something of a celebrity in Order circles, but around here the Harmon family members were more oddities than local heroes. With a sweeping gesture, I smiled. “Not exactly what you’d expect from the daughter of a legend, is it?”

A smile crossed his lips. “Oh, you’re exactly what I expected.” Rick sat back in the chair, examining me with a curious glint in his eye. “It actually explains a lot.”

I was tiring of this cat-and-mouse game, so I was direct. “I appreciate your coming back. I’m happy to assist you in any way I can, but unless you’ve been officially invited by the local authorities, there’s not much I can do.”

“If you can’t release the items, I understand. But is there any way I can at least take a look at what was in the car? I was hoping there would be something that could help me find the other girl.”

The figure I had glimpsed during my reading could have been the girl; I thought about telling him, but hesitated. Charlie seemed convinced that I needed both Rick and Agent King, working together.

“I had an intriguing visit from an FPD agent yesterday afternoon after you left. Special Agent Samuel King.”

“Oh,” he said, undisturbed by the mention. “Is the FPD finally taking these disappearances seriously?”

“I don’t know. King is here because of Scott Malone, not the girls.”

“Figures. Missing kids from the witch tenements wouldn’t warrant a visit from the very Special Agent King.” Rick stared out the window, a mixture of resentment, frustration, and maybe even a bit of regret pulsing from him.

“Should I be concerned that he doesn’t want to work with you?”

“Samuel and I go way back. His problems with me are personal and have nothing to do with my case.”

His statement sounded sincere, but it still didn’t explain much. I began to fidget with my still-bare finger, and thought how easy it would be to find out myself.

“So, am I telling the truth?” he quipped, snapping me back to the moment. I followed his gaze to my ring sitting on the desk, and my hands stilled.

“I wasn’t reading you. I wouldn’t... I just want to know why there seems to be bad blood between you. It’s important. I have to know I can trust you.” I was babbling now. I bit my lip and let out a deep breath. The encounter with Mr. Zell still sat heavy in my mind. I hadn’t done anything wrong. And even if I had used my powers, so what? I had the skill. Why shouldn’t I use it?

I slipped the ring back on my finger. “I wasn’t reading you,” I said again.

Rick looked up, meeting my gaze, and shook his head sadly. “If you have doubts, why didn’t you use your power?” he asked, echoing my own thoughts. He raised his hand in a dismissive gesture when I didn’t answer. “I’ve told you exactly what I'm interested in. No one else is looking for her but me.”

“I think I can talk Agent King into helping with your case—”

“No!” The ferocity of his objection caught me off guard. “Sarah’s parents came to the Order because no one else would listen, especially the FPD. The authorities didn’t care enough to look for the girls. They wrote the whole thing off as a couple of runaways. What does it matter that two more poor kids went missing. Why should they admit that some bastard snatched them?” His voice was harsh and full of bitterness. “These girls aren’t the first to go missing, and no one is looking for any of them. The FPD knows what’s going on. Hell. I wouldn’t put it past some of those bastards to cover the whole thing up. It would be bad for public relations.”

A heavy silence filled the room while I processed what he'd said. After a moment, he asked, “Don’t you think it’s strange the FPD sent an agent up here just to collect Malone’s belongings? Why not just request a report?”

This had crossed my mind. “Agent King seemed to believe Malone had been traveling with some dangerous charms,” I said.

But was that enough for him to come up here? The reasoning sounded weak even to my ears.

With a soft laugh, Rick shook his head. “And that’s an appropriate use of Samuel’s time? Delivery service? I’ve worked with Samuel before. He’s a decent man and a talented witch. This is below his pay grade.”

I turned and looked out the window. The landscape, in contrast to my emotions, seemed peaceful under a fresh blanket of snow. There was only one thing I could do. “Can you stop by my house tonight? I have some information I hope can help you. It’s my duty to help Agent King with his case, but I want to help you too.”

“Samuel won’t thank you for getting me involved.”

“That will be my problem. The FPD is focused on these charms, but if there’s a missing girl, that needs to be our focus.”

“Fine, I’ll be there. But I’m not making any guarantees that I'll be able to change Samuel's mind. He may be a pro at his job, but he’s too rigid for his own good.I’m not backing down. Not this time.”

Still unsure about how the night was going to play out, I gave him directions to my house. I really hoped I was making the right call.

EIGHT
January sixteenth
 
I managed to slip out early so I could spend some time researching. I couldn’t shake the feeling I was missing a large chunk of information. And if I was going to poke my nose into something that didn’t involve me, I needed to be prepared. The charms were the best place to start, so I packed up the evidence bags along with the case files and headed home, hoping my father’s old texts would shed some light.

I had two hours to prepare by the time I pulled off the main road onto my private drive. The anxiety was back, but when my house came into view I started to relax. Now that I was on my home court, I felt back in control.

“Eclectic” would be the best word to describe the Harmon homestead. The loose stacked-stone walls reached up to meet the high gabled roof in a haphazard way, as though right angles and square rooms were the exception, not the rule. From the front, the house looked normal enough, like a fairy tale country cottage tucked away in an enchanted woods. The sight evoked images of girls with red cloaks and elderly grandmothers, but over the years my family built onto and expanded it. What looked like a simple two-story home was actually a sprawling compound of additions and outbuildings, and I loved every square inch of it.

Spike, my black-and-white tabby, greeted me as I approached the front door with my load of work. The plump cat flopped down and rolled on his back, tail twitching in excitement. Stroking his exposed belly with the toe of my shoe, I tried not to dump the box balanced on my hip as I unlocked the door. When I finally managed to get inside, Spike dashed under my feet and raced to the kitchen. No doubt he was pissed he’d been locked out the entire night.

It had been a long thirty-six hours, and I took a moment to let the stillness of the house surround me. Nothing banished stress like a homecoming.

I slipped off my shoes and walked through the open-plan living room to the kitchen. After a day like today I’d usually hit the liquor cabinet, but I would need every brain cell I could spare so I settled for caffeine instead.

Armed with a large cup of coffee and the bag of charms in hand, I made my way to the library. It was the largest addition to the main house, almost doubling the footprint along the rear of the building. The large two-story room had been well-used by generations of Harmons, including myself.

The familiar smell of aged paper greeted me as I pushed open the doors. My father’s family had all been lovers of the arcane and collected books as some people collected stamps. The library was filled with tomes on every imaginable subject and magical working. The leather-bound books and worn journals had been crammed into every possible space on the sturdy, dark wood shelves that reached to the top of the vaulted ceiling.

I may not have inherited the scholarly tendencies of my family, but I still honored my heritage by paying homage to their legacy. If this house was my sanctuary, then the library was the altar at which I worshiped. It was where I went to find solace and answers.

Despite its size, the sprawling room was comfortable. Two well worn chairs were tucked in the corner next to a large stone fireplace, and a cozy nook framed the window. I dumped my things on the small desk on the other side of the fireplace and scanned the shelves. Most of the books within arm’s reach covered healing and potions, my grandmother’s specialties, so I pulled out the ladder in order to reach the upper shelves where the large collection of charm books my father had amassed now resided. Within a few minutes, I’d gathered half a dozen books I thought would help, and I started my quest.

It didn’t take more than an hour of poring over countless texts before I realized I was getting nowhere fast. There was nothing useful in any of the books I’d found. Frustrated, I was ready to give up.

The wasted time merely served as a reminder of the poor effort I’d put into my training. Chalk it up to teenage rebellion or just youthful arrogance, but I had never found a craft that called to me, and Gran had never pushed. She had always assured me I’d find my way eventually.

Over the years, I’ve attempted to learn all manner of crafts, picking up interesting skills along the way. I’ve learned to craft simple charms and brew a few useful potions, and even tried my hand at healing, but nothing has ever grabbed my attention. There was a time in my early twenties when I was confident I could be an inker and trained for a few weeks with a tattooist. The spell inking was easy to learn, but lacking an artistic flair I quickly discovered that wasn’t a good fit, either.

Throughout years of dabbling, I never found my calling as witch. I had my talent under control and that’s all that really mattered to me. Or so I thought. My lack of skill had never bothered me before. During my research, as I hit one wall after another, I realized how that lack of training put me at a disadvantage.

In a last ditch effort to identify the charms, I decided to try a simple location spell. I could never get most spoken spells to work, so last solstice Charlie had written a simple glyph for me to help keep track of my keys. Making a slight modification, I hoped it would help me find the right book. Tearing open the evidence bag, I picked up the delicate chain I’d taken from Sarah and slipped the dead stone into my palm.

With a steady hand I traced the glyph on the small stone, adding a symbol for energy to the bottom. I concentrated on the lingering power signature and closed my eyes, pressing will into the glyph. Slowly, I traced my fingers along the spines that lined the shelves as I started my search. Olly, olly, oxen free.

Fifteen minutes passed and I was only halfway through the shelves. Certain this was a waste of my time, I was ready to give up—but then a small tingle warmed my palm. My eyes shot open and I set my focus on the unique vibrations, slowly running my finger across the spine of each book on the shelf in front of me. The stone buzzed uncomfortably in my fist, almost burning when I fingered the binding of a slim volume with no title. The book was old and fragile, the letters on the cover long since worn away. Gingerly I flipped it open.

The first page had some long-ago-faded hand-written notes, but I was able to make out the name Harmon. A long dead relative perhaps? I flipped to the title page. Bondage and Subservient Control: An Empath’s Guide. By Thaddeus Harmon.

An awful feeling settled in my gut. Suddenly I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know what secrets lay between the pages of this book. But this was the book I’d been looking for; the magic resonated with the charm.

I began skimming the thin volume. There were spells and charms all focused on empathic powers, and every one involved enslaving and controlling another person. The index listed a number of magical workings, from influence and persuasion to pathokinesis. On page six, I found a list of charms. About halfway down, I found what I was looking for:

“Slave collar - A single charm used to bond a servant for complete control. Once a slave is bonded, anyone can control them with the use of a Master Ring. Multiple collars can be tuned to one Master Ring, making this an ideal charm for any slave owner.”

My stomach turned. I knew then Sarah Pickett had been enslaved. I turned to the section on slave collars to learn more.

“Slave collars are the most effective way of controlling servants. Once the collar is locked, the servant becomes anima servus and will always be bound to you. While anyone can use the Master Ring to control the slave, the collar can only be removed by the process of retexo ab anima and only by a trained empath.”

I stared at the words anima servus, soul slave. Not just controlled bodily: the charm controlled the very soul. My hand began to shake and the book slipped from my grasp, hitting the floor with a deafening thud. Transfixed, I stood staring at the offensive manual unable to process what I’d discovered.

From nowhere, an irrational giggle started to form in my throat. Overwhelmed with the need to get away I turned and fled the room, abandoning the book where it had fallen.

The heavy door slammed behind me, the echo ringing through the empty house. I pressed against the hard oak surface, barricading the room as if I could keep the horror I had felt caged in the library. Unable to support myself any longer, I slid down the cool wood and came to rest on the hard floor. With my arms wrapped around my chest, I concentrated on breathing and pulled on the centering calm of the lotus.

In. Out.
In. Out.
My head started to spin, and I thought I was going to throw up right there in the hall. My mind tried to deny what I had read. I had no idea such things even existed. The fact that it was an empath ability made me sick. My only solace: Scott Malone was dead. I wished he had suffered more.

With a desperate need to clear my head, I retreated to the kitchen, turned on the stereo, and cranked the volume. I just had to get involved. Deciding it was now time for liquor, I poured myself a large Scotch and waited for the others while I tried to forget what I’d learned.

I didn’t have to wait long. Just after five o’clock the doorbell rang. I opened the door to find Rick waiting on my doorstep, loaded down with bags.

“I wasn’t expecting you this early,” I said, unable to keep the irritation out of my voice.

“I thought I could beg forgiveness with some pork fried rice.” He grinned sheepishly and raised a bag with a bright yellow smiley face printed on the side. When I didn’t respond, his smile faltered.

My angry face was showing. He was a good hour early, and I had been counting on the extra time to finish my Scotch and clear my head.

Ever persistent, he smiled. “I also brought egg rolls for extra insurance.” Holding up a larger paper bag, he shook it. “I’d really hate to let all this food go to waste.”

What was I supposed to do, leave the guy on my front porch for the next hour? I contemplated just that for a long moment before my stomach started to growl, overruling my need for solitude. “Make yourself at home.” I sighed and waved him in, leaving the door open, as I returned to the kitchen to finish my Scotch.

Rick stood in the doorway, not moving. “Is something wrong?”

“Oh, it’s nothing. Everything is just skippy. This whole damn thing, missing girls, illegal charms, bodies showing up on my property. Everything’s just jim-freaking-dandy.” I closed my eyes, fighting back a sudden onslaught of tears and working to slow my racing pulse.

“I wish that Scott Malone would have taken a different road that night. Crashed his car somewhere else. For all I care, you and Samuel can take his things and get the fuck out of Dodge. I’m done.”

Anger welled up in my chest, and I downed the rest of the Scotch in a single gulp. I needed to get control. I took long, steadying breaths to center myself. Breathe. Breathe. I repeated it like a mantra, trying to find my balance. The tattoo at my back burned and pulsed with every breath as I pulled on the spell there.

I felt as though I was coming apart at the seams, and I walked over to the sink to hide the wetness pooling in my eyes under the guise of rinsing out my empty glass.

As if gauging my internal struggle, Rick crossed the house to the kitchen and began to unpack the food, not questioning my outburst. Hints of spicy Chinese takeout began assaulting my senses, and my traitorous stomach growled again in anticipation.

I could do this. One meal. That’s all. Then I could hand over the case and be finished with the whole mess. We had to wait for Agent King anyway.

I took plates from the cabinet and set them down next to the bags. “The silverware is in the first drawer on the right,” I said, and went to the fridge to retrieve a pitcher of iced tea.

“I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I got a little bit of everything.” There were already six open boxes on the counter as he pulled another from the bag. Fried rice, lo mein, sweet and sour something. By the time he was finished unpacking, I had counted nine total. We could’ve fed a basketball team with the amount of food he brought.

I started to laugh. It was ridiculous, the amount of trouble he’d had gone through just to make sure there was something I’d like.

He examined the table with me and we laughed, the warm sound filling the room. “I guess I did go overboard. At least tell me I got something you like.” His eyes met mine. The almost pleading look there made him seem pathetic.

Totally out of character, I took pity on him. With a smile, I picked up a plate and poked through the boxes. “You did great. I’ll take some of the rice and the beef and broccoli. Oh! Orange chicken! I love that.” I started adding favorites, and the tension left his shoulders as he picked up his own plate to join me. With it piled full, he walked over to the table and sat. There was something so disarming about him—and that was his most dangerous quality.

During dinner, we stuck to neutral topics. Music, movies, fine—but when we moved on to books, I couldn’t help thinking about the slim journal I found. I couldn’t decide if I wanted to tell anyone about the book. King was already aware Malone was dealing in dangerous charms, so I didn’t know if this was even new information. The book was dangerous; the fact that a distant relative wrote it had nothing to do with my ultimate decision to keep the book to myself.

“Earth to Olivia.” Rick waved his hand in front of my face. “Hey, where’d you go?”

“Nowhere. I was just…” I looked at the clock. Agent King wouldn’t be here for at least another fifteen minutes, and I thought it would be a good time to pump Rick for some information.

“Agent King told me you worked with him. He wasn’t happy to hear that you were here. Why?” My interest in the story increased when I noticed him flinch.

“Let’s just say we had irreconcilable differences.”

“Over?”

“After our talk about your work, I was curious, so pulled your registration.” He stood and dumped the remaining food on his plate into the trash, not looking in my direction. The fact that he’d changed the subject wasn’t lost on me. I was really starting to wonder what those differences had been.

“You just recently registered,” he continued. “Didn’t you train at an academy?”

“No. No one in my family has trained at an academy. We’ve always passed our knowledge down. My grandmother did most of my training, and I think it was for the best. I don’t think I could have gotten into an academy if I wanted to.”

“I’m surprised your family held on to that tradition. Academy training has almost become a requirement for any public jobs. When a child shows any aptitude on the Hecate scale, most families ship the kid off. It’s a shame too, there’s so much to be learned from older generations.” He rinsed his plate off and began packing up the leftovers. “Was your mother an empath? Maybe your grandmother? Those types of traits tend to be familial.”

“I thought I was the only one.” Realizing what I’d said, I glanced up to see if he noticed. He continued closing up the small white boxes, unaware of my identity crisis.

I was suddenly uncomfortable with the conversation, so I went over to fill the sink with warm soapy water. Did I come from a line of empaths? Were they involved in slave trading? I wished Gran was here so I could ask. At moments like this I felt most alone.

When he joined me at the sink and slipped the rest of the dishes into the soapy water, I realized I hadn’t answered his question.

“My mother was a pleb. The gene comes from my father’s side. After my father's death, my mom sent me to live with his mother. The Harmons were healers, mostly. Gran ran the town clinic, and her mother before her. I guess you could say my father was the black sheep. He was brilliant at charm craft. Too bad I never picked up his gift.”

I turned off the water, deciding to let the dishes sit, and grabbed a towel from under the sink. Rick stood next to me watching my every move. As I dried my hands, he reached down and touched my ring. “Did he make this for you?”

A hot bolt of power surged up my arm and down into my torso, settling low in my gut. “It’s nothing special. I did… the charm, I mean.” I seemed to have lost the ability to string together coherent thoughts.

He caressed the silver band, making promises with his touch. I met his gaze, studying, unsure how this conversation had become so intimate.

“It’s a shame.” He leaned in and whispered into my ear. “You don’t have to hide.”

There was a loud knock on the door, and cold reality came rushing back. I stumbled back, chest heaving, trancelike state broken, and stared at him, trying to assess what just happened. He took a deep breath and shook his head, seeming equally affected. Another knock echoed in the silence between us.

“You’d better get that,” Rick said, calm and collected once again. The knocking sounded more impatient this time.

I turned and headed for the door, irritated with myself. What had I been thinking?
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I opened the door to find a scowling Samuel standing on the porch. Evidently he didn’t like to be kept waiting.

“Agent King. So glad you could make it. Please, come join the party.” With a half-hearted wave, I invited him to follow.

He only made it a few feet before stopping dead, eyes fixed directly on Rick. As he looked between him and me, his already menacing expression soured even more.

“I wasn’t aware you were on intimate terms with Inspector Bishop,” he said. The disapproval was evident in his tone. “I came here to speak with you about the case. This is FPD business and none of the Order’s concern.”

I heaved a mental sigh. Let the fun begin. “I invited Rick because I’ve found a few things that may help his case.”

“It’s not your place to share confidential information with the public.” He stressed the last word to make sure I didn’t miss his point.

I grimaced. I didn’t need to be reminded I was going against protocol, but I was standing my ground on this. “There’s more going on here than you led me to believe. This isn’t just about illegal charm trafficking.”

Agent King shifted uncomfortably, but he didn’t look away. Seeing that he wasn’t going to volunteer any additional information, I went on.

“There was a third person in that car, and I think it was the missing girl Inspector Bishop is searching for.”

Samuel looked from me back to Rick and shrugged. “So? Malone could have had the whole Colts football team in that car, and it still wouldn’t change the fact that the charms he may have been transporting are my top priority.”

“Would it make a difference if I told you I believe she killed Scott Malone?”

He narrowed his eyes at this news, and I knew it wasn’t what he expected to hear. “Murder is something that can be handled by your local sheriff,” he finally said. “Unless you have something else, my time is better spent tracking down the supplier.”

“Hold on. You asked me to do a reading, and I did. Those girls didn’t just run off with Malone. He was holding them against their will.” I fished the silver chain out of my pocket and handed it to him. “This charm was used to bind Sarah Pickett.”

“I see.” He focused on the small charm. He didn’t seem surprised to see it; perhaps he even expected it.

“This isn’t like any magic I’ve seen or even read about. Sarah’s soul was trapped, unable to move on. This charm bound her in that decaying body. If you knew about this, why didn't you warn me?”

Rick chose that moment to speak up. “So, Samuel. Why don’t you tell us why are you actually here? What is the FPD really after?” His tone was cutting, and I could feel hot sparks of irritation radiating from him. This was not going well.

“Don’t start, Bishop. You’re lucky I haven’t removed you from this house myself. Stay out of this case.” His voice was steady, each word stressed. He turned back to me. “Listen, Ms. Harmon, I understand if Rick has persuaded you into helping him with the missing girls, but I can’t stop at a moment’s notice and run down every snot-nosed brat that falls in with a bad element. This case is more important.”

“It’s nice to know some things never change,” Rick said, voice flat. “Always looking out for your case, instead of doing what’s right.”

Within several long strides, Agent King stood face to face with Rick. “You have no idea what you’re messing with here. You need to stand down.”

Heat rose in Rick’s eyes, and he leaned in to the other man with a total disregard to his personal space. In a voice just above a whisper, he said, “You can take your case and shove it. I don’t work with the FPD anymore.”

His revelation put a whole new spin on the tension between the men. This wasn’t just a jurisdictional pissing match. It was personal.

“You don’t get it. This isn’t your problem.” King’s even tone carried an obvious threat with it.

The men were mere inches apart now, and the amount of emotional energy they were giving off was starting to overwhelm my shield. I crossed the room, realizing I might need to intervene before they came to blows.

But before I could get there, King jabbed his finger into Rick’s chest. “I’m giving you the opportunity to walk away before this becomes a problem.”

“Back the fuck off!” Rick barked.

In less than a heartbeat, the large man flew backward ten feet and slammed against the wall. Agent King blinked at Rick and shook his head. Echoes of Rick’s power resonated throughout the room. Not quite sure what had just happened, I instinctively took a step back.

“Bishop,” King tried again, straightening his jacket, “this is bigger than those two girls. You have no idea what’s going on.”

“Let me guess. This is another case where it’s acceptable to sacrifice people, kids for fuck’s sake, to save face for the FPD.”

King chuckled harshly and ran a hand over his smooth head. A deep crease marred his brow, causing him to look years older, an Atlas weighed down by his burden.

“Leave it to you to miss the bigger picture,” King said. “This isn’t just about saving face. You’ve never truly appreciated what a fine line we all have to walk since coming out. Magic is just magic to you. You have no clue how the plebs would react if they knew what you could do, what she could do.” He pointed an accusatory finger in my direction. “If the public got wind that witches could enslave them, there’d be panic in the streets. We could be looking at another Burning Time.”

Bringing them together had been a terrible mistake. There was more between these men than I realized. It was as if I’d walked into the middle of the movie and couldn’t follow the plot. If I could just get a handle on the source of all this anger, the emotional drive, I might be able to guide the conversation to safer ground before they came to actual blows.

Quietly, I slid the silver band from my finger and pocketed it. I took a deep breath to calm my nerves. I didn’t dare try to manipulate either of them, but I did reach out with my senses.

A wave of anger struck me immediately, as if someone had opened the door to a raging furnace. The men had gone back to arguing, although King was keeping a healthy distance this time. The emotions here were strong and deep-running. I had to be careful not to let the intensity overwhelm me, so I closed my eyes, focusing all my attention on the inferno.

After a few seconds of separating the tangled threads of emotions, a cool, sharp note passed over me. It was different from the rest. Lying beneath all that anger was a bedrock of understanding and regard. It would have been easy to overlook, but I knew that was my key. Despite the harsh words and accusations, these men still respected each other.

Screwing up my courage, I whistled—that piercing whistle one uses to call attention. “Enough! As coroner, I’m in charge of this death investigation.” I walked between them and faced Agent King. “If you want me to release the bodies, I need to find this missing girl. She was involved in the accident. At the very least she’s a witness, but she’s also a possible murder suspect, and either way I need to interview her. You can either help us find her or wait.” I conveniently left out the fact that my report was ready to be filed, so technically I’d finished my part. But I was counting on the fact that, while he might not do this for Rick, he wanted his evidence and would be willing to help.

A long silence followed. I could almost see him mentally weighing the pros and cons, and then I felt it: a slight shift in his attitude. An acquiescing.

“Fine. If she was held with one of the charms, I’ll need to interview her too.”

“Great, so everyone’s on board now.” I wasn’t giving him a second to reconsider.

Rick chuckled behind me. I turned on him, pissed. I wasn’t about to let him ruin this by being a smart ass. But he wasn’t looking at King. His eyes were on me: more specifically, on my hand. He had guessed what I had done.

“Oh, I haven’t forgotten about you. Agent King is right; you’re not officially part of this investigation. I’m working with King, so if you want to stay and help, you two will need to bury the hatchet, hug it out, or whatever the hell you need to do. I’m not a referee.”

His smile only widened. The feelings I picked up were more like pride or delight, as though things were going exactly as he expected. I would have to ponder that later. Right now I needed to make sure I didn’t lose any ground.

“The girl was in the car when it went off the road. Do you think you could track her if I took you to the accident scene, Rick? If she’s lost in those woods, I’m not sure she’ll last another night with below-freezing temperatures.”

“I’m decent at tracking, but Samuel is much better.” Rick looked at him directly. “I’d kill to have an inspector with your tracking skills. The offer is always open.” As apologies went that wasn’t great, but it was enough.

King nodded his answer, and that one look conveyed an entire conversation. “Do you have something personal that belonged to the missing girl? With an aura signature, I can track where she went after the accident.”

“Her mother gave me a locket. It’s in the car,” Rick said and headed outside.

Just like that, the mood shifted. All past grievances were put aside, and I felt like we were all on the same page now. Maybe we could even wrap this up tonight and I could get back to my life.

Rick returned with a simple heart-shaped locket and handed it to Samuel, who examined the trinket in detail.

“There’s enough residual energy here. I should be able to track her without a problem.” Samuel pocketed the necklace and turned to me, waiting. It seemed as though I was now in charge.

“Okay then. I’ll drive us to the crash site. It’s already dark, so we need to hurry.” I grabbed my jacket and pulled on my snow boots, pausing only to rummage through the closet for a flashlight. I wasn’t about to wait another second, fearing things could still fall apart. “Let’s go, gentlemen!” I walked out the door, leaving them no option but to follow.

The drive to the accident scene was torture. I concentrated on the road, ignoring the thick silence that tainted the air. Even Dan’s chatter would’ve been better. When I saw the turn-off ahead, I almost wept. This was it. We’d find the missing girl, and I could have my normal life back.

The snow had erased any sign of the accident, creating a blank canvas. Only the occasional deer track marred the fresh snow, and it took a few moments to get my bearings. King and I followed the ruts in the ground where the tow truck had pulled out the wreck. Whether Rick was trying to give him space or still pissed I couldn’t tell, but he waited by the car.

“This is it,” I said, amazed at how unremarkable it all looked. Just yesterday two people had lost their lives here, but other than an ugly scar on a tree, you’d never know.

King pointed to a spot in the distance. “I need a little room to work. Once I get an impression, you can follow me.” He fished the necklace from his pocket and wrapped it around his hand. He began speaking quietly. The words were breathy and too soft for me to understand. A spoken spell wasn’t visible to the naked eye, but a strong working was tangible. The hair on my arms stood up and a prickling raced down my spine as he gathered more power.

I closed my eyes, looking with my inner sight. A swirling vortex of blue energy coiled around him. It expanded, reaching out misty tendrils that licked and brushed, like some Lovecraftian nightmare. The outline of a compass rose glowed in brilliant blues through his heavy leather jacket, and pulsed as he pulled power through it.

I opened my eye and watched as he walked in a slow, exacting circle. He pressed his fist against his head while he continued his chant. On his second circuit he stopped, facing a patch of trees. He mumbled something under his breath and opened his eyes, searching the horizon.

“Over there,” he said and stalked toward the tree line like a predator on the hunt. He took patient steps, pausing to listen to sounds only he could hear and then moving forward again.

I realized he wasn’t going to wait for us, so I called back to Rick as I followed after him. Together, we followed a fair distance behind King, giving him a wide berth. We had walked for quite a while before a solid form took shape in the distance. In the dark, it was hard to make out exactly what it was, but it looked like a building of some type. I stopped and tried to orient myself. We had hiked about two miles, but the road was only a few hundred yards to the right. This was the Millers’ old property. The house had burned to the ground about twelve years ago, but there were still some outbuildings on the abandoned farm.

“The pull is coming from inside,” King said as we approached what looked to be an old barn. With only a miniature key-chain light to guide him, Agent King slipped through a large gap between the boards and disappeared inside.

The building didn’t look safe. The whole barn listed to one side and looked as if a stiff breeze could topple it. The weathered paint was worn and flaking off, and in several areas, the rotting studs poked through the siding, like ribs on a desiccated animal.

I had never worked a search and rescue. Generally I was called in when the rescue part was no longer an option, so I was unsure if I should go along or wait outside. I looked to Rick for guidance. He nodded before passing through the gap himself, so I followed.

Inside the barn it was pitch black. The narrow band of light coming from my flashlight couldn’t cut through the oppressive gloom. A large metal sign lay on the ground in front of me, and I directed the beam toward the broad surface, letting the light diffuse off it to illuminate the room. It was a useful trick Brad had taught me on a camping trip we took last spring.

He was always showing me little tricks he thought would be crucial in an emergency, like how to start a fire or put up a makeshift shelter. He’d even helped me pick out a generator for the house since the power in the country went out regularly in bad weather. Thoughts of our last conversation crept in, making me feel guilty. This wasn’t the time or place, so I pushed him out of my mind and started my search.

The flashlight trick flooded the barn with light, and I was able to see. Rick and King had moved in opposite directions, sweeping back and forth across the area in a way that spoke of their training. Not wanting to get in their way, I decided to check the perimeter, looking for something, anything. Out of the corner of my eye I caught slight movement.

“Over there,” I said, keeping my voice low. I wasn’t sure what I had seen, but I didn’t want to spook it.

There in the corner was a white mass. It moved again and a flash of red curls peeked out from under the mound. It was Molly. I crept toward the girl, my movements slow and patient.

“Molly?” I called. “Molly, you’re safe now.” I tried to sound comforting, but the girl refused to turn around. I slowly walked closer, focusing the flashlight on her back. I looked back toward Rick, my eyes pleading for his help.

“Molly, we’re not here to hurt you. Sarah’s parents sent me,” Rick said, his voice warm and smooth, but the mention of Sarah seemed to make things worse.

I didn’t think it was possible, but she drew herself into a smaller ball, hiding under the hood of her jacket, as though she were trying to disappear. I held my hand up to stop the guys and shook my head, warning them away. I moved up right behind her and could see her breath in the cold, coming out in short, panicked bursts. I couldn’t imagine what she’d been through, hiding away in this decrepit barn, waiting for her captor to track her down, but I hoped she’d respond better to me, another woman. No such luck. When I touched her shoulder, she shrank from me. I hadn’t replaced the ring from earlier, so I pushed out with my mind. Safe. Calm.
“Molly, My name is Olivia.” Calm. Safe. “I’m here to help. Can you tell me if you’re hurt?”

Molly looked up then, and immediately I noticed the blood. A large gash above her eye was crusted over with dried blood and dirt. The blood had run down the side of her face and stained the top of her white jacket. Her skin had an unnatural hue that I usually saw only in dead bodies. It was like a macabre sketch, the purple tinge of her lips and flame red hair the only coloring against the sheet white skin.

I reached out to touch her shoulder and the panic returned. She tried to crawl away through a gap in the wall. When she couldn’t fit through the hole, she tried to claw her way through the rotting boards like a cornered animal.

“I need help before she hurts herself!”

Desprate, I turned to look for Rick, but it was Agent King that came to my aid and scooped the girl up in his hulking grasp. She fought his hold, pounding her fist against his broad chest, but he held tight. Despite her frantic struggles, she still hadn’t said a word. A steady stream of tears tracing paths down her pale cheeks was her only communication with us. I reached out and tried to soothe her.

“Don’t! I’ll handle it,” King said, his tone dismissive. He wrapped a meaty arm around her, pressing her body close to his chest. His lips moved in a silent chant, and her body went limp. “She’ll wake in about an hour.”

Despite his objections, I stepped closer, and I put a hand on her limp head to cast the caduceus spell. It wasn’t good. Fractured wrist, head trauma, and hypothermia.

“If we don’t get her some help, I’m not sure she’ll last that long,” I said. “My place is close, and I can have Charlie meet us there. She’ll be able to stabilize her.”

“No offense, Ms. Harmon, but I don’t think so.” Funny, when people start off with “no offense” it usually means they are about to say something to thoroughly piss me off. And Agent King didn’t disappoint. “I’m sure your friend is fine for working in a clinic, but this girl needs a real healer. The FPD has staff healers on call. I’ll have someone come to your house to assess her injuries.”

“Um, no offense, but that’s the best way to ensure this girl dies. It will take hours for someone from the FPD to get here. Are you willing to risk her life?” I asked coolly. When he didn’t reply right away, I knew the answer.

“Damn it! Call your friend,” Rick said, scowling at King. “Can she be there by the time we get back?”

“I’ll give her a call. If Charlie’s in town, she’ll beat us there.”

I fished out my cell and walked out of the barn trying to get a signal. King followed me, holding the unconscious girl. He had taken his jacket off and wrapped it around her limp body, and now he headed toward the car without waiting for us. A few paces from the barn, I finally had enough bars to place the call. Charlie answered on the second ring.

“Charlie, I need your help. Can you meet me at the house?” There was a hesitation on the other end of the line, and I thought she might say no.

“Who’s hurt?” she asked not waiting for an explanation.

“We found the missing girl, but she’s in bad shape.”

“I’m already headed toward the car.”

Rick had been waiting patiently for me to finish.

“Is she going to be all right?” he asked, coming up behind me.

“Charlie’s good. She’ll be able to help.”

“I hope so,” he said.

“Me, too,” I replied and followed him back to the car.
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Charlie was at the house by the time we arrived. I got out of the car and opened the back door. Agent King cradled an unconscious Molly in his arms.

Charlie reached out and touched the girl’s neck, gaining all the information she needed in an instant. “We need to get her inside.”

King had just made it through the front door when Molly stirred. She cracked open her eyelids and shielded herself against the light before going completely still. A small mewling sound, like from a wounded animal, escaped her lips as she suddenly tried to free herself from his iron grasp.

“Bring her to my bedroom,” I called, running ahead of him to the back of the house.

Molly had stopped struggling by the time he reached my room. I couldn’t tell if he had put her back to sleep or she had simply lost consciousness. Either way, he laid her pliable form on the bed. Charlie sat and placed both her hands on Molly’s limp body.

“I could use your help warming her,” she said, looking to me. I’d never picked up anything but the basics in healing, but I could lend some magical energy. I shoved my way in front of King and sat on the opposite side of the bed. No sooner had I laid both my hands atop Charlie’s than I had to fight the urge to pull away. The oily power that had infected Sarah also pulsed throughout Molly’s aura. Suppressing the sick feeling settling in my gut, I gathered energy and pushed it down into Charlie’s working.

The effort was draining, and I had to close my eyes so I could focus. After I found a rhythm, the ebb and flow of energy lulled me into a trancelike state.

I wasn’t sure how long we had worked the spell before Charlie finally moved her hands away, but she looked wrung out. Her naturally creamy complexion was pale and slick with sweat. The room was quiet and empty. Both men had left us to our work.

Now that Molly’s body temperature was no longer dangerously low, Charlie moved to examine the broken girl. She carefully removed the soiled jacket. Instead of jostling the injured arm, she simply cut the blood-soaked clothing from her body and then gingerly peeled the fabric away. She cautiously examined every bruise and cut before making a final determination.

“I’m going to need powdered comfrey and some fireroot salve,” Charlie said when she finally got to the gash above the girl’s eye. “I also need an ace bandage or some gauze so I can stabilize her broken arm. This head wound is serious, and I’ll need to start there. Now that her temp is normal, if I don’t stop the bleeding in her brain she might not wake.”

I ran down the hall and unlocked the unused clinic space at the back of the house. After moving a few boxes I’d stored back there, I managed to unblock the door to the supply closet. It was still well stocked from when my grandmother had accepted patients at the house. I needed only a few seconds to collect everything Charlie needed. I hurried back to my room, but she’d already started on the head wound.

“Om mani padme hum,” she chanted, laying one hand on the girl’s forehead.

Molly contorted under Charlie’s touch, sweat glistening on her exposed skin. Her body writhed and twisted under the spell, and she began to moan.

Healing wasn’t pretty. In the old days, most healers were called exorcists and were summoned to cast out demons and evil spirits from the sick. But in truth, it wasn’t spirits leaving the body. The mending of bones and tissue by magical means was (and still is, honestly) painful.

“Om mani padme hum,” Charlie continued, “Om namo Bhagavathe VasudevayaDanvantraye.”

Charlie bit her lip and hunched over the girl, focusing more power. She continued mumbling ancient mantras, her voice becoming a whisper, taking on a rhythmic tone. It didn’t sound good. Charlie was invoking the old gods: Avalokiteśvara, Dhanvantri, heck, I thought I’d heard Asclepius mentioned.

Without disturbing her, I gently laid the supplies on the bed and left. If she needed me, Charlie would come find me.

Rick and King were in hushed conference when I entered the living room. The smell of fresh brewed coffee greeted me, but I walked over to the tall mahogany liquor cabinet tucked in the corner. Normally, I’d welcome a cup of java, but I decided that something stronger was in order. After years in the funeral business, I had developed a taste for well crafted Scotch. Call it a professional hazard. A stiff drink was a suitable farewell at many wakes.

I snatched up three glasses and the bottle of Glenmorangie single malt and set them on the table. I didn’t offer the men a drink, but instead poured myself a generous serving and sat. “There’s ice in the freezer.”

Rick picked the bottle up and swished the amber liquid. It apparently passed inspection, because he poured some for himself and King.

I took a long draw from my glass. I closed my eyes, enjoying the warm, smooth burn, and relaxed as the heat spread through my chest. The tight, knotted tension was replaced by an all-over ache. I sank into the soft leather chair across from them, and took a moment to enjoy the drink. I wasn’t looking forward to what was about to happen.

“Charlie’s making progress,” I said. “So until she’s done we have some time. I’d really love to hear what the fuck is going on.”

I was tired of playing politician and mediator. My people skills had reached their limits. A young girl on the edge of death in my bed and a room full of secrets were, evidently, where I drew the line.

“Who’s going to start? Hmm? No one? Fine, I’ll break the ice. Tell me what you know about those charms,” I said to King.

A sharp twang of guilt assaulted me, and I realized I hadn’t put my ring back on. I reached down and pulled the ring out of my jeans pocket, but paused and observed a moment longer. I was a little confused by what I felt. “What are you worried about?” I asked as I slipped on the ring.

“Nothing.” The single word sounded too loud. It reverberated through the room. He didn’t say anything for a few heartbeats, and when he finally spoke, instead of answering my question he backtracked to the topic of the charms.

“Those charms have been showing up on the street for the past few months. We’ve found them on a few young kids wandering the streets, unresponsive. They’re bondage charms.”

Rick banged his glass on the table, sloshing some of the liquid over the side. “Why didn’t you tell me? Damn it, Samuel. You knew I thought Scott had the girls. You might not have given a shit about them, but you should have told me about the charms. You owe me at least that much.”

He got up from the sofa and started to pace. Lips drawn into a tight line, he glared down at King with every pass. So we were back to animosity. Fabulous.

“There wasn’t anything to tell,” King said. “I wasn’t even sure that Scott Malone was involved. And when you came to me about the missing teens, I honestly thought they had just run off. You told me yourself, Molly had gone missing for weeks on two other occasions. Malone was always rounding up street kids to peddle his illegal goods. And when you said you’d tracked the girls back to him…I just assumed. But it’s also the reason I came here personally when I was notified of his death.”

He held Rick’s gaze for a long time. Understanding seemed to pass between them in the silence. After a few awkward seconds, he looked away and focused on his glass, swishing the Glenmorangie around. I didn’t need to read him to see how distressed he was over the girls. It was written all over his face.

His comment about Malone using street kids struck a chord. I had been right about the purple-haired kid at the club; I probably should have let King know about the encounter, but I didn’t. I needed to know more facts before I laid all my cards on the table.

Rick was the one who finally broke the quiet. “Malone was just a low-life hustler. He’s not talented enough to create charms that powerful. Who’s actually behind this?”

“We haven’t had much luck tracking down the source of the charms. The victims can’t tell us how they were enslaved. We’ve been chasing shadows for weeks,” King said.

“What do you mean, they weren’t able to tell you who enslaved them?” I asked. “How could they not know? Someone had to have been controlling the charms.”

King glanced my direction, as though just realizing I was still there. He turned back to his untouched drink, and I thought he was going to ignore my question. But then he took a big swallow and said, “We haven’t been able to remove the charms.”

“I don’t understand. What do you mean, you haven’t removed the charms?” I asked, unable to keep the shock out of my voice.

“Oh, we tried. The first girl we picked was sent through standard disenchantment. The backlash from the spell was so intense, two of my agents spent a week in the hospital.”

“What about Marcus? Did he have anything to say?” Rick had stopped his pacing and now leaned against the back of the sofa. His curiosity seemed to have overridden his earlier anger.

“Who’s Marcus?” I asked.

“He’s their resident charm expert,” Rick explained before turning his attention back to King. “Did he try to remove the charms?”

“After the backlash incident, he did. The magic was entwined with the girl’s aura. Marcus said he’d never seen anything like it before. When he remove the charm her aura was badly damaged, and she fell into a coma. We haven’t tried again.”

“So, what? You’re just leaving them like that?” I remembered Sarah’s soul, trapped and terrified.

“The Department has sent a request for help. An Order expert has even lent assistance. We’ve got a few ideas but nothing concrete yet.”

“Molly has one of those charms. Does that mean…” I couldn’t ask the question.

“I’m sorry. The Order expert said the girls were lost. That the charm totally took over their auras, and we can’t get them back.”

“That’s not true. They can be released,” I said.

Now he was looking at me, eyes narrowing. “How do you know?”

I took a deep breath, preparing myself to lay everything on the table, when Charlie walked in. She looked as though she’d just finished a rotation in a trauma ward. Her usually tidy clothing was disheveled; the sleeves of her blouse were rolled up past her elbows, and dried flakes of blood clung to both blouse and pants. Her skin was bathed in sweat, hair pasted to her forehead, but she was smiling.

“She’s going to make it,” Charlie said.

“Do you need anything?” I asked as I got up, needing to assure myself Charlie was okay.

“I’m fine. You know how it is. A shower, some sleep, and I’ll be good as new. But I could use a drink.” She shot me a smile.

Taking the cue quickly, I fetched her favorite wine from the liquor cabinet and poured her some. I waved her over to join us and passed her the wine glass.

Charlie kicked off her shoes and sat on the arm of my chair, but when she looked around the room, her demeanor cooled. “So, am I interrupting something?”

“Ms. Harmon was about to tell us what she knows about the charms,” King said.

“Well, don’t let me interrupt.” In a low voice meant for me alone she said, “I’m going to get a shower. I’ve left the door open to your room, but the girl should sleep for at least the next eight hours. I’ll check on her again when I get out. She’s extremely lucky you found her when you did.” As she stood I gave Charlie a little nod, and I watched her head back to the bathroom.

After she had gone, I turned back to my audience. Well, here goes nothing. “Sarah Pickett was wearing one of the charms. When I examined her body, I discovered her soul trapped inside. Like you said, the charm had bonded with her aura, but I disenchanted the charm.”

“Did it lose power after Sarah died?” Rick asked.

“No. But I was able to break the enchantment and release her soul intact,” I stated matter of fact. “It wasn’t easy, but I was able to untangle the magic from her aura.”

They were both watching me now, waiting for me to explain further. I knew I’d have to tell them about the book, but I wasn’t ready for that yet. I downed the last of my drink, despite my instincts—it was a terrible waste of a fine single malt—but I needed a little of the liquid courage.

“I can remove the charm from Molly,” I said at last.

“You removed the enchantment from Sarah after she was dead. What makes you think you can do the same for Molly?” Rick asked.

I had expected the question, but far more telling was King’s lack of surprise at my declaration.

“You’re exceedingly quiet, Agent King. What do you think? Do you think I can disenchant the charms?” I asked.

“I wasn’t sure. I was hoping to talk with you about it later,” he said, not meeting my eyes. “We guessed that an empath might be able to counter the magic, despite the fact everyone else had failed.”

“So you knew? You knew they were empath charms? Was that the real reason you came up here? To ask for my help or to accuse me?”

King shook his head and looked up at Rick. “No, I really did come up to investigate Scott Malone. But I’m not going to lie. I was going to ask for your help, but I wanted to see how you’d react to the charm first.”

“You asshole!” I stood, towering over him, and pointed an accusatory finger. “You just let me walk into this blind, knowing full well these charms have put witches in the hospital. What if you were wrong? What if they had the opposite effect?”

“Now hold on,” King said, hands up in defense. “I didn’t think you were in any danger. The enchantment should have lost its power after the girl died. To be honest, I figured you had some experience handling powerful charms, because of your father. Since we had a suspicion the charm was based in empathy, I wanted you to get an impression of the residual magic, without bias.”

This was more than I could handle in one night. I set down my glass and stalked out of the room, making my way back to the library. I was done. If I wanted to find out about these charms, I would have to do it myself. I found the small book I had chucked across the room earlier and thumbed through the pages. Toward the back, I located the entry I was looking for: Releasing the Bond. The chapter was short, and the steps seemed straightforward enough. I was on my second read when I heard the door open. Ignoring the intrusion, I continued reading until satisfied I’d gleaned all the information.

When I looked up, Charlie was waiting for me by the door. “You okay?” she asked.

“Me? I’m fine.”

“No, you’re not. I know fine. But you,” she waved her hand in my direction, “you most certainly are not fine. You’ve got a crazy look in your eye. If I know you, you’re about to do something incredibly stupid.”

I batted my eyelashes at her, feigning innocence. “Me? When have I ever done anything incredibly stupid? Wait.” I held up a hand and shook my head. “Please don’t answer that. Have you ever seen this?” I asked, handing her the leather-bound book.

She had studied in this library almost as long as I had. I wondered if she had seen it before. Charlie examined it.

“Where did you find this?”

“You didn’t answer my question. That book describes the charms used on those girls. Did you know it was here?” I snapped, more harshly than intended, but I was tired of feeling like everyone in the room knew more than me.

"I didn't know there was a book," she said. “But I did know about Thaddeus Harmon.”

“How did you know when I didn’t? I’m assuming he’s my relative; why didn’t Gran tell me there had been other empaths in the family?”

“I don’t think she meant to tell me. We were arguing and, well, I told her I thought you should go off to an academy to be trained.” Her expression softened. She walked over and laid a hand on my shoulder. “You were struggling, and I thought she was being unfair to keep you here. Gran said she wasn’t going to hand you over to the system. The last time a Harmon empath was trained by the Order it was disastrous. She told me about Thadeus and his involvement in the slave trade, but she made me swear never to speak of it again. You know I’d never lie to you, but I didn’t think it was good for you to know.”

I looked down at the carpet and rubbed my temple. Just when I thought this night couldn’t get any worse. I wondered what was next. Maybe Spike would be possessed by a malevolent spirit bent on peeing in all my shoes, or the town would throw an old-fashioned witch burning with me as the guest of honor.

“Gods, Charlie. I know it’s not your fault, but that’s a lot to keep from me.” I exhaled slow and long, and looked up into her worried face. This was Gran’s doing, and I couldn’t stay mad at her. “I’m fine. I came in here to get away from the grim twins. I don't want to bring up old drama. I was hoping I could do something helpful. No, I know I can do something helpful. I can remove that charm.”

Charlie looked at the book in her hand and back to me. “This is some seriously dark magic. I don’t like the idea of you messing with it. The Order and the FPD have people that specialize in things like this. Let them handle it.”

“They haven’t been able to break the enchantments. But they didn’t have that book. And they didn’t have me.” My confidence returning—perhaps helped a little by the alcohol—I said, “I’m sure I can do it.”

She raised a few protests as she followed me back to the living room, but I had made up my mind. When we entered, Rick and King both turned to watch us. I knew they thought I had stormed off in a snit and was now back to play nice, but I walked right past them without saying a word, Charlie in tow, and went straight to my bedroom.

Molly was still sleeping, snug under my fluffy comforter. She looked so young and innocent in her slumber, the offending charm still hanging from her neck, and I knew I couldn’t let her stay imprisoned. She deserved a fighting chance at a normal life.

Charlie, Rick, and King all joined me in the room, and I realized I was going to have an audience. So be it. I turned back to Molly and gathered energy. No one said a word as I sat on the edge of the bed and hovered a hand just over the charm. I didn’t touch it. I didn’t want to find out what kind of kick I’d get from an active charm. So with my eyes closed, I sent out my sight.

Black tendrils of power wove in and out of Molly’s aura. The putrid energy flowed up and down her arms and legs, amassing around her head. It looked like a gruesome marionette hanging over her body. I could see why they’d had a hard time removing it.

I sent my power into the charm, anchoring it to the magic held within. Following one stream from the stone, I reached all the way to the terminus. After I was sure I’d found it all, I started pulling in the invading power, inch by inch as if I were reeling in a fishing line. I continued until I had untangled every bit of it from her aura. It was a slow, tedious process, but every time I tried to move faster a bit of the magic would escape and I’d have to start again.

Once I’d gathered all the energy into a ball, I severed its connection from the charm and absorbed it. The power settled deep in my chest. There was something familiar in its signature, but somehow wrong, like a well-loved song sung off key.

My head started to spin, and I felt drained. Something wasn’t right. Every muscle in my body tingled and tensed. The need to purge the incompatible power overwhelmed me suddenly, and it was pure luck that I managed to get to my feet and find the trashcan before I retched.

Rick was at my side in an instant, holding me steady. I could feel his cool hands against my forehead. “Just breathe. This will pass. Breathe,” he repeated.

I wanted to scream at him that I was breathing when another wave of nausea hit me. I continued to retch between unladylike obscenities until I felt all the energy drain from me, along with everything I’d eaten that day.

When everything settled I tried to stand, but the sudden change in position threw me off balance, and I had to clutch the dresser for support. I felt empty and disoriented.

“Is she all right?” I heard King say from the doorway. “What the hell was she thinking?”

“I think there’s something wrong,” I said, panic welling up in my chest. I didn’t dare move. This strange, empty feeling was incredibly alien. Breathing deeply, I tried to center myself, but when I reached for power, I found nothing. It was as though all my magic had left my body. I tried again, stretching my reach to the natural energy in the woods. Immediately, I realized my mistake. It was like opening a floodgate. A sudden rush of power surged in, and the void inside me filled to overflowing.

A warm, heady feeling spread across my middle as my synapses overloaded. The room took on a funhouse feel. The floor was unsteady, and my vision blurred. Before I could get my bearings, my knees buckled, and I headed down.

Rick snatched me before I face-planted into the floor. “Steady now.”

Pinpricks of energy flowed up my arm from his touch. The feeling was intoxicating, and I tried to lean into him and bathe in his aura.

“Hey there, Olivia.” He snapped his fingers in my face.

“Olive?” Charlie’s voice called to me. She sounded so far away. “Can you carry her to the living room?”

“No, no, no. I’ve got this,” I said, my voice louder than I’d intended. “I don’t need your help. I’m fine.” I let go of Rick’s arm and pushed away, but ended up falling into his chest instead.

Without missing a beat, he swept me up into his arms. “I think you’ve done quite enough tonight, sweetheart.”

“Don’t call me that. You’re a jerk, you know that?” I nestled my head against his shoulder, and took a deep breath, trying to clear my head. The aroma of rosemary-mint soap mixed with the powerful scent of his skin filled my senses. “Hmm. But you do smell nice.” I inhaled deeply. “Like the outdoors and leather things.”

A hand touched my cheek. “She’ll be fine. Just a minor backlash, but I've never seen it have this effect. Don’t hold on to her too long. I’m worried she’ll siphon your energy.”

Rick’s chest rumbled, and I gathered he asked Charlie something, but I couldn’t make it out.

“Just go lay her on the sofa while I get things arranged. She should be fine by morning,” Charlie said.

Charlie always took care of me. “You’re such a great friend, Charlie,” I mumbled. “You’re the sister I never had.” I reached a hand out and tried to pat her head, but she’d already moved.

She pointed at King. “You, Muscle, follow me. I need some things moved.” And with that Charlie stalked out of the room on a mission.

Rick started toward the living room. As he walked, I stroked a finger along his exposed neck, feeling the energy flowing from him. “Your energy is nice,” I said. “You’re a good guy.” I looked deeper, probing. “Oh, but you do have a dark spot. It’s cold and hard. You keep it hidden. Your deep, dark secret. Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.” I put a finger to my lips.

He stopped walking and frowned down at me. “And what do you know about my secret?”

“You won’t get me to tell.” I mimed zipping my lips but ruined the effect by laughing. “It’s safe with me, but I’ll tell you my secret.” I leaned close to his ear and despite my best efforts, my voice came out at a near shout. “Everyone’s afraid of me. Even Charlie. She tries to hide it, but I still feel it. But you know, they should be afraid. I can make them do whatever I want. I’ve done it before, and I might do it again. I can’t help myself. I’m no better than that evil bastard who made those charms.” I buried my head against his chest in a desperate attempt to hide from the truth.

“Don’t think that,” he said, smoothing the hair back from my cheek. “You’re nothing like that. You shouldn’t be afraid of who you are. I’m not.”

His tenderness touched me, but the melancholy of the moment quickly faded, replaced by an intense hunger. “I’m starving. I need some nachos! Or a pizza. Is there any Chinese left?”

“Why don’t we try the sofa first,” he said and started down the hall again.

I giggled. “Okey, dokey…Hokey, pokey.”

The rocking motion of his gait was soothing. Sighing, I closed my eyes and soaked in the warmth of his body. I thought I heard Rick swear before I drifted off, but I was relaxed and safe. I could deal with any issues tomorrow.

ELEVEN
January seventeenth.

 
The hazy light of dawn broke through the curtains, disturbing my sleep. Groaning, I wished the sun would burn out so I could pretend it wasn’t morning. My head pounded and I pulled the covers over my face, sinking back into their warmth. But the vexing smells of coffee tugged at the edge of my awareness, and I finally relented.

I shoved the covers down, squinting against the light, and looked around. The last thing I remembered was losing my dinner after I released the charm. I dimly remembered Rick picking me up and Charlie giving instructions, but after that it was all hazy. I did know she was pissed at what I’d done.

Screw it. I pulled the covers back over my head, determined to ignore the world. I was just starting to doze off again when it dawned on me that I was in my own bed. Molly had been here last night. Furthermore, I still had no idea if she was okay.

I yanked the covers off, and the pain hit me. My sides throbbed, and my head started to spin the minute I sat up. Slower this time, I inched to the edge of the bed and waited, hoping the world would stop turning so fast.

Soft noises floated from the interior of the house, and that smell of coffee taunted me again. I needed a cup. My mouth tasted as if something had died in there.

“Charlie?” I said in a rough croak. My throat was raw and damaged on top of being dry. I swallowed and tried again. “Charlie, is that you?” I waited and listened. The light conversation stopped and I heard footsteps coming up the hall. Thank the gods. I knew she’d come with coffee.

The door cracked open. Of all the people I expected to walk in, Rick Bishop was last on that list. At least he was smart enough to bring a large mug of joe.

“Good morning, sunshine!” His voice was annoyingly chipper, and he grinned devilishly. Wonderful; he was a morning person.

His hair was damp and unkempt. Instead of the sweater he’d had on last night, he was wearing jeans and an Anderson High School Bulldogs t-shirt that I was pretty sure belonged to Brad. Charlie must have found it in a drawer somewhere. Despite the sunny greeting, there were dark smudges under his eyes, and I wondered if he’d slept at all last night.

Gods, I hoped it had just been last night. “How long have I been out?”

He glanced at his watch. “About thirteen hours or so.” He came closer and set the coffee beside me on the nightstand. “I thought you might need this.”

I pulled the covers up, suddenly aware I was only wearing a t-shirt and underwear. I looked down at myself and back at him, really hoping he hadn’t been the one to change my clothes.

Rick must have noticed my discomfort and shook his head, chuckling. “Don’t worry. Your honor is still intact. I carried you to bed, but Charlie was the one who tucked you in.”

“Is Charlie still here? No, wait. I want to know about Molly first. Is she okay? Where is she?”

I was trying to piece together last night, but so much was still fuzzy. Molly had been here, but every sign of her was gone. Even the bedding had been changed since yesterday.

“She’s all right. Charlie’s looking after her,” he said.

“But what happened?”

“Before or after you passed out?” He gave me a lopsided smile and sat at the foot of the bed, a little too close for comfort. “After you stormed off, Samuel and I had no idea where you had gone. He was ready to leave, but I talked him into staying until you cooled down. Then you went straight for Molly without saying a word to either of us. I had to grab Charlie to find out what was going on. I thought Samuel was going to have a stroke when she told us what you were going to try.” He chuckled a bit, apparently remembering the look on King’s face. “He was determined to stop you, but I’ve got to give Charlie credit, she managed to talk him out of it. That girl is like a miniature pit bull, only not as nice. Remind me never to get on her bad side.”

I started to chuckle as well, but it turned into a croak. I took a quick swig of coffee to soothe the rawness of my throat. Amusing as his description of Charlie staring down King was, Rick still hadn’t answered my question. “But where is Molly?”

“Oh, Charlie had Samuel to move her to a room in the back of the house.” Rick rested back on one hand, causing the covers to shift under his weight. I yanked them back up, starting to feel a bit awkward with him sitting on my bed when I was barely dressed. “She said it was a clinic. I didn’t think you were a healer.”

“I’m not. My grandmother was the healer. She never opened a formal clinic in town. She’d always see patients here at the house,” I said.

I remembered how proud Gran had been when the addition was finished. There was an examination room, a laboratory, and two private sleeping quarters for patients. Now I just used it for storage.

“Charlie had you move Molly back there? That place is a wreck. It hasn’t been used for years.” I wasn’t proud of that fact. After four generations of healers, I’d taken a different path. Sure, I could diagnose, but without the healing skills the best I could offer was my condolences. I was far better at being a keeper of the dead than of the living.

“After she was sure you’d be fine, Charlie had Samuel and me moving furniture and hauling boxes. She thinks Molly will need at least a few days to recover before she can be moved.” He tilted his head and examined me closely before saying, “You had us scared back there. How are you feeling?”

“I think I’ll live, but I feel like someone drove an ice pick through my eye.” I smiled weakly at him.

“Well, I’m glad to hear you’re feeling better. I was worried.” His concern was touching, but then he went and ruined it. “I’ve never had someone working a case with me die. I’m sure there’d be loads of forms I’d have to fill out.” He looked up at the ceiling, as though imagining the extra work. “Yep, I’d be on desk duty for a week.”

I yanked the pillow from behind my head and smacked him. “Get out!” I couldn’t keep a straight face. “Just get out and let me get ready. And since you seem to be making yourself at home”—I waved at his clothing—“why don’t you toss some bread into the toaster. I’m starved.”

“Yes, sir.” He gave a mocking salute. “Any other orders, General?”

I tossed the pillow at him. “Just go!”

Ducking as the pillow whizzed past his head, he exited the room before I could find something harder to throw at him. When I heard the door click shut, I eased out of bed and stood up slowly. My vision blurred around the edges, and I had to hold on to the bedpost to keep from falling. I waited for a few minutes for the world to come back into focus, taking slow, deliberate breaths. Once I was sure I wouldn’t fall, I headed for the bathroom.

I needed to brush my teeth, and more important I needed to shower. I felt contaminated. It could have been from last night’s trek through the woods, or I might just have been feeling the residual effect of the magic from the charm, but either way, I had the overwhelming desire to scrub myself raw. I stripped out of my clothes and stood under the spray, letting it wash the tension and worry away. I used every drop of hot water before I started to feel human again.

By the time I was dressed, the aroma of frying bacon filled the room. To my surprise there was a full breakfast waiting for me, even though it was pushing noon. Charlie sat at the counter chatting with Rick while he tended the bacon on the stove.

“About time you got up,” Charlie said. “I was worried you’d develop bed sores.” She turned around to examine me, and I could tell by the dark circles under her eyes she’d been up all night.

“Lay off. I needed my beauty rest. How else am I suppose to keep my girlish good looks?” I smiled widely and batted my eyelashes. “But seriously, if I don’t get something to eat I might pass out, so hand over the bacon and no one will have to die.”

Rick slid the full plate across the counter. “We wouldn’t want that,” he said.

“Where did all this come from?” I asked.

“I ran to the store a few hours ago. We need to have a talk about your eating habits since I moved out,” Charlie said.

I shrugged and collapsed onto the stool next to her. I picked up a still-warm slice of bacon and devoured it in a most undignified way. I had died, and this was heaven. I snatched another piece. “I could get used to this. Are you for hire? Charlie’s right, I could use a personal chef.”

“Oh, sweetheart, I’m not sure you’d be willing to pay my rate.” Rick winked and returned his attention to the stove.

I could feel the heat rising in my cheeks. This was new. I wasn’t used to anyone besides Charlie teasing me. I couldn’t think of a witty comeback so instead I ate some more bacon.

“How do you like your eggs?” Rick asked.

“I was kidding. You don’t have to make me breakfast. I’m happy with bacon and coffee,” I said.

“She likes her eggs over medium and make it two,” Charlie said and focused her mother hen on me. “You need to eat something more than just grease and caffeine.” She leaned a little closer and whispered, “And don’t think we’re not going to talk about last night. If I had known what was involved…”

I interrupted her with a hand. “I know. I know. We’ll talk about it later. I promise,” I said under my breath. I turned back to Rick and smiled. “So, where’s Agent King?”

“When he realized you were down for the count, he went back to Indy. I expect he’ll check in this afternoon. He wanted to speak with you about last night,” Rick said as he set a plate in front of me. Two eggs, rye toast, and even a sliced orange.

I looked up from the plate and asked, “So, what? Were you a chef in another life?”

“I worked my way through academy as a short-order cook at Uncle Joe’s Waffles, but don’t ask me to make anything more impressive than eggs or pancakes. Last time I tried to cook a dinner I almost burned the place down.”

Laughing, Charlie stood up and patted me on the back. “Well, I’d better tend to my patient. Be sure and play nice, you two,” she said and winked at me before heading down the hall.

Once again, Rick and I were alone. I ate my eggs while he did the dishes, neither of us speaking. After I had soaked up the last bit of the yolk from the plate, I asked, “Have you called Molly’s parents?”

“I thought I should wait until she was conscious. I’d like to be able to tell them she’s fine, but we won’t know that until she wakes.” He picked up his mug and sat on the stool beside me.

I understood his reluctance. The loss of a child was one of the hardest things for most families to handle. Charlie said Molly would make it, but I knew from experience that even when head trauma was healed, there was no guarantee the damage wouldn’t be permanent; not even magic could fix that.

I set my plate in the sink, my head pounding again. I had only been up for a while, but already I wanted a nap. Right now, I just needed to sit. I strolled into the living room to curl up in my favorite chair, and asked Rick to join me. The dishes could wait. I wanted to talk with him alone.

“That clinic addition is huge,” Rick said. “From the driveway the house didn’t look that big.”

“The original house was a two-story cottage with a full attic, but we just kept adding. It’s deceptive from the front. If you’d followed the driveway round to the side, you would have seen the breezeway that connected the clinic to the rest of the house,” I said.

The house was a hybrid. It had been in the family for generations, and each owner seemed to add a little more. Even I had thought about expanding the kitchen. I looked around, taking stock of the rooms.

“It’s way too much house for just me. I only use the main living area and the library, but still I wouldn’t dream of selling it.”

We chatted for a while longer about construction and home maintenance until I finally had the courage to ask him what I really wanted to know.

“What did Agent King mean when he said people would have an issue with the powers you and I have? I’m registered. Everyone in town knows I’m a witch.”

The look I got from him was one you’d reserve for a child who still believed in fairies: exasperated and placating rolled into one, just like the tone of his voice. “Do you remember the Senate debates in the nineties?”

“The ones over the WPR Act?” The Witch and Psyonic Rights Act had been passed in the early nineties, and everyone I knew, magical or not, had watched the drama on the Senate floor unfold on the news. “Sure, but what does that have to do with it?”

“I don’t know if you remember how things were before the Act, but back then magic was relegated to the realm of superstition and provincial mythos. It was easy for people to ignore, and for witches to keep their powers hidden. When the Human Genome Project identified the gene responsible for magical ability, the Order felt like we couldn’t hide any longer.” Rick’s mood shifted suddenly. All hint of levity had vanished.

Uncomfortable, I smiled and tried to joke. “Personally, I found it ironic that it was science that finally pushed the government to officially recognize witches.” Rick didn’t laugh, and an uneasy feeling settled over me. “I thought that was a good thing. That gave us protections and rights. It’s the reason I can work as a coroner.”

“But it also caused old fears to creep back into the mainstream,” he countered. “Now that people with magical powers are identified and labeled, it’s easier to tag us as different. That’s why there’s a national registration. It doesn’t matter that only one out of a thousand people carries the marker. Only a fraction of those had the complementary mitochondrial gene that gives them the ability to conjure any significant magic.”

“That’s no reason for them to be afraid of us. Plebs outnumber witches by a huge margin.” I thought I knew where he was going with this, but I still didn’t buy it. “The registry works both ways. The public is aware of us. That’s the whole reason the government proposed it.”

“It wasn’t the government. After the Order realized they wouldn’t be able to work in the shadows anymore, they were the ones that suggested a national registry.”

I stared at him for the longest time, assuming that I’d heard him wrong. “That’s ridiculous,” I finally blurted. “Why would they want every witch to register? I thought they were the lead lobbying force against that measure.”

“They weren’t interested in every witch. They were looking for natural talents. The return of old magic. They were interested in people like you.”

Now I was sure I’d heard him wrong. Old magic was the stuff of fairy tales: witches calling forth fire and changing people into animals. It just didn’t happen. Magic was more subtle, a thing of the mind. I couldn’t create things out of thin air, and I definitely couldn’t change someone into a toad.

“Just because I have a natural talent doesn’t mean I’m more powerful. I’m not exceptional. I’m not even a particularly talented witch. The only thing I have going for me is my empathy, and I can hardly control that. Don’t even try to tell me I’m the Chosen One or some crap like that.”

He started to laugh, and I glared at him. He held up a hand and tried to say something, but he couldn’t get the words out. He was laughing at me. The jerk. I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t tell him where to go and waited, seething in silence.

When Rick was finally able to control himself enough to continue the conversation, he said, “I’m sorry, really. I mean, Chosen One? You read way too many books. Don’t worry, you won’t have to lead a crusade or anything.” He started to laugh again at the idea, but stopped when he saw my face. “Sorry. But in all seriousness, the Order and the Division have been using the registry to keep tabs on witches with natural talent. To keep them in line and make sure the media doesn’t get wind of their abilities. When I started, that was one of my primary jobs as an inspector. Plebs don’t understand natural talents, and they fear what they don’t understand. One thing we do know is that each generation seems to regain some of the magic lost during the Burning Times, and it’s getting harder to keep it a secret.”

The Burning Times was a dark era in human history. Hordes of puritanical zealots combed the countryside burning witches and their families, trying to cleanse the world of their evil. It was caused by superstition and lack of understanding. I couldn’t imagine anything like that happening again, even with increasing public fear.

“That was a long time ago. We have laws against things like that now,” I said.

“If you don’t learn from your history, you’re bound to repeat it. Isn’t that how the saying goes? There was a reason the executioners went after the strong,” Rick continued. “People with powers over the elements were the most dangerous. Make no mistake, it was a systematic genocide and that magic was almost lost. Those natural talents are coming back, and the Order is worried plebs will rise up again.”

“Well, I don’t control any of the elements, so, again, what does this have to do with me?”.

“I know you didn’t go to the academy, but didn’t you learn about the pentacle? The five points of the star: Earth, Water, Fire, Air and Spirit. The elements of the magical world?” He spoke to me as if I were simple minded, and at that moment I felt incredibly dense.

When he said “elements,” I immediately thought science, not magic. Spirit was at the top of the pentacle. It was the binding force that ran through all matter. It’s the source of witches’ power. Empathy was all about the control of the human spirit. It’s what allowed me to touch the emotional core of another person and read auras.

“I’ll give you that. So, I’m supposedly part of the next great generation of witches.” I rolled my eyes. I didn’t believe a word of that, but I’d play along for now. “King included you, too. So what’s your super power? Please tell me you can control fire. I’m getting cold, and I’d love it if the fireplace was on.” I rubbed my hands together, extending them toward the hearth for effect.

Rick seemed amused by my jest. He raised his hand and pointed to the fireplace, and I almost expected fire to spring up from the logs. When nothing happened, I pouted.

He laughed and shook his head. "You’re really too easy. Sorry to disappoint," he said. "But how about this?" He flicked of his hand toward the other end of the living room. A clapping sound ripped through the space, and the club chair across the room lifted five feet into the air and fell with a bang.

The grin he flashed me sent a shiver down my spine. It was a cross between Willy Wonka and Victor Frankenstein.

“Cool, huh?”

I placed a hand over my mouth to hide my shock. Waves of power reverberated through the room. A working that powerful usually took several people and a circle. I lowered my hand and clutched my coffee cup. I couldn’t stop looking between him and the chair. What could I say? Did that mean everything he’d told me was true?

“You can understand why the Order recruited me before I graduated from the academy.” Rick smiled, his eyes twinkling with pleasure. He was enjoying my reaction.

“How did you do that?” It was a stupid question, but it was the only thing I could think to say.

“Old magic. Control over the air. That?” He nodded toward the chair. “That’s just a parlor trick.”

I had a hundred questions, but I wasn’t sure where to start. Why didn’t more people know about this? Did that really mean there were people out there that controlled the other elements? What did this mean about my powers? Approaching footsteps interrupted our conversation.

Charlie came into the room. Her lips were pressed into a tight line, and I knew something was up. She took in the entire space, her gaze pausing briefly on the overturned club chair before coming to rest on me. When I didn’t respond she looked to Rick, who was equally silent.

Nonplussed, Charlie turned to me and said, “Molly’s waking up and I want you to be there. I think you can help keep her”—she made air quotes—“calm. You know, in case she freaks out. It’s crucial she stays relaxed.”

“I’ll be right there.” I set my mug on the table and looked at Rick. “I want to continue this conversation. But for now, why don’t you call Agent King. I don’t want him blowing a gasket because we didn’t keep him informed.”

He nodded a bit in agreement as I left the room. I wanted to stay and finish our conversation, but Charlie needed me. My existential crisis would have to wait.

TWELVE
January seventeenth.

 
I followed Charlie back to the clinic, down the long hallway that ended in a T; to the right was the treatment room, directly across the hall were the laboratory and supply closet, and to the left were the overnight suites. When Gran had the suites added, she wanted people to feel like guests, not patients. The walls were a warm, sunny yellow and the rooms were decorated in soft, welcoming colors. Unlike in a traditional hospital, there were no bright lights or beeping monitors.

When I walked in the door, I found Molly sound asleep in the middle of the queen-size bed. I eyed Charlie suspiciously.

“I thought you said she was waking up?”

“I meant to say she’d be waking up soon.” Charlie shrugged off the disconnect. “I was worried. I felt that pulse of power, and I was afraid something was going on. Things felt a little intense between you and Rick, so I thought you might need an out.”

No matter how annoyed I was that our conversation had been interrupted, I couldn’t get mad at Charlie for trying to rescue me. Even though everything in my world seemed to be on shaky ground, I knew I could always count on her. I hugged her. “I love you.”

“So something did happen and you did need the excuse.” Her smile was smug and self-satisfied.

I shook my head and chuckled. “No, I actually wanted to stay and finish that conversation. Sorry. But I’m glad you came. I could use your take on Rick. He was making some outlandish claims. Do you trust him?”

“I guess it depends on what you mean by trust. Are you talking about trusting him enough to have wild monkey sex, or trusting him enough to propose to him?”

I rolled my eyes, my patience wearing thin. “I’m trying to be serious.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her into the hall, leaving the door open a crack. “I want your honest opinion. I can’t tell if he’s some nut job with wild conspiracy theories or if what he says is true. He’s got this whole theory about the Order keeping track of people with natural talents.”

“And? Don’t look so surprised. It’s exactly what the Order does.”

“So, is this you believing him like you believe in Bigfoot? Or do you believe him? You honestly think there’s this grand conspiracy by the Order to catalog our powers?”

“It doesn’t have to be a grand conspiracy. So the Order is tracking witches, that’s not news. They’ve been doing that for as long as there’s been an Order. Back when they were a secret organization, they were all about influencing the world from behind the scenes. Now that they’re the public face of witches, the Order has to present a positive face to the rest of the world, but they’re like any other political group. They have an agenda.”

“If you know something, anything, please tell me. I’m tired of feeling like the ignorant small-town girl.”

“You’re being ridiculous. What do you want to know?”

“Why don’t you start with that cryptic message you gave me the other day. You couldn’t have been more vague. Isn’t there anything else you can tell me?” I wasn’t sure she’d give me anything. Charlie took her gift seriously and believed too much foreknowledge was dangerous. Today I needed more, so I dug deep and played the only card I had left. “Charlie, I really need my friend right now. My family.”

She began with a long-suffering sigh. “This accident, these charms... A hornet's nest has been kicked. A spotlight has been dropped right on top of your head, and you can’t hide anymore."

“I’m extremely tired of people saying that. I’m not hiding. I’m just living my life. It shouldn’t matter that I didn’t go to an academy or that I’m not versed in Order policies. I have a life here. A life I've worked hard to build. I’m not hiding!” I stomped my foot for emphasis.

I hadn’t realized I had been yelling until a loud crash sounded from Molly’s room. She must have woken up, and the first thing she heard was people yelling outside her door.

Grabbing the doorknob, I glanced at Charlie in apology. “Shit. I’m sorry. Can we finish this later?”

“Later.”

I exhaled slowly and opened the door. Evidently today was the day of unfinished conversations and unanswered questions.

When we entered the room, the bed was empty, and Molly was nowhere in sight.

“Molly?” When I reached the other side of the room, I saw her huddled in the corner like a child hiding from a monster. “Molly? Are you okay? Do you remember me from last night? My name is Olivia. I’m here to help.” Reaching out with my senses, I squatted down to her level. I felt her fear envelop me, sharp and icy, as it filled the room.

“Molly. My friend Charlie is a healer and we’re here to help. We’re not going to hurt you, I promise.”

I gathered power and sent out a wave of calming energy. Safe. Calm. Relax. Her breathing slowed, and I could see some of the tension leave her muscles. She finally turned around and looked at me. She may have been less afraid, but I couldn’t get too close, not yet.

“You were in a car accident. Do you remember? You were badly injured, but my friend Charlie took care of you. You can trust us.” I extended my hand slowly and pushed out another wave of power. Trust. Safe. I waited for her to make the first move.

After what seemed like minutes, she took my hand. I couldn’t help but sigh with relief. I didn’t want to cause the girl any more trauma, and I was glad she seemed calmer than the other night. But just to be sure, I kept a steady stream of calming energy focused in her direction.

“Why don’t we get you back into bed? You’ll be more comfortable there. Can you stand up?” I asked.

Molly looked from me to Charlie and shook her head. I waved Charlie over to give me a hand, and we managed to pick her up and get her settled. Giving her a moment to adjust, I went to the bathroom to get a glass of water.

She looked like a different girl from the one I’d rescued last night. The color was back in her cheeks, and there was a sharpness in her hazel eyes. After giving her a once-over, I felt my own tension leaving. I hadn’t realized how worried I had been before this moment. My rash behavior last night could have permanently injured Molly. Possibly killed her. Seeing her now, whole, I knew I had made the right decision.

“Molly, how are you feeling?” Charlie asked, sitting on the side of the bed. She reached out to touch her shoulder, but Molly flinched. Holding her hands up, Charlie said, “It’s okay. I won’t touch. But can you tell me if you’re in any pain?”

Molly shook her head, still not saying a word.

“You can talk to us. It’s fine,” I said.

Again a shake of her head.

“The people who took you, they can’t hurt you now. You’re safe. I removed the collar, so they can’t control you anymore. I promise.”

Molly reached up and gingerly touched her neck where the collar had once been. A loud sob escaped her lips, and she stared up at me with a haunted look. “You removed it?” She covered her mouth and began to cry.

Without saying another word, she grabbed my arm and buried her face in my shirt. Sobs wracked her small frame. I rubbed her back and just let her cry. The relief pouring from her hit me square in the chest. All her earlier fears were being extinguished.

When her sobbing had run its course, I asked, “Molly, do you remember the accident? Can you tell me what happened?”

I knew Agent King would have to question her about the abduction, but I wanted to have her statement on the coroner’s report before I filed it tomorrow.

“Scott ordered us not to talk to strangers before we left Indianapolis.” She laughed bitterly and sat back to look at me. “The idiot didn't tell us we couldn’t talk to each other. When he stopped for gas, we came up with a plan.”

She stopped to wipe some tears from her face. Anger bubbled up inside her, and I laid a hand on her back to lend support. “He kept the ring, the one he was using to control us, in his bag. We thought Sarah could get the ring, and I was going to hit him with one of the empty bottles in the back seat when he got back in the car. But Sarah didn't find the ring soon enough, and we had to wait. As we drove further from town, I think she got desperate. She grabbed the bag after he pulled off the highway, and I hit him. It was the only thing I could think to do. I didn’t know we’d drive off the road. I didn’t know Sarah would die.”

Fresh tears began to fall and guilt poured from her. This was something I recognized. Immediately, I switched into undertaker mode.

“Molly, it wasn’t your fault. It was an accident.” I tried to soothe.

“Yes, it was. I was the one who caused it.”

“No, honey. He took you against your will. You did what you had to do. Sarah did what she had to do. Why don’t you tell me about her?” It’s one of the universal truths in dealing with death: remembering is cathartic. Molly began telling me about Sarah and their friendship. She talked about their school days and the trouble they’d gotten into. She told me about Sarah’s parents and how they had practically adopted her. She talked about their dreams.

“We planned so much of our life together. We were both going to try and get a job at a potion shop. She was good enough to go to an academy, but she wouldn’t without me. I’m not sure what to do now,” she said.

I squeezed her hand gently. “You’ll go on, just like Sarah would want you to.”

I knew her road was going to be hard, but I could already feel the healing taking place. It was hard to see the big picture at sixteen.

“Molly, you need to rest,” Charlie said. “I know you’re feeling better, but you still need time to recover.”

“You’re not leaving, are you?”

“I’ll stay if you want me to,” Charlie said.

“I don’t want to be alone. Do you think you could call my mom? I really want to go home.” At that moment, she looked every bit the child she still was.

“Of course we’ll call your mom,” Charlie said. “But right now I want you to promise me you’ll rest some, and when you wake up we’ll try some food.” Charlie got up from the bed and moved over to the chair with her knitting. "I’ll be right here if you need me.”

That was my cue to leave the room. I headed to the kitchen to get a cup of tea. Rick had made himself scarce, so I took my mug and a few cookies and shuffled to the library. Instead of solitude I found Rick, in the corner of the room, reading a book entitled Metaphysics and Magical Backlash.
Having spent the afternoon helping Molly through her grief, I was in a sour mood. “I’m glad to see you’re making yourself at home. Please, don't let me interrupt you.”

“I love your library. Did you say you had some extra bedrooms? Are you taking in boarders?” He set the book down and flashed me that easy smile of his that could melt butter. “I’ve always been a city guy, but I could learn to love the country.”

I chose to ignore the comment and flopped into the seat next to him. Despite my need for solitude, I was secretly pleased he was here. The room seemed fuller, less isolated. More like a room for sharing and discussion and less like the fortress of solitude I’d made of it. I noticed the fire was lit and wondered if that was a response to my earlier comment. I curled up in the chair and enjoyed the heat against my skin, sipping my tea.

Rick picked his book up and went back to reading. His presence was calming. I closed my eyes and sat quietly, pulling power through my lotus ink. The centering energy pulsed through me, and the strain from the last few days left my body.

“Olivia?” Rick tapped my shoulder.

I must have dozed off because the tea in my cup was cold, and the long cast of the shadows told me the afternoon was turning into early evening. “How long did you let me sleep?”

“It’s only been a few hours. Samuel called; he’ll be here soon. I thought you might want to continue our conversation before he arrived."

“I’m not sure what else there is to say.” To be honest, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be pulled down that rabbit hole any further. I’d learned enough in my interview with Molly to allow me to close my coroner’s investigation with a clear conscience. The missing girl had been rescued. As far as I was concerned, everything had worked out.

I still couldn’t figure out what Rick wanted from me, and I didn’t think I wanted to know. Maybe Charlie was right; maybe I was hiding. But was I hiding from the world or from myself?

“I don’t want to get involved,” I said. “I've done what I could, and you’ve found Molly.”

“And you think it’s that simple? There’s so much you could be doing with your powers. You still have a lot to learn. And don't think that Samuel’s report to the FPD is going to go unnoticed. They already know about you. You can’t believe they’ll ignore you after this.”

“You’re welcome to stay another night, but after that, I think you should leave. There’s nothing else for you here.” I got up, collected my things, and headed for the door. Before I stepped out I said, “I don’t know what you want from me, but I have better things to do.”

I felt bad for being such a bitch, but I wasn’t sure how honest I was when I said I didn’t want to get involved, and that scared me. If he asked right now, I might be tempted to pack a bag and go on an adventure. I couldn’t do that. I had too many responsibilities, so the sooner he was gone, the better.

He followed me across the room, backed me against the wood door, and as he spoke I felt his breath on my skin, tingling from its warmth and the husky tones of his words. “I can think of several things I want from you, Miss Olivia Harmon. But for now I’ll settle for just one.”

“Oh? And what would that be?” I kept my voice low, trying—and failing—to be unaffected by his nearness. My nose filled with the scent of the rosemary-mint soap, fresh and clean. I vaguely remembered that scent from last night when his arms were around me. I took a deep, steadying breath and shored up my resistance. “I’m not interested in a one-night stand, Inspector Bishop.”

“I can’t say that thought hasn’t crossed my mind,” he said with a little smirk and took a step back, giving me some room to breathe. “But more importantly, I was worried about your safety out here alone. I want you to know that if you’re ever in trouble, you can call me.”

I walked right into that one. Something about the man made me want to rip his clothes off and punch him in the face in equal parts, and right now he was close enough I could do either.

With that smirk still firmly in place, he leaned in, lips close to mine as though about to kiss me. My pulse increased with anticipation. But instead of his lips, he pressed the book he was holding to my mouth.

“I have a feeling you’ll be needing this. I left you some notes.” He reached around me, opened the door just enough, and inched past me, laughing the whole time.

My blush burned hot as I realized he was blowing me off, and I couldn’t blame him. I’d left myself wide open. I was the one who’d brought up sex. What had I been thinking? Probably how long it’d been since I’d had any.

I stood in the doorway and waited for my racing heart to slow, but it took longer for the disappointment from our encounter to fully dissipate. I looked down at the book he handed me. It was the book on backlash he’d been reading, and poking out from between the pages was a single slip of paper. I opened the book to the handwritten note.

Olivia,
I think if you read Chapter Four it will help with your backlash issue. You should never try to absorb an alien power without having a counter. Your body rejects it. The theory that you can collect the power and expel it before the backlash occurs has promise.
-Rick
Closing the book, I wondered—not for the first time—what Rick hoped to get from all this. I took the book to my room, and headed back to check on Charlie.

I could hear low voices coming from the end of the hall. I slowed and listened. Charlie was speaking with a man in hushed tones, and I assumed this must have been where Rick fled. But when I turned the corner, I found her and Agent King in a heated discussion.

At first I thought they were arguing, but then she giggled and swatted his hand away. The large man leaned in and whispered something in her ear. Charlie’s smile grew wide. She rose on her tip-toes, lips touching his ear and responded. I recognized that dance immediately, but I was still a little surprised. Special Agent Samuel King didn't strike me as the flirting type.

I cleared my throat. King stiffened and took a step back, which only made Charlie laugh harder.

“Really Samuel, it’s not as if Olivia cares. That is, unless you’re interested?” She winked at me. “You know, Samuel, Olivia and I share all kinds of interests.”

I was impressed. She’d managed to get the man to visibly blanch at her words. He looked to me and back to Charlie and then to me again; perhaps he was trying to figure out if she was serious. He tried to say something, but all he could manage was “Uhm."

She patted his arm. “Don’t worry, champ. I think I’m going to keep you all to myself. I like to break the new guys in alone."

I shook my head. The poor fellow. Charlie was an expert at this game, and I was certain he was out of his league.

When he caught my expression, he straightened and returned to the “all business” agent. “I was about to speak with Molly."

“By all means, don’t let me stop you.” I waited until he entered the room and grabbed Charlie’s arm. “What was that all about?”

“What? Am I not allowed to have a little fun?” She smiled, eyes wide and innocent.

“Samuel King? He works for the Division. I thought that would make him persona non grata in your book.”

“He’s one of the good guys. We have a lot in common. Did you know he grew up only a few blocks from my mom’s?” She grinned wickedly. “Besides, he’s so easy to tease. I think I might call Zoe over and see which one of us can get him to crack.”

“Something’s not right about your relationship.” I patted her arm. “We’d better go in and make sure lover boy isn’t traumatizing young Molly.”

I tried to sneak into the room unnoticed, but King caught me with a disapproving look. His glare almost spoke the words “FPD business.” I just stared back, daring him to boot me out of a room in my own house. Wisely, he turned without a word to me and went back to questioning Molly.

The poor girl didn’t have much to tell. She remembered some guy giving her and Sarah the charms at a club they frequented. He offered them a ride home, and that was the last thing she remembered before she woke up, bound. The girls were held in a small room together. Sometimes there was food, but most of the time not. Tears stung my eyes as she continued.

“We thought we were going to die in that room. After maybe two weeks, I guess—the days started to get fuzzy—Scott told us it was time to go. He just came one day and packed Sarah and me in the car.” Her voice was a low monotone as she concluded her story.

“Can you describe where you were being held?” Samuel asked, smoothing a hand down her back. His voice was soft and kind, and at that moment I could see what Charlie was talking about. Despite his rough exterior, he was one of the good guys.

“Sure, but it wouldn’t do you any good,” she said bitterly. “It was a small white room with a mattress on a concrete floor and nothing else. Not even a window. We couldn’t tell if it was night or day.” Molly bit her lip. A wave of pain crossed her face, the tough exterior finally cracking. She turned to Charlie, several stray tears escaping her control and asked, "Can I go home? I really just want to go home now.”

Charlie looked to Samuel. He nodded almost imperceptibly, and Charlie said, “Sure thing. I’ve already called your mother, but I’ll let her know you'll be home tonight instead of tomorrow.” Charlie got up from the bed and backed toward the door. “How ‘bout we leave in an hour.”

That was enough to send Molly over the edge. She buried her face in the pillow, soaking it with her tears.

Molly would be reunited with her family, but Sarah hadn’t been so lucky. I still had the task of delivering her body to Indy. My discomfort turned to rage when I recalled the other body that waited for me back at Anderson’s.

I turned to King and said, “You have to do something about Scott Malone’s body, or so help me I’ll drag his lifeless corpse to the town square and string it up as a warning to anyone else thinking of hurting kids in my district.” I had a reverence for the dead, but that evil son of a bitch didn’t deserve my respect.

King’s eyes widened at my sudden venom. “I understand,” he said. “I’ll make sure arrangements are finalized tomorrow.”

“Speaking of tomorrow,” Charlie said, “you don’t mind if I take tomorrow off? I’d really like to go with Molly and make sure she’s okay.”

“That’s fine by me.” I shrugged. “There's nothing on the schedule for tomorrow. It’s been slow. I can handle the ordering. Just give me a call if you need anything.”

“Great.” She turned to King. “I just need to get a few things and I’ll be ready in a sec.”

She hurried down the hall and disappeared around the corner, leaving King and me alone in an awkward silence.

“I wanted to thank you for all your help.” King shifted uncomfortably. His gratitude seemed forced, and I realized this was Charlie’s doing.

“I don’t need your thanks. I did what I thought was right.” I turned to leave, but paused mid-stride. I looked King in the eye. "Just for the record, don’t mess with Charlie. I don’t want her involved in FPD or Order politics. She gets enough of that crap from her family. If she gets hurt you’ll have me to deal with, and I don’t play well with others.”

He stared at me pointedly for a long while before responding. “I can respect that.”

“Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to make myself some dinner and have another Scotch. You don't need to say goodbye when you leave.” I headed back toward the kitchen, leaving him standing in the hall alone.

THIRTEEN
January seventeenth
 
When I walked into the living room, Rick was standing at the counter with his back to the door. I headed straight for the liquor cabinet. The last few days had been a roller coaster ride. Tonight was my night off, and a Scotch was in order.

“Want a drink?” I called over to him as I reached for the bottle.

He turned at the sound of my voice, a folded sheet of paper in his hand. “I was just on my way out. I’ve imposed on your hospitality enough already. There are a few things I need to wrap up with the local authorities, but I still have my room at the motel.” He handed me the slip of paper and pulled on his jacket. “Here’s my contact information. Please don’t hesitate to call.”

I hadn’t realized he was leaving too. There were still too many unanswered questions; I’d thought he’d stay so we could finish our chat. But he still had a job to do.

Charlie and King were leaving soon, and I’d have the place to myself. This was exactly what I needed: time alone. But no matter how I tried to spin it, the thought terrified me. I didn’t want to be by myself. Not with all the questions and doubts I had.

I left the bottle of Glenmorangie and joined Rick in the kitchen. I wasn’t done with him, and I wanted to give him an excuse to stay.

“I was a bitch this afternoon. Let me make it up to you. I’ll make us dinner. I’m sure I have something to cook,” I said, opening the fridge.

The barren shelves offered no solution. The Chinese leftovers, eggs, and milk from the last two days were the only things remotely edible. They sat alongside random condiments and some ancient takeout containers, the contents of which I was pretty sure had evolved and were now sentient, they’d been in there so long.

“Maybe a pizza?” I shrugged.

His lips narrowed and he studied me for a long moment, more than likely debating the sanity of spending any more time with me. I’d done my best bipolar imitation, running hot and cold for the last three days, and I wouldn’t blame him for leaving. But instead of him hitting the door, that lazy smile of his returned.

“Why Olivia, I’d love to have a date with you—but let’s go out. I hear there’s a decent steak house the next town over.” He leaned against the counter, looping his thumbs in his pockets. He nodded, as though it was the best idea he’d heard all week. “Yes. A beautiful woman, a steak, and some cold beer. Just the way I like to celebrate closing a case.”

“I wasn’t asking you on a date. I just thought I could…Maybe you’d want to…” I stammered, trying to figure out how this had gotten turned around on me. “Dinner. That’s all I meant.”

“I’d love to have dinner alone with you,” he said, still making it sound like a date. I started to protest again, but Rick held up a hand. “No strings attached. I promise.”

He attempted an innocent doe-eyed look, but I wasn’t fooled. Randy’s Steakhouse might only be a local place, but it was far more intimate a setting than I had intended. I was about to suggest Sally’s, or even the chicken joint on Route 9, when he continued. “I owe you for your help. Without you, I don’t think I would have been able to find Molly in time. When was the last time you got dressed up and had someone treat you to a night out?”

I couldn’t remember how long it had been since that had happened. I studied Rick for what felt like an hour, but had to be only a few moments. He was charming, funny, and an expert flirt. And yes, he made me feel feminine and desirable every time he looked at me. So what if we called it a date. He already had one foot out the door, and I probably wouldn’t see him again after tonight.

I was starting to warm to the idea, but I wasn’t about to let him know it. With an exaggerated sigh, I said, “Fine, I’ll go change. But if I’m going on a date with you, you’re paying.”

I casually walked out of the room, trying to maintain the impression that I couldn’t care less. When I heard his laugh, I knew he’d seen right through me.

Of course, this brought me to my other problem. I had nothing to wear. The clothes in my wardrobe went from one extreme to another. My clubbing outfits were too risqué and my work attire too frumpy and conservative. I wanted something flirty, but not too sexy, which was near to impossible to pull off in January. Giving up, I finally settled on a slim-fitting pair of jeans and a clingy sweater with a low-cut neckline that accentuated my bust. Satisfied, I ran back to the clinic to let Charlie know I was leaving.

I found her alone in the hall bathroom, fixing her makeup. “I just wanted to let you know I’m going to dinner.”

With a skill I’d never mastered, Charlie swept the eye shadow brush across her eyelid, producing a sexy, come-hither look to her bright green eyes.

“That’s not fair.” I said from the doorway. “If I do exactly the same thing, I’ll look like I’ve got two black eyes.”

“Oh, honey, you’ve got other skills.”

When she turned around, Charlie smiled and waggled her eyebrows, Groucho Marx style. “Hubba, hubba. I take it this dinner is with Rick? You look hot. You don’t need bedroom eyes when you have assets like yours. You’ll have him eating out of your hand. Or your assets.”

“Charlie!” Embarrassed, I adjusted the sweater. “It’s not like that. He wants to thank me for my help. Since I have you alone,” I deflected, “I have to ask. Are you sure you want to leave with…Samuel?”

“I’ll be fine. You act like he’s the big bad wolf.”

I shook my head and sighed. “The FPD has a lot of power. Just be careful, and don’t do anything you’ll regret.”

“Fine. I’ll be careful and keep my nose clean, but only if you promise me you won’t. Seriously, Olivia, it’ll do you some good to let loose. Rick is a nice guy. And even better, he seems to be the kryptonite to your super bitch. I’ve seen the way you get all goo-goo-eyed and sweet when he’s around.”

“I have no idea what you're talking about.”

“He’s been in town how long, and how many meals have you had with him?” I tried to protest, but she shooed me out the door. “There’s nothing wrong with enjoying yourself. Now go have some fun, you crazy kids.”

Knowing she was right—it had been a long time since I’d just enjoyed myself—I headed back down the hall determined to have a good time. Rick was taking this whole date thing seriously, and I had to laugh when he helped me with my jacket and insisted on opening the door.

“You know, I’ve managed to do that on my own for a very long time,” I teased.

“You agreed to a date; I’m just giving you the full treatment. You look amazing, by the way.” His gaze traveled down the length of my body.

My cheeks warmed under his attention, and I ducked into the car, hoping he hadn’t noticed.

The car ride to the next town seemed short; the conversation made the time fly by. We chatted about cases we’d worked and places we’d been. Rick told me about his travels and grilled me about living in Sycamore Springs. He had a way of drawing out information, the subtle use of interest and followup that made it easy for someone (even me) to tell him things, and by the time we’d reached Randy’s Steakhouse it had started to feel like a real date.

Randy’s was popular with the locals, and even though it was still early, the place was crowded. The first available table was in the middle of the room, and I’ll admit I was a little disappointed. It would have been nice to get a table tucked in the back, but instead it felt like we were on display.

I knew talk of the Order inspector had made its way around town, and I could feel everyone watching as we took our seats. To Rick’s credit, he went on as though we hadn’t just become the floor show for the night. He even managed to put me back in a good mood by the end of our meal. My guard was down, and I felt normal for the first time in years.

Rick was trying to talk me into splitting a dessert when a large group of men walked through the front door. The voices from the front were loud, and I froze. Oh, shit! I’d forgotten it was Sunday. Brad and some of the local law enforcement guys had dinner here every Sunday night.

I scanned the group, hoping he’d pulled duty. He wasn’t in the crowd by the door, but then I heard him in the lobby and looked away. If we left now, there was a chance he’d miss us.

“I think we need to go,” I told Rick.

The crowd by the door grew quiet, but I was still able to hear the low whisper of my name. Fuck, fuck! I sank low in my seat, trying to hide.

“Something wrong?” Rick asked, looking from me to the door.

“It’s nothing, really.” I heard Brad’s voice again and I looked over Rick’s shoulder, hoping for a rear exit. “Well, my ex just showed up.”

As if on cue, Brad strolled up to our table.

“Olivia, I’m surprised to see you here tonight. You’ve been so busy lately.”. His tone cut. I could smell beer on his breath and knew the guys had stopped at the bar before heading here. Brad reached down and touched my face. “I know how you get when you work too hard.”

He’d definitely been drinking, and how I responded would be crucial. I could tell Brad was on the brink of doing something stupid, and I fought the urge to take the ring off and soothe his hurt feelings. I took a deep breath and pulled power through the lotus, letting the calming energy settle my nerves.

Looking up, I met his gaze with an award-winning smile firmly in place. “Brad. How are you? I don’t know if you’ve met him yet, but this is Rick. He’s been helping me with that car accident case. I closed my investigation tonight, and Rick offered to buy dinner before he headed back to Indy.” I did my best to make everything sound casual and hoped Rick would follow my lead.

“So. You’re that FPD flunky they sent. You know, we might not be a big town, but we can handle our own cases. If you kept your criminals under control, they wouldn’t end up in nice towns like ours. ” Brad spoke loud enough for everyone in the restaurant to hear. The place went silent. I guess tonight’s entertainment was about to begin.

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m just a lowly Order inspector. And as for your ability to handle cases? Well, if you could handle it, then Agent King wouldn’t be here, now would he?” The tone of his voice may have been friendly, but an unspoken “Fuck off” came through loud and clear.

“I need to talk to you in private,” Brad said through gritted teeth. Not waiting for a response, he grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the chair. “Now!”

Gripping me tightly, Brad hauled me to the back hall. Rick shot out of his chair to follow, but I waved him off. I needed to handle this myself.

“What the hell, Brad?” I said, keeping my voice low so the nearest table wouldn’t overhear. “I don’t care who you are. You have no right to treat me like this.”

I tried to pull away, but he tightened his hold. I was pissed. He’d never treated me like that before, and I wasn’t about to let him start. “Get your hands off me. Or I’ll...”

“Or what, Olivia?” He loosened his grip, but didn’t let go. “What are you doing with that witch bastard?”

“That’s none of your business. If I want to go out with every witch this side of the Mississippi, I can. You lost the right to comment on my dating life when we broke up.”

“Damn it, Olivia. You’re not one of them. You grew up here. You’re supposed to be different,” he said, eyes pleading.

“Different? Different than who? You know who’s different? You,” I said, trying to keep my voice low. Every eye in the restaurant was now on us. “Since Mike Black was elected sheriff, you’ve become an asshole.”

I pulled out of his grasp and rubbed my shoulder. I knew I’d have a nice-sized bruise come morning. “Stay the fuck away from me.” I turned to leave but what he said next stopped me in my tracks.

“Mike was right about you after all. You are just an Order whore.”

Outraged, I whipped back around and gaped at him. Brad shot me a cocky smile and I slapped him across the face. He just laughed, rubbing his cheek.

“What? Don’t like being called a whore? Then you should stop acting like one.”

This time there was no hesitation. I hauled back and punched him, twice, with an arching right hook and a follow-up jab to the nose. Just like I’d learned in the self-defense classes Charlie and I took.

“Bitch!” Blood trickled from Brad’s nose. He wiped it with the back of his hand and glared at me. “You’d better leave before I have you arrested for assaulting an officer.” He looked around me to where Rick was now standing and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “This is a nice community. We don’t want your kind here.”

I pulled back to hit him again, but Rick grabbed my arm. “Don’t bother. He’s not worth the effort.” He let go, brushing his hand up my arm where angry welts were now forming. “Let’s get out of here.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. Rick dropped a couple twenties on the table, and we pushed our way through the men at the front door. I could feel the heat of each gaze as I passed, but I held my head high until we reached the parking lot.

By the time we made it to the car, the tears were welling, almost spilling. I felt my world crashing down around me. There was no avoiding being the topic of every conversation tomorrow.

“Are you all right?” Rick asked as he opened the passenger door.

“I’ll be okay. I just need some ice for the hand.” I held it up and saw it was now taking on lovely shades of purplish red.

“You’re lucky you didn’t break your finger with that ring on.” He examined my hand and kissed the bruising digits. “I wasn't much of a date. Isn’t it the man’s duty to defend the maiden’s honor?”

“Last time I checked it was the twenty-first century,” I said with a half-hearted smile, but just couldn’t pull it off. I pressed my face against the cold metal of the SUV and choked back a sob. I wasn’t going to cry. “Damn it, I’m sorry. We were having a lovely night. I shouldn’t have hit him.”

“I heard what he said. Hell, the whole restaurant heard what he said. If you hadn’t hit him, I would have. Let me get you home, and we can take care of that hand.”

I got in the car and lowered my head to the dashboard. Deep breath. I kept pulling power through the tattoo until the heat on my back was too much to handle. I’d screwed up big time. All my life I had worked hard to maintain control, and tonight I lost it in the middle of a restaurant for the whole world to see.

When Rick parked the car in my driveway, I’d finally calmed down. “I’m sorry you got involved with that. I bet this isn’t how your dates usually end. Maybe we can try it again some other time?” I wasn’t holding out much hope for that, but it seemed like the right thing to say.

“I don’t know. This isn’t the worst date I’ve had. There was this one where I got picked up for B&E. I wanted to show her the city from the top of the Heritage Bank building. I mean sure, I picked the lock, but if they were serious about keeping people off the roof, they should have had a better one. The police officer didn’t share my opinion.”

I laughed because I could see him doing something like that to impress a date. It was just the kind of guy he was. “So, an Order inspector with a criminal past. We could get in all kinds of trouble, you and me.” That sounded a lot less dirty in my head. I looked away, unable to meet his gaze. “Well. It’s getting late, and I’m sure you have things to do in the morning.”

“I’m not leaving until I have a look at that hand. If we don’t get that ring off, it’s going to cut off the blood supply.” He didn’t wait for me to argue. Rick just got out and opened the car door, offering his hand.

I unlocked the door and headed straight for the kitchen. My hand had started to throb and, worse yet, I didn’t think I could get the ring off. I swore under my breath. I’d lose the finger before I’d cut off my mother’s wedding band.

“Do you have any healing skills?” I asked, hoping he might be able to help.

“Nothing beyond the basics I learned at academy,” Rick said. I flipped on the overhead light, and he picked up my hand and examined it. “I think I remember a basic pain spell that could help. Let me give it a try.” He flexed his fingers and gingerly touched my knuckles. “Let’s see. It’s been a while. Poena Temporali.”

A prickling sensation shot up my arm, but the pain lessened. I slid my hand out from under his, studying it. Without the pain, I was able to flex my fingers, and I didn’t think it was broken. “Thanks. That helped.”

But even though the pain was gone, the swelling remained. I would need to ice it before I tried to get the ring off. I rummaged in the freezer and found a bag of peas. When I turned around, bag wrapped around my fist, Rick laughed.

“What?”

“Come here,” he said. “You’ll never get the swelling down with peas. This is something I can help with. Just let me know when it starts to hurt.” He reached over the counter. “Come on. Give me your hand.”

I held out my hand, still wrapped in the bag of peas, which he unceremoniously plopped onto the counter.

“Hold still,” he said. As he held his hand about an inch away from mine, power began to build around us. The air around my hand grew cold, and my fingers went numb. After just a few seconds, the numbness became a sharp ache.

“Stop. I think that’s enough,” I cried, pulling my hand back.

It was beet red and hurt, but surprisingly, the swelling was down a little. I could probably get the ring off. I went over to the sink and soaped up. It hurt like hell as I slowly twisted the ring up my finger, and I swore every foul word I knew. When it finally slipped past the knuckle, I thought I was going to cry in relief.

I slid it the rest of the way off, but the soapy ring sprang from my grasp and landed on the floor in front of Rick. He leaned over and picked it up, examining the intricate etching along the band.

“You know, your charm’s not charged. We could have just cut it off. It would have hurt less. I think you’ve done more damage to your finger.” He looked at my hand. It had started to bleed where I’d forced the ring off.

I stepped toward him and snatched the ring from his hand. “It’s not just an old charm.” The words came out harsher than I’d intended. “It’s my mother’s. My father made it for their wedding day, and it’s the only thing I have that belonged to her.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize your mom was dead too.”

“She’s not. She’s just gone.” I rubbed the warm gold between my fingers and slipped it into the top pocket of my jeans. Determined to change the subject, I looked up and smiled. “That was a cool trick, no pun intended. Is that part of your air magic?”

“Aerokinesis. And yes, it is, but it’s a lesser known skill. I’ve been training for years to work with my talent. You’d be surprised some of the things I can do.” With a devilish smile, he stepped into my space. “With practice comes skill. You should give it a try.”

“I’m not sure I want to practice my talent,” I said, more to myself than him. “I don’t always have control. When I was a teenager I influenced the people around me, or worse, took on their emotions. You want to talk about teenage angst. I was a complete nightmare. My charm was the only thing that’s ever helped keep it in check.” I instinctively fingered the ring, spinning it round and round my finger.

Rick grabbed my hand. “It doesn’t have to be that way. There’s no reason to be afraid.”

My heart began to pound in my chest as he raised my left hand and slipped off the silver band.

“You shouldn’t have to hide your power,” he said, the ring resting in the middle of his upturned palm. “You have a powerful gift. Never be ashamed of who you are.”

The small band started to spin, rising a few inches. I was mesmerized by the illusion of a disk created as it spun faster and faster. When it stopped, suspended in mid-air, I held my breath unable to look away.

The ring fell to the floor. He pulled my naked hand to his lips and kissed it softly. “Never be ashamed,” he whispered.

“Stop. I can’t...” My voice came out as a whimper. “Please, I can’t handle skin contact without the ring.”

“Yes you can,” he said, pressing his lips against my hand again. “Let me prove it to you.”

He took my hand and pressed it against his cheek. A protest died on my lips as I braced myself for the onslaught of emotions, but it didn’t come. His mind was still and deep, like the lake out back. Feeling brave, I closed my eyes and touched the surface, and I was hit by a wave of desire. I couldn’t tell if it was his or my own. My eyes flew open and I met his intense gaze.

“What do you feel?” He whispered, his eyes remaining locked with mine.

“I’m still trying to figure that out.”

His fingers ran down my arm and came to rest on my hip, finding a small strip of bare skin at the waist of my jeans. I sucked in a breath as his hand met my skin. Pinpricks of energy raced up my spine, and now I was sure the growing arousal I felt was his and my own.

Hungry for more, I pulled his mouth against mine. The kiss was soft and questioning at first, but when his desire washed over me, I pressed closer, demanding more.

He was the one who pulled back. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths, and when he opened them again, I was met with an intensity that shocked me.

“This isn’t what I was intending. But God, Olivia, I won’t deny that I’ve wanted to do that since I met you. Do you want me to go?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.” I looked away. I’d never experienced anything that intense. The feedback I was getting from him was hedonistic and terrifying. “Don’t leave. But I need to warn you, I’m not sure I can keep myself in check.”

“You won’t hurt me, I promise.” His hand caressed my cheek and trailed down my neck. “Just let me know if I’m doing something you don’t like.” His lips had replaced his fingers on my neck. “Just tell me to stop.”

Heart pounding, I moved my hands to the small of his back and pulled him closer. He growled, low and raspy, and covered my mouth with his. I couldn’t have asked him to stop even if I’d wanted to.

I closed my eyes, and let his desire stoke my own, bringing it to new heights. Tentatively, I probed deeper, and let myself get lost in the sensation. I’m not sure how long we stood in the kitchen kissing, but I was feeling brave. I did something I’d never done with another lover. Something I wasn’t even sure I could do. I opened up and shared my own desire with him.

A small moan escaped his lips, and he pushed me against the counter. His hands slid under my shirt with a sense of urgency, and I pushed into his touch wanting to feel him against my bare skin.

His lips moved to my ear. “Olivia, whatever it is you’re doing don’t stop,” he breathed.

My fingers found the front of his shirt. I fumbled with the buttons, and with increasing desperation, he pushed my hands away, tearing the shirt over his head. I ran a hand across the well muscled plains, tracing the outlines of a massive buck tattooed across his chest. It was magnificent. Echoes of power tingled up my arm as I followed the lines.

My body ached to get closer, and I pulled back to remove my sweater. Dropping it to the ground, I fell once more into his arms. My bare skin warmed with the connection, bringing a whole new level of sensation. Trails of heat formed everywhere his fingers touched. The ebb and flow of energy between us was like nothing I’d ever experienced.

When he cupped my breast a low, guttural sound escaped my throat, and I felt myself lifted onto the counter. I reached around to unhook my bra, when a sharp, piercing tone broke the spell.

“Shit.” Reality flooded back in a painful flash when the sound came again. “It’s my work phone.”

“Ignore it,” he breathed against my neck. I could feel his lips trace a path along my collarbone and down to the swell of my breast.

“I have to take it.”

The phone rang a third time, and it took every ounce of willpower to answer. I was going to kill Dan. He was on call, and unless the building was on fire, he was a dead man. I fished the phone out of my front pocket, despite the fact Rick continued to kiss my neck.

“What?” I practically shouted into the phone.

There was a hesitation on the other end. “Olivia, its Dan.”

“Damn it, Dan. Whatever it is, you can handle it.”

“Tell him you’re busy,” Rick whispered against my ear. His hand brushed across the lace of my bra, and I had to choke back a moan.

“Ian was in an accident. Some idiot wasn’t paying attention and swerved into his lane. He hit a tree and was unconscious when they found him.” Dan paused for just a second, then said. “Olivia, he called earlier and said he could link the girl from the car accident to the teens found at the lake. He was on his way to your house to talk to Agent King.”

Faster than a cold shower, those words killed my desire. Now they would reopen the cases. “When did he call?”

“About two hours ago. I wasn’t worried, but after I heard about the accident, I thought I should call.”

“I’m glad you did. I’m going to the hospital. Thanks, Dan.” I flipped the phone shut and slipped it back into my pocket.

Rick must have picked up on my sudden change in mood, because he’d stepped back. “Everything all right?”

“I have to go.” I reached down and grabbed my discarded sweater, and started to dress. “Ian, the coroner, was run off the road tonight. I need to go to the hospital.”

Rick leaned against the counter, disappointment playing across his features, but the moment was lost and he knew it. Running a hand through his hair, he sighed. “I understand.”

I smiled feebly and said, “I’m sorry.”

“I know.”

“I not sure if I’ll be back tonight, but you’re welcome to stay.”

He leaned down and picked up his shirt from the floor. “I’m not sure I’ll stay. You go and do what you need to do. I’m good,” he said, voice tinged with frustration.

I grabbed my jacket and purse from the sofa where I’d dropped them. As I headed out the door, Rick kissed my cheek chastely and said, “If you have any trouble, please call me.”

His words seemed more of a warning of things to come than an invitation, and I had a sense of déjà vu. I wondered if Charlie had said something to him, or if he just had the same foreboding feeling I did.

“I will.”

Without another word, I got into my car and drove away. There were so many things left unsaid between us, but this wasn’t the time. Still, the thought that he might leave while I was gone bothered me more than I was willing to admit—even to myself.

FOURTEEN
January eighteenth
 
It was after midnight when I made it back home. The house was dark, but I noticed Rick’s car was still in the drive. I staggered into the house and set the ward, but there was no sign of him. I knew it was unreasonable to expect him to still be up, especially since I knew he hadn’t slept the night before, and I wasn’t sure if I was disappointed or relieved. I’d spent the last several hours trying to sort through the jumbled feelings I had about the man.

I walked through the house on autopilot, checking the answering machine and feeding Spike before I made my way back to my bedroom. The long weekend had finally caught up to me, and I was practically asleep before my head even hit the pillow.

But as usual the universe had other ideas, and a full night’s sleep wasn’t in the cards. A high-pitched whistle reverberated throughout the house, tearing me out of a deep sleep. The sound came again, and this time I recognized it. Someone had set off the perimeter wards.

My room was pitch black. An illuminated 6:23 a.m. glowed from the alarm clock on the bedside table. I slipped out of bed and retrieved my robe from the chair beside it.

A knock sounded at the bedroom door. “Olivia? Are you okay? What’s that noise?” Rick asked, his voice still thick with sleep.

I turned on the light and let him in. “It’s an alarm. Someone’s on the property.”

He crossed the room and pulled back the curtains to look outside. I couldn’t help but notice how sexy he looked with his rumpled curls and dark stubble. He turned around and I looked away, not wanting to get caught ogling him. I focused on the nightstand, and sifted through the contents until I found a flashlight.

“I’ll be back,” I said. “I’m going to see who it is.”

But as soon as the words left my mouth, we could hear voices from inside the house. I looked back to Rick, and he was already headed toward the door.

“Maybe you should stay here while I go check things out,” he said.

“The fuck I will. This is my house,” I said, opening the small lock box in the nightstand. I pulled out my revolver and checked the chamber. “Perhaps you’re should wait here.”

“Olivia?” Charlie’s voice called out from the dark. ”I’m sorry. I tried calling last night, but you never answered.” A deep voice I couldn’t make out came from the living room, and in a much quieter tone I heard Charlie say, “Of course I’m warning her. She might shoot your ass if you’re not careful.”

Confused, I meet Rick’s gaze. “It’s Charlie, but there’s someone else. Do you think it’s Agent King?”

He shrugged and looked at the revolver. “Maybe you should put the gun away,” he said.

I sighed and put the gun back in its usual home. My calm snapped. “I’m a single woman living in an isolated area. I need to be able to protect myself. You know not all of us can toss people across the room with our powers.”

A knock sounded at the bedroom door. “Liv, I’m sorry. I told them to wait until later today. Hell, I told them to call you first, but would he listen? No.” Charlie sounded pissed.

I yanked the door open. “Told who? What’s going on?”

“Ms. Harmon? I’d appreciate it if you could join us in the living room, and I’ll answer any questions you may have,” an unfamiliar male voice called from down the hall, rich and deep with a hint of a southern accent. Definitely not Agent King.

Again I looked to Rick for answers. His lips were set in a thin line, and I felt the electric sparks of anger and annoyance popping from him like static discharge.

“Rick?”

“We’d better go out and see what Marcus wants,” he said, walking past me and down the hall.

When I reached the living room, I caught my first glimpse of the famed Marcus. A tall, lanky man sat on the sofa next to Samuel, relaxed as though he were here merely on a social call instead of rousting me out of bed at the crack of dawn.

At first glance, he looked strikingly mundane. He could have easily passed for any number of older bookish, academic types, with his brown clothing and conservatively cut salt-and-pepper hair—except for the piercings and tattoos. He had no fewer than eight facial piercings, and five tattoos peeked out from under his traditional clothes. The contrast of bourgeois and punk rock hurt my brain.

As I approached the man, he rose from the sofa. “Ms. Harmon. My name is Marcus Searing,” he said, extending a hand. When he grasped mine, I felt his power flow over me in silken waves. “Please excuse the early hour, but I didn’t think this could wait.” He had turned and said the last words to Charlie.

Her response was a look that could’ve peeled paint. With a scowl firmly in place, she turned to me. “He thinks you’ve been making those charms.”

“What?” I asked, sure I’d heard her wrong.

“As I tried to explain to your friend here, I just have a few questions.” Exhaustion and annoyance trickled from the man. I could tell he held a tight rein on his emotions, and the fact that Charlie apparently got under his skin brightened my mood.

“If you just had a few questions, why couldn’t they wait until a decent hour? Or better yet, why didn’t you just call?” Waking up to this circus had me on the defensive, and Agent Searing and Charlie’s battle of wits was only feeding my sour mood.

“I thought you might be more comfortable here than in a Division interrogation room. I’m here out of courtesy.”

“Courtesy?” Irritation got the better of me and I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “It would have been courteous to show up at a reasonable hour. It would have been courteous to call first. Listen. As a courtesy, I’m not going to kick you out. I’m happy to answer any questions you have. I have nothing to hide, but I’m not going to stand here in my robe and nightgown. I’ll talk to you after I’ve taken a shower and put some clothes on.”

“I’ll make some coffee,” Charlie added.

Searing seemed ready to argue, but I cut him off. “You’re either going to have to take me into custody or wait. Your choice.” I turned, catching Samuel’s gaze. “Even after yesterday you think I have something to do with this?” He looked away, his guilt hanging in the air between us. I could tell this wasn’t his idea, but it still didn’t mean I wasn’t angry at him too. I stormed down the hall, Rick on my heels.

“Olivia, wait up.”

But I didn’t stop. Rick shut the door behind him, locking it. He came up behind me and tentatively touched my back. “Are you okay with this? I could call my office and see if I can’t get Division to back off.”

“I’m fine,” I said, trying to ignore his hand as it trailed down my back.

“There’s that word again. You always seem to be ‘fine.’ For someone so in tune with other people’s emotions, you’re crap at dealing with your own.” Irritation edged his voice, but I was picking up concern in his touch. This man was a mystery I didn’t have time to focus on right now.

“How should I be feeling? I’ve just spent the last three days working my ass off for the Division. I’ve put my life on the line trying to remove that charm, and this is the thanks I get.” My eyes stung with unshed tears, and I closed them, refusing to cry. “How could he think I had anything to do with those things?” I leaned back into Rick’s chest, letting his cool concern soothe me.

“Marcus might be an asshole, but he’s too far up the food chain to put in a personal appearance for that. There must be something else going. Just talk with him. Listen to him. He’ll see right away that you had nothing to do with this. I’ll be here with you.” He gave me a little shove toward the bathroom, breaking our contact. “Now go take your shower. I’m going to have a few words with Marcus while you’re getting ready.”

Still irritated, I took my time. After I’d showered, dressed, and dried my hair almost an hour had passed. The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon, and I looked longingly at the trail. I hadn’t been on a run for two days, and my muscles twitched for the release. As soon as I got everyone out of my house, I was going on a long one.

The heady aroma of fresh coffee greeted me when I entered the room. Rick was in a heated discussion with the two Division agents, so I joined Charlie in the kitchen. She had a full cup and toast waiting for me. Charlie was going out of her way to keep me calm, but it actually wasn’t necessary. I’m not sure whether it was because I had my rings on again or the fact that I’d kept everyone waiting, but my sour mood was gone.

“I’m sorry,” she said, handing me the cup.

“I’m fine,” I said in a low voice, taking a sip. Remembering what Rick had said, I added, “Agent Searing is just doing his job.”

She frowned, her angry expression making her look even more imp-like. “They still could have called. I’m so pissed with Sam.”

“Sam, is it? We’ve passed ‘Agent King’ and gone right to Sam?”

“Sam.” Her frown deepened. “I think he’s moved to ‘Agent Asshat.’”

I sipped my coffee and eyed the men. Searing kept looking over, his deep brown eyes watching me as the other men talked. I turned my attention back to Charlie. “So you run off with a Division agent, and now I’m on the most-wanted list? What’s up with that?”

Charlie slumped onto the barstool at the end of the counter and let out a long breath. “After we dropped Molly off, Sam reported in. That Marcus guy started questioning your involvement and how you released the charm when no one else seemed to be able to.” Charlie leaned in and whispered. “I didn’t tell him about the book. He assumed that you were able to manipulate the charm just because you’re an empath.”

“But that doesn’t explain why they are here.”

“It does look bad. Two girls show up in your back yard with the slave charms. You, the only registered empath for hundreds of miles. You were able to break the enchantment, even though no one else could.” She picked up her mug and eyed me, letting her words sink in. “I was so caught up with Molly last night, I didn’t even think about the consequences. I knew the Division was going to get involved, but I should have at least looked.”

“Just because you can see things coming doesn’t mean you can change them. I wouldn’t have changed what I did,” I told her. And even though I hated to admit it, if I were in his shoes I’d be suspicious, too. I glanced in their direction. King and Rick were arguing again. I was glad I had grabbed my ring. Between Charlie’s frustration and the growing anger coming from the living room, I would have had a meltdown by now.

“I’ve had enough of this crap from you. Charm trafficking is a federal crime and out of the Order’s jurisdiction. It was my call, and if you don’t like it, you can go fuck yourself.” King stood up and said to Searing, “I’m takin’ a smoke break. If you need me, I’ll be on the porch.”

Silence hung heavy in the room. Rick ran his hand through his hair, tugging on his curls. “I’m going to change clothes.”

After they’d both left the room, Searing spoke up. “Ms. Harmon, are you ready to have that chat?”

“I’m happy to answer your questions. But I have one of my own first. Why would you think I had something to do with this? Samuel—Agent King—said you wanted me to look at the charms. He even gave me the impression that you expected I’d be able to identify them and perhaps even manipulate the enchantment.”

“Yes. But after your local sheriff informed my department you were a suspect in two unsolved homicides, both teenagers, I felt the need to approach this in a different way. Especially after we identified the young man found at your dock as a missing witch from the Chicago Academy.”

“What? So now I’m a suspect in your charm case?”

“Let’s just say I have some questions that need to be answered.”

I spent the next hour going over the events of the past few days. Everything was fairly cut and dried, but Agent Searing kept coming back to the night I removed the charm.

“Tell me again why you decided to try to disenchant the charm. What made you think you could do it when other experts had failed?” Agent Searing had asked the same question three times now.

“For the last time: I could see the charm’s magic entwined in her aura. It was like untangling knotted-up yarn. I’m sorry that your employees weren’t patient enough to figure that out, but that’s not my problem.” I stood up and looked down at him. “You don’t seem to have any new questions, so if you’ll excuse me, I have to get to work. If you need anything else, please call and make an appointment with Charlie.”

I was halfway across the room when I heard him laugh. “You’re just like your mother.”

That stopped me in my tracks. I turned around and eyed him. “What do you know about my mother?”

“I knew both your parents. You and I have actually met before. Although you couldn’t have been more than two or three when I was your father’s apprentice. That’s the main reason I didn’t have you brought in, Olivia.”

“Well, if you knew my father so well then you have your answers right there. Maybe I’m just like my father and have a talent with charms.”

He seemed to consider this for a few minutes. “Perhaps. But I still think you’re hiding something.” He rose from the sofa and picked up his briefcase. “I’ll be in touch, Ms. Harmon. Please don’t leave town.” Dismissing me, Marcus turned his attention to the kitchen where Rick and Charlie were talking. “Rick? If you can walk me out, I have a few questions for you.”

The two men walked out the front door, and I relaxed.

“I’m proud of you,” Charlie said. She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and gave me a squeeze. “You managed to get through that whole interview without telling him to fuck off. My little girl is all grown up.”

I rolled my eyes and shrugged out of her embrace. “Suck it. I know it’s hard for you to grasp the concept, but I’m perfectly capable of being a mature adult.”

“Just keep telling yourself that.” She went back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. “I’m starved, we didn’t have breakfast this morning. Do you think your boy toy can whip up some of those swoon-worthy eggs?”

“He’s not my boy toy, and I was serious about going into the office today. I need to make transportation arrangements for Sarah Pickett. Shit, I hope they haven’t left yet.” I ran toward the door. I needed to make sure the FPD was going to take possession of that bastard Malone, and I wasn’t about to let Agent King get away without instructions. I wanted him out of my cooler by tonight.

A dark SUV was parked alongside the house. I didn’t see the men, but when I approached the vehicle I could hear their hushed voices on the other side. Slowing my steps, I tried to catch what they were saying.

“I understand your trepidations, especially considering the state I found you in this morning.” The rich, southern tone of the voice identified the speaker as Agent Searing. I stopped and listened more closely.

“I’m not one of your employees, Marcus. I’m not about to start searching her house. You’re grasping at straws here. Olivia isn’t involved. You should be focusing on why Scott Malone was here in the first place,” Rick’s deep voice rumbled.

“That is exactly what I’m doing, so if you want to keep her out of a holding cell I need to know you’re on board. Your superiors agreed to let me use you on this case since she seems to trust you. I’m convinced she didn’t make the charms, but she knows more than she’s letting on. Find out what she’s hiding and I won’t have to mention to your superiors that I found you in her bedroom this morning.”

I held my breath waiting for his response.

“Fine. I’ll have a look around,” he finally said. I wasn’t sure what I had expected him to say, but the fact that he gave in so quickly upset me.

Not wanting to hear more, I called out. “Agent King, we still have some unfinished business.”

The three men stopped talking as I rounded the SUV’s bumper. Afraid my face would betray my anger, I refused to look in Rick’s direction, instead choosing to focus on King. “I need an address to send Scott Malone’s body.”

Agent Searing handed me a card from his wallet. “We have a morgue at this facility. Please ship the body and all the personal effects here.”

“Thank you,” I said as I took the card, still eyeing King. He hadn’t said a word to me the entire time he’d been here, and I hoped he was feeling incredibly guilty. “And next time you need help with a case, don’t bother calling me.”

I turned around and stomped back to the house. I’d had my fill of the Division and inspectors. Rick called my name as I reached the porch, but I didn’t turn around. As I walked through the door Charlie said something, but I couldn’t talk with her right now, either. The irritation from this morning’s interrogation had boiled over into full-fledged rage. I didn’t stop until I’d made it to my bedroom.

Once behind closed doors, I collapsed on the bed and covered my face, trying to will the morning away. I wasn’t sure what was more insulting: that I was evidently now a suspect, or that Rick was actually willing to use this…whatever this was we had going on, to search my house.

I heard a light knock on the door. “Olivia, are you all right?”

I got up from the bed and grabbed my purse. Right outside my door, Rick was leaning against the wall, apparently without a care in the world.

“I’m sorry you had to go through that. It’s definitely not the morning I’d envisioned last night.” He shrugged and shot me one of his melt-in-your-mouth smiles.

I pulled out my keys and unhooked the one to the house, unaffected. “I’m going to the office.” I handed him the key and pushed past him. “Be sure to lock up after you’re done searching,” I said coolly and started down the hall.

He caught my arm as I passed, spinning me around to face him. “I wasn’t going to search your house. You should be thanking me. Marcus was ready to take you to Division headquarters because you weren’t cooperating. I bought us some time so I can find out exactly why Malone was out there the night of the accident.”

“Whatever,” I said, pulling my arm free. “Thanks for last night, but I need to go. Just lock up when you leave, and mail me the key when you get home. I have another.”

He followed me into the living room as I got my jacket. “Olivia, you’re angry. I get it but don’t leave like this. Talk to me.”

“You’re wasting your breath,” Charlie chimed in from the kitchen. “When she’s that pissed off, it’s just best to let her go.”

“I don’t need your help,” I snapped at her, then wheeled on him. “I have some things I need to take care of this morning and”—I shot Charlie an irritated look—“I need some space to cool down.”

Rick took a step closer, and I raised my hand to stop him. “Don’t. I’ll call you. Stay if you want to, I don’t care. Just give me some space.” I walked out, not waiting to hear his response.

The cold air was a welcome contrast to the heat rising in my chest. Was it possible he had only agreed to spy to protect me? God, I wished I hadn’t put my rings back on. I’d have really liked to know the answer. Before I reached the end of the driveway, my phone buzzed with a message.

Charlie: I’ll keep the boy toy entertained. Call me when you’re ready. Maybe lunch?
I didn’t want to think about seeing Rick again right now. I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat. The mention of lunch just reminded me that the only thing I’d had to eat was a few bites of toast, and I was certain if I didn’t at least get one more cup of coffee into myself, my body would go into withdrawal. It was just past ten and Sally would still be serving breakfast, so I decided my best course of action would be food first and personal drama later.

FIFTEEN
January eighteenth
 
The cheerful bell over the door announced my arrival. Sally’s was deserted at this hour, and I was glad. Still angry from this morning’s drama, I didn’t want to deal with a crowd.

“Be there in a sec, hon!” Sally’s chipper voice sounded through the kitchen door.

I took a seat at the counter, the smell of coffee and fried foods making my stomach growl. Sally came bursting into the room carrying a stack of clean cups, and when she saw me, she immediately perked up.

“Olivia! My word. You have been the talk of the town this morning.”

“Good morning Sally. Can I get some coffee and the breakfast special to go? I’m really busy, and I can’t stay and chat.”

Sally set the cups down, ignoring my request. “Marge called me last night. Her sister, Pat, is a waitress at Randy’s. Marge told me you broke Brad’s nose because he insulted that new guy you’ve been seeing.”

I barked a harsh laugh. Leave it to small-town gossip to fill in the blanks with half-truths and speculation. “I didn’t break his nose, just bloodied it, and he did more than just insult Rick. I don’t want to talk about it. I’m running on a tight schedule this morning.” I smiled, keeping my anger and frustration in check.

“Well, honey, that’s no way to act in public. You know how people in this town talk.” Sally pulled out a mug and started pouring.

“Sally, I really needed that to go.”

She set the full mug in front of me. “Even Jack said his son heard that the sheriff was going to press charges, but Brad talked him out of it. Listen, sweetheart, Brad is good people. He comes from a nice family. If you just apologize, I’m sure he’ll just forget the whole thing happened.”

“Listen, Sally,” I said, grinding my teeth into a smile. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Brad’s the one that came over to our table.”

The little bell rang as one of the local farmers walked in. He headed toward the counter, but after spotting me, he decided on a booth instead.

“Of course he did, sweetie. That’s what polite folks do.” She waved to the man and said, “I’ll be right there.” She grabbed another mug and poured more coffee. “If you just apologize, everything will be fine. Everyone knows how much stress you’ve been under, what with havin’ to take on a second job and all. But that’s still no excuse for actin’ out in public. Talk to Brad. He’ll fix this.”

“I didn’t need to take a second job. I’m doing a public service.” I growled in frustration, realizing I’d gone off topic. “Never mind. If you could just make this coffee to go, and forget about the special. I have bagels at the office.”

She picked up an empty mug and leaned closer to me. “You’ve been acting strange since that man came to town. Honey, we all like the bad boys, but they tend to leave trouble in their wake. You need to remember that after he’s gone you’ll still live in this town.” She walked over to greet the new arrival. “Jerry. You’re in late this mornin'. Is your hip botherin’ you again?”

I was speechless. After last night, I knew there’d be gossip, but the fact that I was being made into the villain enraged me. I slammed two singles in front of the untouched coffee and stalked toward the door. I could hear the newcomer talking with Sally in low, whispered tones and caught just a few words. Punched. Out of control. Brad. It was enough to push me over the edge. I turned around.

“Damn it! Get your story straight!” I yelled. The cool prickle of power danced across my skin. “Brad was the aggressor! He grabbed me first! It was him, not me!”

Before I could stop it a wave of energy pulsed toward them. The elderly man in the booth dropped his mug, his expression slack. Sally stumbled and grabbed the back of the bench for support. For several long seconds, no one said a word, and I thought everything was going to be fine. But I knew that was just wishful thinking.

As if she was coming out of a daze, Sally’s expression contorted. Her normally sunny air darkened. She snapped out a dish towel and began vigorously scrubbing the table, angry red spots forming on her cheeks.

“Jerry, you idiot!” Sally glowered at him. “Just look what you did. Now I’m going to have to clean this whole area again. It’s no wonder your wife ran off with that banker.”

“Don’t you start with me, Sally,” Jerry said. He picked up the mug and tossed it to the floor. It broke into small shards of ceramic. “Dammit woman, it’s your fault. If you didn’t make the coffee so damned hot, I wouldn’t have dropped the cup. I don’t know why I come here.” Jerry slid out of the booth, stepped on a shard or two just for good measure, and stormed out.

I knew this was my fault, but I was still shocked. I had never pushed past my shield before, and the last time I’d lost control like this I had been a teenager. I slipped my ring off and walked over to Sally, laying a hand on her shoulder.

“Sally, it’s fine.” I took a deep breath and tried to get a handle on my own emotions, before I even attempted to settle her. “It was an accident.”

Sally stopped cleaning the table and looked at me, eyes unfocused. “What? Oh, Olivia, you’re still here. I thought you were going off to talk to Brad.”

“I don’t want to talk to him!” I snapped, but stopped myself from saying more. I didn’t want to cause more problems, so I decided to try a different tactic. I reached down and picked her hand up, pressing it to my chest. “I’m really counting on you for support. Brad crossed a line. He hurt me. The way he grabbed me… I was just defending myself.” I could feel the heat radiating into her hand. There was nothing wrong with what I was doing, I told myself. I was just giving her anger a target, and it wasn’t far from the truth.

Sally’s eyes came into sharp focus, and she started to nod. “You had every right to defend yourself. Don’t you ever let a man lay his hands on you.” Her expression grew soft. She pulled her hand from my grasp and engulfed me in a hug.

I accepted her support without objection. It was gratifying to feel her concern and love, however manufactured they may have been. It helped settle my own tumultuous feelings. There were enough things in my life to leave me angry and confused; I welcomed this little bit of sympathy. I let myself lean into her, greedily taking it all in, but it wasn’t long before guilt started to pull at my conscience. I knew I was using her in more ways than one.

I pulled back and saw wet stains on her shoulder. Tears trailed down my cheeks unbidden. “I’m sorry. I’ve got to go.”

She held tight. “Police officers used to be gentlemen. I’m going to have to give the sheriff a talking to.”

As if drawn by the mention of his name, Sheriff Black walked into the diner. He stood at the door, taking in the scene: Sally holding me in a bear hug, coffee still dripping off the table, the shattered mug lying next to it on the linoleum.

“Mornin’ Sally. Everything okay?” he asked in his slow drawl.

“No, Sheriff, it is not okay.” She released me and wagged a finger in his face. “I don’t know what is going on with Brad, but you need to get him under control. He can’t go around manhandling people.” She waved a hand in my direction.

Sheriff Black’s eyes narrowed as he looked toward me, and a bitter sneer spread across his face. He looked back to Sally, expression softened, and said, “You can count on me to handle this. Don’t you worry. Now how ‘bout some coffee. I’ve got to get back to the station.” He walked to the counter without looking at me again.

While Sally was distracted, I sneaked out the door. I couldn’t believe what I had done. I’d never used my gift for such blatantly selfish reasons. It didn’t matter that I was only trying to fix a problem that I’d created with my outburst. My solution was purely selfish.

Disgusted with myself, I hurried up the street to Armstrong’s. I paused at the door, wondering if I should go back and try to make things right. But I didn’t want to see Sheriff Black, so instead I let myself in. I leaned against the closed door and bit back a bitter laugh. I wasn’t sure the day could get much worse.

I jumped as the door shook from someone’s fist against it. The office was technically closed today, but we took calls twenty-four hours a day. When I opened it again, I found Sheriff Black standing on the porch.

“Mind telling me what was going on back at Sally’s?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean, Sheriff.” I leaned against the door and adopted my best innocent look. “I was in getting my morning coffee, just like you. Sally and I were having a friendly conversation.”

“Conversation, my ass. Then why did I have to assure her that I’d do sensitivity training at the station in order to get a cup of coffee?” He waved his travel mug in my face. “I know you did something to her. I won’t tolerate someone like you taking advantage of the nice folks in this town. I don’t care if there are laws protecting your kind. I’ll run you out of town if I find out you’ve been using magic against innocent people.”

“You don’t have a clue. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

His cold gaze met me, sending a chill down my spine. “I know more than you think. Brad’s told me all about you. I know what you can do. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be allowed out in public.”

“Well, it’s a good thing it’s not up to you.”

“Watch yourself, Miss Harmon. You’re walking a dangerous line here. Don’t think your new Order friend can keep you safe.”

“Is that a threat, Sheriff?” I tried to keep the worry out of my voice.

His lips twisted into a sinister grin. “Not a threat. Just think of it as a friendly warning. You’ve worked hard to keep a low profile. I’m not sure the people in this town would be as accepting of you if they knew exactly what kind of power you have.”

I gaped at him. What the fuck did he mean by that?

His grin morphed into a full-fledged smile, and he turned to leave. I reached out to stop him, needing to know exactly what he meant, but he had shifted out of my reach before I got near. “Don’t touch me. I’ve told you before not to touch me.”

We’d never had a good relationship, but the fact that Sheriff Black wouldn’t even let me touch him unsettled me. It was an old prejudice that stemmed from a fear of being hexed, but it was one I’d never had to deal with until he moved to town.

“Fine. I won’t touch you, but just know I haven’t done anything wrong, and you can take your advice”—I emphasized the word with air quotes—“and shove it. Oh, and since we’re handing out advice, tell Brad if he ever lays a hand on me again, drunk or not, getting punched in the face will seem like a picnic. Sally was right about one thing: police officers in this town used to be gentlemen before you took over. If you need anything else from me, call and make an appointment.”

Not letting him respond, I closed the door in his face and locked it. Evidently when I had asked if this day could get any worse, the universe had taken that as a challenge. I made my way downstairs, looking forward to spending some time with the dead. I needed the stillness that I never seemed to find in the company of the living. The dead didn’t have expectations or desires. Their needs were simple and uncomplicated. I didn’t have to worry about their feelings.

I worked in the cool, quiet room for the rest of the morning, preparing the bodies for transport. I rushed through prepping Scott Malone’s body. It was hard to keep my feelings out of it, knowing what he’d done to those girls. But I took my time with Sarah. I couldn’t change what had happened, but I could make sure she looked her best.

Even after working for hours, I couldn’t quite match the natural skin tone from the photo. I grabbed the wet wipes and removed the makeup for the third time, frustrated. I looked back at the picture and grabbed a lighter shade. I stroked the cosmetic sponge across her face, blending in a slightly darker color. The desire to get this right became an obsession. After a few more hours and a few more attempts, she was ready. Sarah Pickett, the girl we didn’t save, looked at peace. Something broke inside me as I looked at her, and I crumpled to the floor. All the emotions I’d dammed up spilled over in a torrent. I sat next to her for a long time, letting everything out.

It was close to two when I helped the guy from Circle City Transportation load the bodies into the back of his van. I handed him a box with Scott Malone’s name and a case number printed on the side and gave him instructions.

After closing the doors behind me, I slipped off my apron and headed upstairs, back to my office. There was always something for me to work on, some fire that needed to be put out, but I couldn’t focus today. I didn’t understand what was going on with me. My work usually calmed me, but a tight fist of anxiety clawed in my chest. By the time Dan arrived I was ready to climb the walls.

I didn’t even let him get in the door before I was on him. “I’m expecting the flower delivery for tomorrow. Mr. Mitchell’s son will be by to proof the programs and drop off the video montage. Can you handle that?”

“I don’t think it will be an issue. Do we have a pickup?”

“I’m just…” Hesitating, unsure exactly what to say. I’m just… What? I’m having a breakdown? I’m not safe to be around, at least not around anyone living. “I’m going to go for a run. I didn’t get a chance to do it this morning, and I thought I’d take the time now.”

Dan glanced down at my bruised hand and said, “I heard about the restaurant. If it makes you feel any better, I think you deserve better than Brad.” He blushed and looked away. “I hope you broke his nose.”

“Thanks,” I said, trying to hide my smile. I patted him on the arm and headed to the stairs leading to the apartment. “I’ll be back in about an hour.”

I changed clothes and donned my running jacket, then slipped out the back door. I’d been alone almost the entire day, but it still hadn’t been enough to settle me. So I did the only thing I had left: I ran.

The hard, unrelenting bass of my iPod drowned out all thoughts. I was a mile outside of town when I realized the same dark sedan had driven past for the third time. The only reason I took notice was a faded sticker on the bumper proclaiming the wonders of the Ozark Mountains.

It could have been a coincidence, but I didn’t think so. I took the next right down a gravel county road, little-used and lined with barren fields on either side. It stressed my isolation, but also afforded me an unobstructed view. Sprinting was never my strength, I was more a slow and steady type of girl, but for the next fifteen minutes I put everything I had into my run, desperate to get back to town. When the sight of the first scattered businesses came into view, I finally slowed my pace.

I was breathing hard by the time I reached the corner of Main and Ninth. I stopped, leaning over to catch my breath, and eyed the street. A couple came out of Books ‘n’ Bits and gave me a concerned look. I tamped down my panic and smiled as they passed. Once I’d caught my breath, I walked up the street toward Armstrong’s.

Nothing seemed out of place as I looked around. No sinister black sedans waited for me. Christ. Being involved in this case had me on edge, and I felt silly for my sudden spike of nerves. But, on the other hand, the run had done its job. Even though my muscles screamed from the extra exertion, my mind was still.

Armstrong’s was just four blocks away, and I walked at a slow pace, giving my body time to cool down. I shook my head, chiding myself for the foolish notion that someone was following me. It wasn’t as if the car stopped or got too close to me on the road. No, it simply passed.

By the time I’d reached the back entrance to Charlie’s apartment, I was convinced it was all in my imagination. I opened the door, and just before I went in, I saw it again. There, idling just a block away, was the black sedan with the Ozarks sticker. I strained to see if I recognized the driver, but it pulled away from the curb and rounded the corner.

SIXTEEN
January eighteenth
 
After I showered and dressed, I checked my messages. As expected, there were five waiting for me from Charlie.

 
11:30 AM Charlie: Coming home for lunch?
12:17 PM Charlie: We’re eating without you. Are you coming home?!?! Rick is getting restless.
1:36 PM Charlie: Rick is leaving. Will call you tonight. Please call I have news.
3:15 PM Charlie: Coming into town. Hitting the store first. Stop avoiding me and call.
3:49 PM Charlie: Will be home soon. You’ve sulked enough. Be ready to talk.
 
I put away my phone and went downstairs. I was starting to feel like myself again, despite the unnerving encounter with the sedan, and was ready to deal with Charlie and my mounting personal issues. I headed to my office and shuffled through some papers while I waited. I didn’t wait long. By four, she walked through the door holding a Styrofoam take-out container.

“I figured you didn’t eat.” She dropped the container on my desk. “Mind telling me why Sally thinks Brad is abusing you?” Crossing her arms, she looked at me expectantly.

“I screwed up.” Unable to face the disapproving look I knew would be all over her face, I stood and walked over to the window, searching for some logical reason for my actions. From my office, I could see down Main Street. The snow had melted, giving the town a dingy, gray look. There were only a few people on the streets, hurrying to various shops and business. Life was moving forward, but for me everything seemed to be coming apart. “I lost it. The stress of everything that’s been going on…It just got to me. I know that’s not an excuse, but I’ve got it under control now.”

“If it’s so well under control, why did she send me home with a flier for the abused women’s shelter?”

I turned around and met Charlie’s gaze. The compassion in her eyes told me she knew, but I told her anyway.

“Well, it seems like I’m the talk of the town. I have been officially been promoted from creepy town witch to crazy, hostile ex-girlfriend. Last night Brad was drunk and got handsy. I tried to get him to back down, but he had the nerve to call me a whore in front of the entire restaurant. So I decked him.”

“You didn’t.” Charlie slapped a hand over her gaping mouth. Delight gleamed in her eyes, and she started to laugh. “I wish I could have seen that. If ever a man needed to be punched in the face, it’s Brad. Just let me know if you need help hiding his body. Say the word and I’ll be there.”

“Charlie, that’s not even remotely funny considering I’m the prime suspect in a killing spree.”

“Technically, since the killings happened over the course of several months, they’re serial killings, not a spree.”

“Gee, thanks. That makes everything so much better.” I noted that she was enjoying this far too much. Turning back to the window, I watched the cars drive up Main Street. “What am I going to do? I hit Brad. I psychically attacked Sally. Then I made it worse by manipulating her feelings.” I started to giggle, unable to stop myself. “God, I made her think I’m an abused woman. Me!”

“At least you got pie.” Charlie laughed, walked over, and put an arm around me. “Olive, it’s going to be okay.”

“I just can’t seem to catch a break. Since Gran’s been gone, nothing seems to go right anymore. What if this whole dream about living a normal small-town life and fitting in is just that, a dream?” I slipped out of her grasp and walked back to my desk to examine the food. There was a steak, a potato, and a slice of cherry pie. On the lid of the container, Sally had scrawled “You’re a beautiful, strong woman.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the note. “Well, at least I got some good food out of the whole mess. She only breaks out the cherry for the church social.” I dipped my finger into the sticky fruit filling and licked it. Sally knew tart cherry was my favorite. “I’m not about to apologize for hitting him. Brad was being an asshole. Maybe next time he’ll think twice before he grabs another woman and treats her like that.”

“I never understood why you went out with him. Seriously, Olivia, what was up with that whole thing? Sure, he’s cute, but he has about as much depth as a tea saucer. Rick, on the other hand, I can see. You know he has it bad for you.” Charlie reached over and ran a finger through the whipped cream topping.

I swatted her hand away and closed the lid. “Speaking of Rick,” I said, trying to steer the conversation away from Brad. I wasn’t up to rehashing our entire relationship right now. “You said you had some news. Care to elaborate?”

“One of Rick’s contacts…I just love saying that. It’s all very noir sounding. I think I’ll start calling you His Girl Friday. I mean the amount of Scotch you put away, all you need to do is start smoking and we’ll have ourselves a hard-boiled detective novel.”

“Charlie.”

“All right,” she said and stuck her tongue out at me. “Rick’s contact told him that Scott Malone was hired to move the girls. And this wasn’t his first time.”

“Who was this contact? If they know that much, then maybe they know where the girls were being taken.”

“That’s what Rick is hoping. He went down to meet with her. He said he’d try to call later tonight, but it would be better if you called. Talk to him. It was all I could do to keep him from coming into town and cornering you. He was freaked out this morning when you stormed out, the poor guy.”

“I’m sure he’ll live.” I rolled my eyes, trying to sound uninterested, but I was perversely thrilled he cared at all.

“You’re doing it again. Every time you get close to someone, you start pulling away before you even give it a chance. Well, everyone but Brad.” She said his name with exaggerated mockery and mimed sticking her finger down her throat. “We see how that’s worked out for you.”

“Very mature. And for your information, I’m not pulling away. I’m not even sure there’s anything to pull away from. It was one night out, and even that just kinda happened. I knew he’d be leaving.”

“See. That’s what I’m talking about.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s the truth, but don’t worry. I’m not going to send Rick packing. Especially since he’s the only one who seems to be on my side. I promise to call him on my way home.” I looked at the clock. “If you’re going to make practice tonight you’d better get ready.” Tonight was Charlie’s night off, and she and Zoe were on a roller derby team.

Charlie frowned, not moving from the chair. “I’m sure my girls will understand if I miss one practice. We don’t have a match for another two months. I don’t want to leave you alone. I’ve had this bad feeling all day.”

“Well, I think you’re spot on as usual. My day sucked, but that doesn’t mean I need a babysitter.” I pulled out my cell and sent a message to Rick. “There. I invited Rick to come over tonight to discuss the case.”

I stood up, grabbed my purse, and headed for the door. Looking over my shoulder I said, “You wouldn’t want to get in the way, now would you? Have fun tonight.”

I knew it was the one thing I could say that would keep her away. I didn’t know if he’d come, but she was right; Rick and I needed to talk. My phone buzzed in my hand, and I looked down to see Rick’s number. Obviously I had to take this call.

“Hey, did you get my message?” I asked.

“Yes, but I wanted clarification,” he paused, and I could hear him take a deep breath. “Do you just want to know about what I found out, or was this an invitation to talk about what happened this morning? Because I can tell you about the case over the phone. I know you were upset, but I didn’t expect you to walk out on me this morning without so much as a word.”

“I didn’t wake up this morning expecting to hear you agree to spy on me.” I bit my lip, immediately regretting my snarky retort. I softened my tone. “Yes. I want to know about the case, but I also want to apologize for this morning. You have to understand something about me,” I sighed, struggling with how to put this. “I’m not sure what you’re looking to get out of this thing between us, but there are times I can’t control how I react. Sometimes my emotions take over. The best thing I can do is get away and sort things out.”

His sigh was audible over the line. “How ‘bout I pick up something to eat and we’ll talk?”

“That works for me.” I hung up and caught myself staring at the phone. What was I was thinking? As if I didn’t have enough drama in my life, now I was actively looking for more. I headed back home sure about one thing: it was going to be an interesting night.

Rick showed up at seven with pizza in hand.

“Well? What did you find out?” He hadn’t even gotten his jacket off. I wanted answers.

“After we eat. I had a crappy lunch since you apparently never shop for food. Honestly, Olivia, I’ve seen college dorms with more to offer,” he said as he eyed me. “So, needless to say, I’m starved.”

My own stomach growled. I’d missed breakfast and ended up just eating Sally’s pie when I got home, so I didn’t argue. I joined him in the kitchen, and got out plates and a couple cold beers.

My land line started to ring. “Would you grab that? I’m on call until Ian is back on his feet.”

Rick walked over and picked up the receiver. “Hello? Yes, she’s here, but she’s in the middle of something. Sure, and who should I say is calling? I see.” Rick put his hand over the mouthpiece, frowning. “Olivia, it’s that asshole from the restaurant last night.”

I set the plates and beers down on the dining room table and waved for the phone. “It could be work,” I said, trying to keep the irritation out of my voice. “I’ll find out what’s going on and be right back.” I turned my back to him and said into the phone, “What do you want, Brad?”

“I thought you were on call tonight?”

“I am. Are you calling about work or are you going to apologize for being an asshole?”

“Why is he still there? Your case is closed. I thought he was leaving.” Brad said sounding genuinely confused.

“I thought we established last night that what I do in my private life is not your concern.” I didn’t even attempt to keep the anger out of my voice. “But while I have you on the phone, answer me a question. Why did Sheriff Black tell the FPD I was a suspect in those cold cases from last year?”

“They requested case files from any open investigations that had similar victimology. I doubt Mike pointed a finger at you. Your name’s still on the list because we couldn’t eliminate you entirely. But everyone knows you had nothing to do with it.”

“Sure. Everyone,” I said tersely and looked over my shoulder to Rick. He was sitting at the table sipping his beer. I didn’t want to have this conversation with Brad. As a matter of fact, I didn’t care if I ever had another conversation with him again. “Did you need something, Brad, or can I go?”

“I wanted to talk to you about last night. I’m not mad, if that’s what you think. I know you can get carried away sometimes.”

Not mad? Carried away? What was Brad smoking that made him think last night was my fault? I glanced over at Rick again and decided the best thing to do would be end this conversation. “If no one is dead, I’m going. I have a guest over,” I said and hung up the phone.

I joined Rick in the dining room and shrugged. “Sorry about that. Hopefully, that will be our last interruption tonight.”

“Hopefully,” he said and pointed to the boxes. “I got your favorite.”

I opened the box and smiled. “You did good,” I said. Pineapple and onion. And while I couldn’t be sure how he knew what liked on my pizza, I suspected Charlie was involved. I sat down across from him and grabbed a slice.

After eating two pieces I sat quietly, nibbling the pineapple off the last slice on my plate, and waited for him to finish. Patience wasn’t a virtue I possessed, and I was on edge. The silence was killing me.

Rick watched me for a few minutes, then shook his head with a grin. He started talking about his favorite pizza toppings and his favorite pizza joints across the country. Whether he was picking up on my agitations or just making small talk I couldn’t tell.

“You’d love Tony’s in California. They make this pineapple and bacon pizza that’s cooked in an authentic wood fire oven straight from Italy.” He closed his eyes as if trying to remember the taste.

“Why are you here?” I asked, interrupting his story.

He arched his brow with a look of confusion. “You did invite me, didn’t you?”

“Not here. I mean what brought you to Indiana.” He just didn’t seem to fit here in the Midwest. I was genuinely curious. “What’s keeping you here? You obviously love to travel, and while Indiana has its charm, you’ve made it clear there are other places you love. So, why are you here?”

“This is where my sister is,” he said, his face suddenly devoid of emotion.

Family was something I understood. “I didn’t know you had a sister.”

“Actually, I have three.”

“Do they all live in Indiana?”

“Just the one. You look like you’re done.” He picked up my plate along with his and deposited them in the sink. “Are you ready to talk about what I found out today?”

He was obviously uncomfortable with the subject of his sister, so I let the matter drop. But it did highlight how little I knew about Rick. There was so much I didn’t know about him, and while he wanted me to bare everything, he was reluctant to share himself. But that was a matter to ponder later; right now I wanted know what he had learned about the case.

We moved into the living room and sat on the sofa. He unzipped the bag he’d been carrying when he’d arrived, and pulled out a spiral notebook.

“It seems like Mr. Scott Malone was a busy man. Outside of being one of the Midwest’s largest illegal charms dealers, Malone also had a healthy smuggling business. He’d ship banned potions and illegal cryptozoologicals all over the country. And for the right price he’d transport people.”

“Charlie said you had a contact. Did she know where he was taking the girls?”

“Jessie, a runner who’s worked with Malone for years, said that twelve years ago he’d taken some girls to New Madrid, a small town in southern Missouri.”

“How can you be so sure that has anything to do with this case?”

“Jessie said the girls all had the charm.”

“And she was okay with that?” After seeing Molly under the charm’s influence, I knew it would be hard not to know she was being held against her will. How anyone could be involved without being outraged was a mystery to me.

“I didn’t judge. To be honest, I was glad she would even talk to me. Maybe she did feel a little guilty for the part she played.” He shrugged as if the thought hadn’t crossed his mind. “So that’s where I’m at right now. I’m planning a trip down to New Madrid in the morning, but I’d like to settle things between us before I leave.”

“Us? I’m not sure there’s anything to talk about. You’re a great guy. I’m attracted to you, I won’t deny that, but last night”—I paused to look for the right words—“that didn’t mean there has to be an ‘us.’ We’re both adults here. I’m not looking for a relationship. I’m not sure I could even handle one right now. If you haven’t noticed, I’m kind of a hot mess.” I looked away, unable to meet his eyes.

He chuckled, his hand coming up to caress my cheek. “I know, it’s one of your charming qualities.”

His tone was light, but I wanted him to take me seriously. I got up from the sofa and walked into the kitchen, putting some distance between us. “Rick, I’m not kidding. Outside of the fact that I can’t seem to manage the most benign personal relationships, there’s my job, and this murder investigation. It’s too much for me to handle right now.”

“Why do you think you have to face everything alone? I’m helping with the investigation. I want to kill Samuel for bringing your name up to Marcus. They’ve linked the earlier bodies with Molly and Sarah’s kidnapping, and now I have a lead to another possible case. There’s no way you could be involved. This whole thing will blow over before you know it.”

“I appreciate the help with clearing my name, but don’t blame King. I can’t fault them for suspecting me. Agent Searing was just doing his job, and to be honest, if I were him, I’d ask the same questions. He even went out of his way to make sure it was as painless as possible.”

His expression grew dark. “Olivia, don’t let Marcus’s southern charm fool you. He may have left this morning, but trust me, he’s not satisfied. He wouldn’t have made the trip just for a friendly chat.”

“I don’t like what’s going on, but I’m not worried. I have nothing to hide. I haven’t done anything wrong.”

He laughed. “Darling, it’s not about what you did or didn’t do. Now that you’re a known commodity, I imagine Marcus is going to try to woo you.”

“Woo me?”

“He’s always trying to recruit the best. He tried to recruit me. And with your gifts, of course, he’s going to try to get you.”

It was my turn to laugh. “I know you think I’m gifted, or powerful, but I’m nothing like you. I don’t have skills. I can barely use my magic,” I sighed. “I have no control, and I’m more dangerous than anything else. Agent Searing is a fool if he thinks anything different.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. Marcus won’t. I could see it in his eyes; he wants you, Olivia, and he won’t stop until you're under his control.”

“You make it sound tawdry. Searing didn’t strike me as the wooing type.”

“Marcus came personally.” He ran a hand through his curls, frustration crackling in the air. “Don’t you find that at all odd? He’s checking you out. Whatever you do, don’t trust what he has to say. He didn’t get into his position by being a nice guy.”

“Wow! First Charlie, now you? It’s not like the FPD is the Galactic Empire.” I joked, trying to lighten the mood. I didn’t like where this conversation was headed, and when I saw a little grin peek out from behind his scowl, I figured my ploy was working.

Determined to gain the upper hand, I set my glass on the table as I leaned over and winked at him. Demurely clutching both hands in front of me, I said in a soft, pleading voice, “‘Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi. You're my only hope.’”

Rick stared blankly at me for a moment, not saying anything.

“What?” I groaned. “Please don’t tell me you’re not a fan, because you know that’s a deal breaker for me.”

He chuckled and said, “You’re something else. Does that snark come with the slave costume, too?” He slid a hand down my arm, sending a ripple of desire through me, and I found myself imagining him in a leather vest and tight jeans—playing Han to my Leia.

My cheeks warmed at the image, but I tried to put on a cool expression. Ending up in bed with Rick was the last thing I needed. I was barely holding on to my control today, and I thought it was unwise to repeat last night. “Rick, I’m sorry. I just don’t think I can do this.”

He stilled his hand and gave me a confused expression. “Can’t do what?”

“This, whatever this is we have going on.” I stood up and walked into the other room. “I had a shit day, and while I enjoyed last night, I’m not ready to push things like that again.” I turned around and I looked at him, trying to convey my growing frustration. “I know you think I can control my powers, but I attacked Sally from town today. She’s not just a pleb; she’s my friend. I haven’t done that since I crafted my shield. I’m worried that—I don’t know, maybe we pushed my control to the edge last night. I’m not sure it’s such a good idea for me to do that again.”

He walked over to me and pressed my hand to his chest. “I’d never make you do anything you weren’t comfortable with. You know that, don’t you?” Rick brought my hand up to his mouth, kissing the ring. “But you have to know until you get some control over your powers, things like that will always be a possibility, even with the ring.”

“It hasn’t happened in years. Why now?” I pulled my hand back. “My life has been quiet. People in town accept me for the most part, and now everything is falling apart.”

“Do you trust me?”

Did I? I’d just met Rick, and I had no reason to trust him. As a matter of fact, I had every reason not to trust him. He had agreed to spy on me. He was working with an organization that had me under investigation. I didn’t know anything about him. And despite all that, I’d shared one of the most intimate moments of my life with him. While I might not know facts about him, I knew him on a deeper, more personal level. I bit my lip, unable to put my feelings into words.

“All right, I get it. I haven’t given you many reasons to trust me.” He leaned back on his heels, his eyes appraising. “I have an idea. A way for me to earn a little trust and for you to work on your control.”

I considered him for a long moment, intrigued. “I’m listening.”

“How about we practice. Take the ring off and you can ask me anything. Use your power to gauge my sincerity.”

I thought about it for a moment. What he was offering was huge. No one had ever offered to let me read them, not even Charlie. There were so many things I wanted to know, I wasn’t sure where to start.

“Anything?” I asked.

“Anything your little mind can think up.”

I swallowed, pushing down my anxiety. Watching him from across the room, I wondered again how such an easygoing guy ended up as an Order inspector, but what I really wanted to know was what had made him despise the FPD.

“Fine, but I have two conditions.”

“Oh, and what would those be?”

“Like I said, I’ve had a crap day, and I want to have a drink before we begin.”

“And your second condition?” He asked, eying me suspiciously.

“I don’t want just a question-and-answer period. I want some history. Tell me what happened between you and Agent King, and why you’re so hell bent on keeping me away from the Division.”
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The silence was a physical presence filling the room. Rick frowned, his eyes trailing toward the front door and back to me. For a moment, I thought he’d changed his mind, but then he nodded slightly and said, “Okay. After Marcus’s visit, I think you have the right to know exactly who you’re dealing with.”

I let out a breath, relieved, and walked over to the liquor cabinet. “Good. But I’m going to start with that drink.”

I brought over a couple of tumblers and poured us each a healthy glass of Scotch. I took a quick swig, trying to quell my nerves. The drink burned on the way down and settled, warm in the center.

Rick stared at me with a questioning look in his eyes and nodded to my hand. “If you don’t want to do this, I’ll understand.”

I slid off my ring, setting it on the table, and stared him down. “Oh, no. You’re not backing out on me now. I’m actually starting to warm to the idea.” I picked up my glass and tipped it in his direction. “Anytime you’re ready.” I leaned back in the chair and patiently waited for him to begin, but he sat swirling the amber liquid, letting his mood sour.

“So? Are you going to make me wait all night?” I pressed. “King said you had been assigned to a Division case before, and you seemed to work well together. What’s up with the animosity between you two? I’m guessing it’s more than inter-agency rivalry.”

“It’s that obvious?” Rick grinned sheepishly at me before he took a deep draw on his glass. “You know, I don’t think I’ve actually told anyone the whole story. I was assigned to work as a liaison. During a particularly tough case, I followed orders that I knew were wrong and people…No, not just people, someone I loved, got hurt.” He wouldn’t meet my gaze, instead examining the glass.

“As an Order inspector my main job is keeping people safe from magic. This usually means picking up illegal charms, harmful potions, and at times dangerous witches. I loved my job. I had always felt like I was making a difference. But that changed three years ago.” He downed the rest of his drink and put the tumbler back on the table. “Listen, I don’t want to bore you with all the fine details. The gist of it was I was on loan to the Division, working to shut down a cross-border potion ring. The higher-ups from the Division made a call I knew wasn’t right, and it ended with my sister in the hospital. Because I followed their orders, my sister almost died.”

The subtle shift in his mood told me there was more to this story than just a case gone wrong and a hurt sister. His words were saying one thing, but his emotions told a different story. I focused on what he was feeling. There was plenty of guilt, and I expected some anger, but what I felt was beyond simple resentment. There was rage and a healthy dose of loathing. Probing, I hit a wall; I could tell he was resisting.

“No way,” I said. “That’s not good enough. If you don’t want to tell me that’s one thing, but you’re the one who suggested this. How is this supposed to help if you shut me down before we get started? Why do you have all this rage directed at the FPD? Please, just be honest.”

He didn’t answer right away. The silence was thick, so when he finally began to speak it startled me. “Samuel and I were tracking this dealer. He’d been pushing E on the streets, but this batch was laced with a potion, Firefly. It enhances magical powers, and grants people mild empathic-like abilities and synesthesia.” His words were forced, and even though he was trying hard to remain neutral—for my benefit, no doubt—the anger was still there. “The drug was hot in the clubs, and the kids popped it like candy, including my sister. But it caused serious side effects that landed kids in the clinic. No matter how many dealers we got off the street, it always seemed like more popped up on the club scene. The case was going nowhere.”

He was still holding back a big part of the story, so I finished off the last of my drink and decided to probe deeper. It might have been the Dutch courage, but I decided I wasn’t going to be a passive observer any longer.

As if understanding my intentions, he looked up from his glass and studied me, his pale eyes cold. His anger was broadcasting on all wavelengths now. “I wouldn’t look too close if I were you. You might not like what you see.”

The warning hung in the air between us, but I didn’t care. He was the one that had opened this door, and I was going to get answers. “I can tell you’re holding something back. Don’t handle me with kid gloves. Trust me. Nothing you say will shock me.”

Eyes closed, Rick took a deep breath. I could feel him wrestling with his turbulent emotions. Following his lead, I pulled power through the lotus and tried to gain balance between our emotions. I breathed, isolating his anger and separating it from my own feelings. I can do this, I kept reassuring myself, but my nerves were on edge. I downed the rest of my drink to dull the edge and focused on him again.

“I had the regional distributor in my custody. We could have wrapped up the case, but they wanted us to release the scumbag, and hundreds of kids ended up dead.”

“I never heard anything about this in the news.” It was more challenge than response.

“When the FPD’s experimental potions get leaked from the lab, they try and keep it quiet.” He laughed, trying to make light of it, but his harsh tone said something different. His anger was getting the better of him, and he was having a hard time controlling it. “Division’s priority was to find out who stole the potion, regardless of the consequences. Samuel was ordered to let the scumbag go so we could trace him back to the source. We argued, but he eventually convinced me it was the right thing to do. Because of that decision, my sister almost died.”

“What happened to her?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. I picked up the bottle and filled our glasses again. The alcohol had begun to weaken my barriers. My walls were crumbling, and the emotions, the ones I tried so hard to keep on a leash, started to overtake me.

“I didn’t even know she was using. Shortly after we let the dealer go, she overdosed. It screwed with her brain.” His voice was nearly a whisper. “She’s been in a long-term care unit in Indianapolis ever since.” He met my eyes, all the pain and guilt written across his face. “I had the power to get the drug off the streets, but I did nothing.”

His guilt overwhelmed me. It was sharp and raw, and I took it on as my own. “You have to know this wasn’t your fault,” I said, putting my hand on his arm. I immediately realized my mistake. The flow of emotion the contact brought was so powerful I almost broke down.

I was unable to block him anymore; tears started to flow. All his pain, his guilt, even the rage he felt crashed into me. But not just his emotions: the electric bite of his power pulsed in, as well. The unfiltered rush was intoxicating, and I tightened my hold.

“Olivia, stop.” He tried to pull away, but I held on.

“It wasn’t your fault. It was a mistake.” I didn’t hear his command. I was lost in his story, living it myself. My mind flooded with visions of that night, of his sister in the hospital, and his heartache... I had a sudden urge to make him understand, and it was overwhelming. “We all make mistakes, and yes, sometimes those mistakes hurt the people around us.”

“Olivia! Snap out of it!” Even though he was yelling, I couldn’t make sense of the words.

His guilt and pain mixed with my own now. Every mistake I’d ever made started to replay in my mind. My whole body shook as I remembered all the people in my life I’d hurt. As I pushed past his guilt, my sympathy transformed into white-hot anger. At this point, I couldn’t tell if it was his or mine.

“Things like that happen, Rick. You think I’ve never made mistakes?” I snapped, my breathing hard and labored. “But unlike yours, the mistakes I’ve made…They weren’t just bad luck. I’ve done selfish things, for selfish reasons.” A loud rushing noise pounded in my ears, and all I could think about were the people I’d hurt. My shame and my anger. I looked him in the eyes and asked, “Do you think less of me now? Do I deserve your scorn?”

“Damn it, Olivia. Let go. ” He tried to pry my fingers from his arm.

There was a surge of power, and a solid wall of air pushed me off the sofa. “I’m sorry. Fuck.” Rick’s voice ran raw with emotion. He crouched on the floor, careful not to touch me. “Are you okay? This isn’t how I thought this conversation would go. I should have had better control.”

“What happened?” My head was swimming.

“You linked into my aura, and started to draw on my energy. I would never use my power to hurt you, please know that, but I didn’t know how else to get you to stop. I’m so sorry.” He tried to help me off the floor, but I pushed away, unwilling to touch or be touched by him.

“You need to go.” I didn’t understand what he was saying, but I was still overwhelmed by what had happened. I picked myself up off the floor and wiped the tears from my face. “I can’t be around you right now. It’s too much.”

“You can control this. I know you can.” His expression softened, and I picked up a spark of regret and concern. “Olivia…”

“Please, don’t,” I begged, taking a few steps back. I needed to rein in my power, but I couldn’t stop thinking what a mistake this had been. It was his idea, so I didn’t understand why he had tried to hide things. Still, I knew I shouldn’t have pushed, and it was all my fault. That thinking had me caught in a loop of anger and self-hate, and I couldn’t focus. I couldn’t get control.

As if reading my mind, Rick took a few steps forward and said, “Listen. This wasn’t your fault.”

I held up my hands, pleading. “Don’t touch me. You need to go, now.”

I turned, running for the safety of my bedroom. I slammed the door behind myself and slid to the floor. Tears burned my cheeks as I tried to control my breathing. This was bad. I couldn’t turn my power off, and I’d left the ring in the other room. I could feel him on the other side of the door. “Go away, Rick.”

“I’m not leaving. You don’t have to be alone.” His voice was barely above a whisper, but his disquiet and apprehension came in loud and clear.

A few moments passed and I could hear him in the hallway, pacing at first. But then his footsteps grew distant, and I thought he was leaving as requested. The events of the evening kept playing over and over in my head as I sat on the floor in the darkened room. I still couldn’t wrap my head around what had happened. It had been more than just emotions. It was almost like I was there, experiencing his memories with him. Was that what Rick meant when he said I’d linked with his aura? It was almost like the readings I did on the dead, but I hadn’t even known it was possible to do with someone alive.

After a few minutes I heard his footsteps again. He hadn’t left. I could hear him lowering himself to the floor; only the door separated us now.

“You can’t keep running from yourself, Olivia,” he said in hushed tones as he slid my ring under the door. “And you can’t keep doing this alone. I’m here for you, no matter what you decide.”

Concern and a hint of sadness filtered through the barrier between us, but beneath the cool emotions was a hint of something deeper I was too afraid to examine right now.

I picked up the ring, fingering the cold metal, but I didn’t put it on. Instead, I sat on the floor with Rick just on the other side and centered myself, sucking in deep gulps of air. I let his confidence in my ability give me strength.

I’m not sure how long I sat there meditating, but when I was finished, he was still there. I opened the door and let him in, noting his apprehension. I smiled shakily at him, trying to put him at ease.

“I’ll work on this”—I held my hand up, showing him the ring resting in my palm—“but next time we try, let’s find something light to talk about.”

“I’m good with that,” he said, returning my smile, and the tension from his posture melted away. Now that I was standing face to face with him, I could finally identify what had eluded me earlier. Rick was afraid—but not of my power as I’d expect. He was afraid I’d push him away. And despite my instinct to do just that, I realized I wanted him here.

That realization hit me hard. I wanted Rick here, with me, more than anything else, and that thought made me bold. “Or, you know we could skip the talking altogether.” I ran my hand up his arm, loving the feel of him against my fingertips. “We had some unfinished business from last night.”

A flash of passion rose in him, but it was quickly replaced with the cooler concern from earlier. “Not that I want to turn you down, but I think we’ve done enough tonight. ”

That’s when I noticed the weariness in his face that wasn’t there earlier. His skin was pale, and there were dark smudges under his eyes. He looked drained.

“Did I hurt you?” Panic started to swell in my chest, but Rick caught my arm.

“Now, let’s not start that again,” he said and laid a kiss on my cheek. “A little rest and it will be better in the morning. You’ll see.”

A cool, calm wave flowed over me, but it wasn’t enough to drive away my apprehension. “What did I do to you?”

“Shhh,” he soothed, running his hand down my chin. “It’s nothing a little sleep won’t fix. We can talk about this in the morning. It’s late. Why don’t you get some rest, and we’ll talk over breakfast.” He started to leave, but I grabbed his arm.

“Don’t go, please. I don’t want to be alone. Do you think you can stay and just hold me for a while?”

Rick looked hesitant, but then walked over to the bed and sat, slipping off his shoes. With a pat on the side of the mattress, he said, “Well, come on then.”

I kicked off my shoes and crawled into bed beside him, enjoying his warmth. Without a word, he wrapped an arm around me, and it wasn’t long before his breathing became slow and rhythmic. I didn’t know what I’d done to win his favor, but I decided I didn’t care anymore. I was going to enjoy every minute of my time with him, however long it lasted. Breathing in the fresh herb scent of him next to me, I closed my eyes and fell asleep, content.

EIGHTEEN
January nineteenth
 
By six in the morning, I was wide awake and staring at the alarm clock, unable to go back to sleep. It was an odd feeling, Rick curled up beside me, a heavy arm wrapped around my waist. And while a small part of me wanted nothing more than to stay in bed with him all day, last night had left me emotionally exhausted. I knew going for a run was the only way to release all that pent-up tension.

I thought about waking him and asking if he wanted to join me, but Rick still looked like death warmed over, despite his assurances a decent night’s sleep was all he needed. There was an ashen hue to his skin and dark smudges under his eyes. I knew, whatever had happened last night, the aura link had affected him more than he let on. So, trying not to wake him, I slipped out from under his arm and went into the bathroom to change.

When I came out to get my shoes, Rick’s voice broke the silence. “Not running away, are you?”

I turned around to see him sitting back against the headboard, frowning at me. “You scared the crap out of me!” I said, picking up the sneakers, and sat at the foot of the bed. “It’s early. You should get some more sleep.”

“I couldn’t go back to sleep now.” He combed a hand through his hair, causing it to stand on end. Color was creeping back into his face, and I relaxed until he caught me staring. I looked away, focusing on the laces. Maybe he was right; a little sleep was all he had needed.

“You didn’t answer my questions.”

“I’m just going out for a run.” I looked up with a smile. “You could join me if you want.”

“At this time of day? My gods, you’re a masochist,” Rick said, rubbing his eyes. “The sun isn’t even up.”

I leaned over and kissed his cheek. “I’ll make it a short run,” I said while stretching out my calves. “If you’re not going to sleep, why don’t you jump in the shower? I’ll be back before you know it.”

“All right, just promise me you won’t accept any apples from creepy old women,” he said and got out of bed.

I watched him head to the bathroom. The quagmire of emotions that had overwhelmed me just the night before was a distant memory. Normally it took hours, sometimes days, to find my way back when I lost control of my power. He had done that. Well, I had done it, but he was the one that talked me down. Without his support, I would have spiraled out of control. Suddenly, the idea of letting him in wasn’t as scary.

I grabbed my jacket and headed out the door, pondering this new revelation. The trail from the house to the lake was just two miles, and I set out at a fast pace. Even though it was still dark, I’d been doing this long enough I knew the route like the back of my hand. I started down the path that snaked through the trees, the frosty morning air stinging my face, and lost myself to the pounding rhythm of my feet.

After a fast—and shorter than usual—run to the lake and back, I slowed to a walk as I approached the house. By the time I made it back to the driveway, my cheeks burned from the icy wind, and my legs were protesting the fast pace I’d kept, but I was feeling good.

Halfway to the front porch, I noticed the small pocket knife pinning a note to the door. I stomped up the stairs to read the note, ticked that someone would scar my front door like that, but a thin black strap looped around the butt of the knife stopped me in my tracks.

Cautiously I approached the front door, a sick feeling settling in my stomach as I drew near. A circular disk at the end of the strap caught the predawn light. When I turned it over, it felt like someone kicked me in the gut. The word “Spike” was etched into the metal.

Forgetting all about the need to preserve evidence, I snatched it from the door and examined it. The collar hadn’t just been removed but cut off. I looked up and the blocky letters of the note caught my eye.

 
What happened to the ring?
You are playing with fire. Leave the Malone case alone.
Or someone you love might get hurt.
 
The wood floor beneath my feet felt unsteady, and I clutched the door frame for support. I took a deep breath and centered myself. I couldn’t believe anyone would hurt my cat to get at me. I stepped away from the door and turned in a slow circle looking for anything out of place. The perimeter wards hadn’t gone off, but someone had been at my house. More frightening, that person had been here while I was out on the trail. Alone.

With the collar still clutched in my hand, I shoved the front door open. I needed to get inside. But I didn’t think that was going help me feel secure.

“Just in time,” Rick said. “I’ll have breakfast ready in a few minutes.”

Not even registering his comment, I raced straight to my bag and searched for my phone. It had to be in there somewhere.

“Olivia, what is it? Did something happen to you on your run? Are you okay?” Rick set the eggs on the counter and came around to meet me.

I dumped out the purse, spreading the contents all over the table. I’d call and have one of the deputies come out. This was a threat directed at me personally; they’d have to take it seriously. At the very least, it was trespassing and, God, animal cruelty. If I got my hands on that bastard, I’d kill him.

“Dammit, Olivia, talk to me.” Rick grabbed my upper arm, but I shot him a warning glance. I’d have to explain what was going on to a deputy, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it aloud yet. I glanced back to the entryway, swallowing the rising bile. He followed my gaze and with a silent nod, walked to the open door.

I finally managed to find my phone and dialed the police station. My hands were shaking, and it took three tries before I was able to get the right number.

After a few rings Jenny, the dispatcher, picked up. “Sheriff’s office. How may I direct your call?”

“Jenny, it’s Olivia. I’ve had a trespasser on my property. They’ve made a threat against me, and I need to file a report.”

“Oh, Olivia,” she hesitated, “Brad is on patrol this morning.” It sounded like more of a question than a statement.

I paused before answering. I wondered which story she had heard. Did she see me as the psycho ex-girlfriend and so she wanted to protect Brad, or was I the abused woman and she didn’t want to put me in harm’s way? It didn’t matter. I couldn’t change it now. Brad might be angry with me, but he’d always been a professional. Besides, I didn’t think I had a choice.

“It’s okay, Jenny. Please ask Brad to get here soon as he can.” I hung up the phone and caught Rick staring at me.

“Are you ready to tell me what’s going on? Was someone out there?” The realization seemed to hit him all at once, and he grabbed my arm and forced me to look at him. “Fuck, Olivia, what were you thinking? You were out there alone. I shouldn’t have let you go by yourself.”

“I didn’t see anyone. And as far as what I was thinking? I thought this was my private property. I should be safe here.” I stepped away from him. His fear and anger weren’t helping my mood. “Thanks for your concern, but I could really do without the macho bullshit right now. I’m an adult woman and I can take care of myself.”

“That’s not what I meant.” He ran a hand through his hair, tugging on the ends, and leaned against the counter. “I’m not sure I could forgive myself if something happened to you while I was in here making omelets.”

“I’m not stupid, Rick. I live here alone, and I take my safety extremely seriously. Outside of the gun that I keep next to my bed and the rifle in the closet, the house is warded. If someone I didn’t know came on the property, I should have been alerted.”

“Then what happened?”

I didn’t have an answer for him. I set down the collar and poured myself a cup of coffee, hoping the caffeine kick would help me through the next few hours.

“What’s that?” Rick asked, picking up the collar.

“I think whoever wrote the note hurt or killed my cat.”

“Olivia,” he said, running his hand down my back. “Spike’s been in the kitchen begging for food.”

“What?” Ducking out of his grasp, I looked around the kitchen for Spike. The black and white cat was curled up without a care in the world, dozing on the bar stool. I sighed in relief and sagged against the counter.

“That’s really sick. As if it wasn’t enough to threaten you.” He tossed the collar onto the counter as though it were to blame. “Why did you call Brad?”

“I didn’t call Brad,” I said, suddenly defensive. “I called the sheriff’s office. I’m going to file a report.”

“But Brad’s the one coming out here. Charlie said you were single. I just want to make sure I’m not walking into the middle of something here.”

“No. We work together. That’s it.” I took a step back. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about my relationship with Brad. “If I had feelings for Brad, I wouldn’t have agreed to go out with you. And it pisses me off that you’d think I’d do something like that.”

“That’s not what I meant. Brad was out of line the other night, and this threat seems personal. It wasn’t just a warning to stay out of the case. Is Brad exempt from your ward?”

“Yes, but…” I put a hand up as if I could physically push away his accusations. Shaking my head, I said, “Brad would never do anything like that.”

“Are you sure?”

I couldn’t bring myself to believe Brad could be so sadistic. “Half the county is exempt from my wards. This used to be a clinic.”

“And his call last night?” Rick wasn’t letting the subject drop. “He wasn’t happy you had dinner with me. How do you think he felt about me being at your house, alone with you?”

“I think I’ve made it clear that he doesn’t have a say in my personal life anymore. Brad’s not the one who did this,” I said even as the idea started taking hold.

“He’s not just an asshole, Olivia. I’ve seen hatred like that before, and it can get ugly fast. Don’t let your past relationship with him make you blind to the danger he poses.”

“Don’t. Just don’t. I’m not going to fight with you about this. Please, let me handle it.”

“Fine. I’ll stay out of your way,” he said with a sigh, regret clear on his face. “I have an appointment this afternoon, so I’m going to get dressed.”

For the first time, I noticed Rick was in boxers and a t-shirt. His toned thighs flexed with each step as he walked back to the bedroom, and I mourned the loss of that intimate morning we kept missing. Instead, I was left with a cold cup of coffee and the growing concern that my ex-boyfriend was making threats against me.

Less than a half hour later, Rick was on his way out the door as I stood with Brad on my front porch. To his credit Brad didn’t comment when Rick said his goodbyes. He maintained a professional demeanor, but I could tell by his cool mannerisms he was irritated.

“Do you have any idea what ring the note is referring to?” Brad asked as he removed the knife and placed it in an evidence bag.

I didn’t want him to know about the charm from the accident, so I tried to keep it as vague as possible. “I guess it’s referring to my work with the FPD, but it’s not as if I’ve been involved in the investigation. I turned over all the evidence a few days ago.” I shrugged, frustrated with the whole thing. “I don’t know why anyone would focus on me. It’s not as if I’m a threat. Thanks to Sheriff Black, the Division now thinks I’m involved.”

Brad leaned back and eyed me. “I know you complained about the case files but even so, why would the FPD think you’re involved? I mean—you?”

I rolled my eyes and laughed, glad that the old Brad seemed to be back. “I know. Can you believe it?”

Brad stepped closer, refusing to look me in the eye. “Olivia…” He seemed to be struggling to find the right words.

“If you’re going to apologize, then I’m willing to listen. If not, please just stop.”

He looked up finally, his brow creased with worry. “I am sorry. I don’t know what came over me the other night.” He grinned sheepishly. I could see faint purple bruising under his eyes from where I’d hit him. “You pack a solid right hook.”

He took another step closer, and I put my hand up to stop him. “Don’t, Brad.”

“Don’t what?”

“I’m not sure what’s going on here, Brad, but this—” I waved a hand between us. “There’s nothing left between us. You embarrassed me. But even more, you hurt me. I know how you feel about witches, but damn, Brad, I won’t let you treat me like that ever again.”

I turned around to head inside, but he grabbed my arm. His fingers bit into the flesh of my arm to the point of pain. Fear gripped me even as I started to examine my surroundings for a weapon to fend him off.

“Don’t do this, Olivia. Don’t get involved with those people.” His voice softened, almost pleading. Despite the physical contact between us, I couldn’t get a clear read on his emotional state. But the desperation in his eyes spoke volumes.

I yanked myself free of his grip and scrambled down the porch stairs, trying to get as much distance between us as possible. I was silently kicking myself for not having asked Rick to stay.

With a quick check of my surroundings, I noted my car just a few feet to my left. I had a stun gun in the glove compartment, and from this distance I could grab it before he reached me, if I needed to.

“You need to go, Brad.”

“I still care about you, and you’re going to get hurt if you get further involved. I only want you to be safe.”

He started down the stairs, and I took a few more steps toward the car. A sudden swell of dread filled me, and I knew at that moment, Rick had been right after all.

“Brad, did you leave that note?” My words were more an accusation than a question.

“Olivia. This is something you don’t understand.” Guilt and fear distorted his features, but I still couldn’t pick up any emotion from him.

“How could you.” The sting of the tears bit at the corners of my eyes. I couldn’t believe it, and the earlier apprehension I’d felt was replaced with anger. I stormed up to him and shoved him back against the railing. “Why? Why would you do something like that, Brad?”

“I haven’t done anything wrong.” He shook his head in denial, but I’d known him long enough to tell when he was bluffing. “Why don’t we go inside so we can talk about this more.”

“No! I don’t want to hear another word from you. You don’t get to explain this away.” How could someone I know, someone I had loved at one time, threaten me? I had to get away from him before I did something I would regret. Turning, I started back down toward my car, thankful there was a spare key hidden under the seat. The more distance I could put between us the better.

“You’re overreacting. Come on. Let’s sit down and talk about this.”

“I want you to leave, right now. You’re not welcome here anymore.” I was almost to the car when he cut in front of me, blocking my path.

“I need to talk to you.”

“I’m serious, Brad, don’t push me.” I tried to step around him. There were only a few more feet between me and the car.

“I’m trying to protect you.”

That stopped me. “What the fuck, Brad? You think threatening me is somehow protecting me?” I was on fire; the anger, the outright rage I felt was now pulsing from me. I kept seeing Spike’s collar pinned to the door, and then I remembered the note. “Just tell me one thing. What did you know about the ring?”

The color drained out of his face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I told you, I didn’t write that note. Maybe whoever is threatening you thinks you still have some evidence.”

“Bullshit. I didn’t say anything about the ring in any of my reports. I didn’t tell anyone at the precinct or from the Division. How did you know?”

This time I didn’t wait for him to answer. I couldn’t stand hearing any more lies from him. I turned, faced him, and did the one thing I always promised myself I’d never do to anyone I cared about. I entered his mind to find the answers myself.

NINETEEN
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I pressed a hand against Brad’s chest and tried to do a reading. Brad was never a master at hiding his true nature, so I didn’t expect resistance, but as I searched his mind I found nothing. A void.

It felt odd not to pick up anything. At the very least, his base emotions, those primal urges we all have, should have been present. But as I tried again, I found…nothing.

I concentrated, actually focusing on my power. I had to find something that would clue me in to what Brad was thinking: some indication as to why he’d suddenly turned from a charming flirt to a possessive asshole. I wanted to understand why he was threatening me, but no matter how hard I looked I found only emptiness.

Brad grabbed my wrist and shoved me backward. Caught off guard, I stumbled from the force and flailed, reaching for the rail to keep from falling.

“What’s going on, Brad?”

“How could you?” He rubbed the spot where my hand had rested. Pure shock and betrayal crossed his face. “You’ve always been different. I told him he was wrong. I told him you would never use your powers on me.” Brad looked as if he’d bitten into rotten meat. With a bitter laugh, he turned and walked toward his car. “I guess I was wrong.”

“Wait. What are you talking about? Who told you what?”

“Oh, now you want to talk. I’ve tried, Olivia. I’ve tried to understand. Tried to make things work between us, but you’re making it so hard. You know what? I’m done trying.” Brad turned, his gaze pinning me to the spot. “If you want to do this the hard way, fine.”

“Brad, what’s going on?” I reached out and tried to stop him.

“Don’t touch me.” His voice betrayed his rage.

I didn’t need my powers to know he was on the edge. I took a step back, afraid for the first time since I’d known him. It was then that I noticed a woven strap wrapped around his hand, with a deep blue quartz hanging from it.

He waved it in my face, inches away from my nose. “You can’t influence me. Not anymore.”

“Brad, what’s that?” An icy chill ran down my spine.

He didn’t answer. Instead, he shoved the charm into his pocket, stormed back to his patrol car, and got in without another word.

I stood in the drive, absently rubbing my arm as his car sped away. Even now the spot began to bruise, dark red marks mapping his grip.

Back inside, I was suddenly aware of how empty the house felt. I was all alone and for the first time in my life it scared me. I went to the bedroom and retrieved my pistol, just as a precaution. Brad had never been violent before, but I wasn’t about to bet my safety on that fact.

I picked up my cell from the counter where I had left it and dialed Charlie.

“Are you calling to tell all about your new-found sex life? Rick’s sleepover is the talk of the town. I told you so, just name your first-born after me,” Charlie said, and I could hear the smile in her words.

“Hello to you too.” I bit off the words, my voice harder than I’d intended.

“You know I’m kidding, right? I’m happy that you’ve found someone who’ll put up with your eccentricities. I was beginning to think it would never happen. But if he’s not the one...”

“It’s not that. I’ve just had a…” I sighed, unsure where to start explaining. “I had another run-in with Brad, and I need to ask you a favor.”

“I don’t think his body will fit in my trunk, but we can try,” she said in all seriousness.

“It hasn’t come to that. At least not yet.” I started to tell her about what had happened this morning. I still couldn’t believe it myself. It felt as though I was living in an alternate universe. Some darker, more threatening universe. “I was scared, and I called the sheriff’s office. Brad came out to have a look. I knew calling him would be a mistake. Rick was here, and I should’ve let him handle it.”

There was silence on the other end of the line as Charlie digested the information. I started pacing the length of the living room, unable to control my nervous tension.

“I see,” Charlie said finally. “Do you think he wrote the note?”

“I don’t know. Not really. At first I thought it was whoever hired Malone, but after Brad started acting strange, I began to think it might have been him.”

“Why would he do something like that? It doesn’t make any sense.” Her voice was filled with all the doubt and incongruity I had felt earlier.

“There was something in his expression. I don’t know. A look of guilt.” I looked out the window, to make sure I was truly alone. Now I’m paranoid, great. “I called him on it, and we had an argument. When he didn’t give me a straight answer, I tried to read him.”

“And?”

“And nothing. I couldn’t pick up anything.”

“I don’t understand. He’s not that complex. I could probably read him. What do you mean you couldn’t pick up anything?”

“He had a charm. A charm that blocked my powers. That’s what I wanted to ask you about. You were always better with charms than me. Do you have any idea where someone could get something like that?”

“Shield charms are common, but even with a shield you should have been able to pick something up, even muffled. In order to totally block you out, he would need to have a shield specific to your power, and that’s not something he could get from a charm shop or on the Internet.” There was a long pause before Charlie asked, “Is Rick still there? You’re not alone out there, are you?”

“Rick left right when Brad got here.”

“I’m coming over.”

“You don’t have to. I’m safe. I don’t think Brad will be back.”

“I’m still coming out,” she said in a way that left no room for argument. “Now, what about that ring? Why mention it at all?”

I flopped on the sofa. “I don’t know. Someone would have to know Malone had it with him when he died.” I closed my eyes and sighed deeply. “I should have handed it over to the Division. You know, just because the charm was created by some long-lost relative doesn’t mean it’s my responsibility.”

“You have a point.”

“Fuck, Charlie. I don’t think I’m cut out for this. Agents showing up at my doorstep, interrogating me. Being threatened. I might work with law enforcement, but that doesn’t make me some kind of crime fighter.”

“That’s true.”

“But if I turn over the ring now, I might as well just sign a confession saying I’m involved. At the very least, I’m guilty of tampering with evidence.”

“Yep.”

Why wasn’t she arguing with me? She couldn’t even muster enough fervor to make fun of my waffling. Charlie’s placid agreements were starting to get on my nerves.

“So you think I’m in over my head? It’s not as if you’ve encouraged me to stay out of this. Wasn’t it you who said I needed to get Rick and King to work together?” I snapped, ready to unleash my anger on her. “I called you for advice and all I get is ‘Yep.’”

“Liv, you know I love you, but this is a choice you have to make. You bring up a lot of valid points, and they are things I think you should think long and hard about. The decisions you make in the next few days have the potential to change your life forever. If you want support, I’m here for you, but if you want me to tell you what to do…” She trailed off, letting her words hang in the air.

She didn’t need to finish. I knew exactly what she was trying to say. She wouldn’t influence my decision. Well, fuck her and her Switzerland act.

“If this has to do with your visions, just tell me. I need your advice, Charlie. They threatened me. No, they threatened the people I love, and let’s be honest—that’s you.” I flopped onto the sofa, feeling drained. This was too much for one person to handle. “I wanted to keep the ring because I felt responsible because of my family ties. I didn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands. It shouldn’t be used ever again, but if giving up the ring means keeping you safe, I’ll do it in a heartbeat. Tell me what to do.”

A long silence on the other end of the line led me to wonder if maybe she had hung up, but then I heard a ragged sigh. “Your decision to keep the ring or not won’t cause me any harm. I promise. What you do with the ring won’t change anything.”

There was an awkward pause as I dissected her words. They were more straightforward than I usually got from her, which immediately made them suspect. I was about to question her further when she said, “So, you sent Rick away, huh? He stayed over what, three nights? That’s a record for you.”

I rolled my eyes, even though I knew she couldn’t see it. Charlie fell back on sex and relationship advice whenever she was uncomfortable. She was like a living version of Cosmo. “The first night he stayed over I was unconscious, and the next night nothing happened.”

“And last night? Why don’t Zoe and I grab some food and come over, so we can get all the details.”

“We have office hours today. Someone needs to be there to man the fort.”

“I didn’t want to piss on your Cheerios after the crap weekend you’ve had, but we’ve been dead the last few weeks. Not a single call or inquiry. I can close up shop early. Even the family we had scheduled for a consultation tomorrow canceled. I’ve done the inventory and finished all your paper work. I can only play so many games of solitaire on my computer before I fall into a coma. Zoe rented that new movie with Robert Card. You know, the one where he doesn’t have a shirt on for most of the film. Do you still have beer? We can’t drink Scotch and watch an action flick. I think it’s actually a law.”

“I’ll throw some in the fridge. We’ll have a girl’s night in.”

“Great. I’ll give her a call and be over in a few hours after I change clothes. But call me if that asshat shows up again.”

“I’m fairly certain Brad knows he’s not welcome here anymore.” Remembering Rick’s concern about my safety, I thought it was time I changed a few things too. “Speaking of Brad, maybe you can help me change the wards.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“I want to know the second someone’s on the property. I realize that when Gran ran the clinic it wasn’t practical, but I’d feel better knowing when someone’s here, even if I know them.”

“That should be simple enough. How about a threshold ward?”

“That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?” Threshold wards were complex magic. It wasn’t uncommon to set one in a single room. I even had one on the safe, but to do the entire house would take a lot of power and time. “I don’t have enough salt or the aspen bark to perform the enchantment on the entire house, and we’d need a third to set the circle. Just having an alarm ward will be helpful. Given some warning I can have my gun ready.”

Charlie tsked over the phone. “You’re just making excuses. I swear, woman, I don’t know what your aversion is to using magic.” She sighed a long-suffering sigh.

It wasn’t that I didn’t like using magic. It had always been a struggle for me, regardless of what Rick thought, so it wasn’t my first choice. “I have other talents. Isn’t that what you always say?”

“Fine. But when I’m in Chicago, I’ll pick up the supplies. I’m sure lover boy would be happy to help. He seems just as worried about your safety as I am. Are you sure he’s not going to be back tonight? I’d hate to be a third wheel.”

“I wish you’d stop calling him lover boy. And no, he won’t be back tonight.” Finally feeling relaxed, I got up and headed to the kitchen. With Charlie’s help, we’d reset the wards, and I’d feel safe again. “He was on his way to a little town in Missouri. He said he wouldn’t be back for a few days. I don’t expect him here even when he returns. Why would he?”

Charlie laughed. “Girl. If I have to explain to you why a man would drive out of his way for a woman, then I’ve failed at my job as your best friend.”

I huffed in exasperation and put some beers in the fridge. While I was at it, I checked my stash of snack food. “Pick up some microwave popcorn on your way over,” I said, dismissing her last comments. “Just let yourself in when you get here. I’ll be in the library trying to do something useful. I’m still a suspect in the murders, remember? I could use less speculation about my love life and more help with the research.” I hung up the phone to the sound of her laughter.

Charlie had her own keys, so I checked the doors again to make sure they were locked. When I got back to the kitchen, I made myself some tea and eyed the revolver sitting on the table in the living room, suddenly feeling foolish for having grabbed it.

Angry words and bitter feelings aside, Brad was still a police officer. He might yell at me or make a scene in public, but I wouldn’t need a gun to protect myself. And the way the note was worded, the author wasn’t threatening me personally. Just my friends.

I had a sudden urge to call Charlie back and tell her to stay away. I didn’t want her hurt because of me. But was she any safer there in town, all alone in her apartment?

My stomach started to knot. I wasn’t built for this kind of stress. I picked up my cup of tea and went to grab the gun, determined to put it away. But my phone was right next to it, so I called Rick instead.

“Hey, I thought you might want to know how the visit from Brad ended.”

I recounted the encounter, including the mystery charm, and by the time I finished Rick was swearing on the other end of the line.

“Fuck. I knew I shouldn’t have left. Especially not after that note. I’m turning around and coming back.”

“No,” I said, trying to sound confident. I wanted Rick to come back, even though I knew he would help me more by doing his job, but I needed to be rational. So I gritted my teeth and tried to persuade him to continue his investigation. “Please. I need you to track down whatever information you can. The sooner we can find Malone’s accomplice, the sooner this will be over.”

“I don’t like the idea of you out there all alone.”

“Charlie’s on her way over. We’re having a girls’ night in so I won’t be alone.”

“Well, that makes me feel better. What is she? Ninety-five pounds soaking wet,” he said, not even trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “I’m turning around at the next pulloff.”

“So we’re back to the caveman remarks, are we? Charlie has brought down men bigger than you, and I have enough firepower to survive a zombie apocalypse,” I said, picking up the gun and walking back to my bedroom to put it away. Several boxes of extra ammunition sat front and center in the lock box, proving my point.

There was nothing wrong with him worrying about me. It even felt nice to have someone care that much, but the way he insisted I could only be safe with him around was just too much. It was the same crap Brad used to pull when we were together. Maybe it was a defect in the Y chromosome?

“It might surprise you, but I’ve managed to take care of myself for the last thirty years without having a big, strong man to look after me,” I said, sounding more brazen than I felt. He started to argue again, but I interrupted. “Listen, if it makes you feel any better Charlie is going to help me recalibrate the property alarms. They’ll go off if anyone is on my land. No exceptions.” And just for good measure I added, “And she’s getting supplies to do a threshold spell. That will make my house one of the safest places in the state.”

“That does make me feel better.” I could hear a breathy sigh on the other end. I could almost see him running a hand through his curls. “I’m worried about you. I wish there was more I could do,” he said in a soft voice. And even though it was still some of the same “let me rescue you” crap, I could tell he genuinely cared.

“Just help find out who’s behind these murders. That has to be who’s threatening me. Once we find them, the threat is gone. That’s the best way you can help me.”

“You know, after this is over I think we both deserve a vacation.”

“I like the sound of that.” I smiled. It would be nice to get away, but for now I’d have to settle for a night of cheesy action movies and beer. “Drive careful, and call me if you find out anything useful.”

I ended the call and started back toward the library, dialing Dan. I needed him to take call for Armstrong’s, and I’d have to hope there wouldn’t be any coroner’s calls. Ian’s leg was broken and he had a mild concussion from the accident, so I would be on call for several days.

“Is everything all right? You’re not sick, are you?” Dan sounded more than a little concerned. “Charlie said I’d need to take call the rest of the week.”

“The rest of the week?” I could understand why she’d have arranged for tonight, but the other nights were unnecessary. “Did she say why?”

“She just said it had to do with that car accident case you were working on, and you wouldn’t be available. She even asked me to come in on Saturday and open.”

“What?” I sat down and pulled my feet up into the chair. Her not wanting me out in the middle of the night alone made sense. But I always worked Saturday. “Did Charlie say why she wanted you to open Saturday?”

“Yeah, and she said both of you would be out all day. I don’t mind, really. I’m actually honored that you trust me that much. I promise not to let you down.”

“I know you’ll be fine. There are some things we still need to work out”—like what the hell Charlie knows that I don’t. “I might call you back with some scheduling changes. It’s not that I don’t trust you. I just need to nail down what’s going on the rest of this week before I know exactly what I need you to do.”

“Oh.” His disappointment was almost palpable.

“Take call tonight and tomorrow. I’ll have the rest figured out in the next few days.” This wasn’t his fault, and I was coming off like a jerk, so I tried to soften my approach. “I appreciate your flexibility. I’m glad you’re part of our team.”

That seemed to perk him back up, but I wasn’t as happy. I shoved the phone back into my pocket, steaming. Charlie knew a whole lot more than she had let on. I wasn’t sure exactly what she knew, but tonight she was going to start talking.

TWENTY
January nineteenth
 
It was later that night when Charlie strolled into the library. I was surrounded by books and no closer to answers than I had been four hours earlier.

“Oh, thank the gods you’re here. I’m getting nowhere fast, and I think my brain is about to explode.” Almost as if to stress my point, the stack of books to my left fell to the floor.

Charlie clucked, shaking her head, and began picking up various titles. She paused after the first few and held one up, a thick, leather-clad tome. “Charms, Totems, and Idols: A Beginner’s Guide. Really? This is a primary book.”

“I haven’t looked through that stack yet,” I said. “Give me a break. I’ve been in here all day and I haven’t found anything.”

“Drama queen. It’s only been a few hours.” She bent over and picked up a few more, shaking her head. “What did you do, grab books at random?”

“Suck it. It’s not as if there’s a reference catalog. Now, are you going to help me or not?”

She stacked the books on the desk and sat down next to me. “You need focus. Do you want information on the charm in general, or are you looking for a crafting guide?”

“Right now, any information would be great.” I closed the book in my hand and rubbed my temple. “What I would love is if one of these books told me how Brad ended up with that charm.” I opened my eyes and looked over to Charlie. “Brad, the man who wouldn’t even let me give him a potion for his allergies. Now he’s wearing a shield charm.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, but I think Brad is balls deep in it.”

“Anything you want to share? How about clueing me in on why you asked Dan to cover for me on Saturday?”

A guilty look flashed across Charlie’s face. “I thought you could use the day off,” she said, nonchalantly.

“Don’t give me that crap. What’s going to happen Saturday?”

“I don’t know what’s going to happen. Not really.” She looked away, but not before I saw her face. In the fourteen years we’d known each other, I’d never seen Charlie cry, but I didn’t miss the tears in her eyes. “I can’t see anything past Friday.”

I grabbed her hand. My anger dissipated, replaced with a piercing fear. “No. I won’t accept it. You can’t tell me you’re going to…” I turned from her unable say what I was thinking, fearing that if I said the words they would come true. The tight ball of control I always tried to maintain started to unravel.

“Olivia, you don’t understand,” she started.

But I held up a hand to stop her. “Just—just give me a minute. We’ll figure something out. You can leave town. Go stay with your dad. If we call Samuel, he’ll help.”

“Olivia, breathe. I’m not going to die.”

I stared at her, finally hearing her words.. “What the fuck, Charlie? Why would you let me think…” I rubbed my temples and closed my eyes. I wanted to throttle her. “You nearly gave me a stroke.”

“You should have let me explain. You jumped to conclusions like you always do.”

Dismissing her criticism, I asked, “What does that mean? Why can’t you see past Friday?”

“It means just that. I’m still getting visions, but I can’t see them. Not really. It’s almost like someone turned the lights off. Everything is dark. I’ve had this hole for a long time now. But after you told me about Brad’s charm, I started thinking there could be a spell targeting my precognition.”

“But you keep telling me something big is coming. You said I should trust Rick. That I was headed toward a dark path. What was that all about?”

She sighed and leaned forward, a pained but gentle expression on her face, as if she were about to explain quantum physics to a four-year-old. “I’ve known about the events that are about to happen for years now.” She waved me off before I could even start my inevitable questions. “I could never be sure what was actually going to happen. There were always too many variables in play for me to be positive. These events began years ago. Some of the choices were made long before you or I were even born. You know I can’t tell what’s going to happen until it’s almost on top of us.”

“But you’ve known something was going to happen.” I growled an honest-to-goodness growl and stood up to pace the room. I didn’t know how to handle her confession. I was angry and worried, but mostly hurt. “You’re supposed to be my best friend. My family. I count on you, Charlie. Why wouldn’t you confide in me?”

She looked away, but not before I caught the pained expression in her eyes. “I thought you understood. You, of all people, should understand how hard it is to deal with a gift like this. Do you tell me about every feeling and emotion you pick up? Do you tell me every time you give a little nudge to push people one way or another? Don’t deny it, you do it. But I understand. I understand how hard it is for you. Well, you know what? It’s hard for me too. If I told you the number of times I’ve seen you die—” Charlie closed her eyes as if trying to block the mental image. “It doesn’t take much to change the future. Leaving just a few seconds late can keep you out of the path of a drunk driver. Meeting a handsome Order inspector and inviting him out for dinner might keep you safe…” She looked away, her shoulders sagging against the chair. “Or drive a killer to your door. I just don’t know right now.”

I looked at Charlie, really looked at her this time, and saw the dark circles and chewed nails. I sat back down and reached for her hand. “I’m sorry. Why didn’t you let me know? I love you, Charlie. You’re family. Tell me what I can do.”

“I have to figure this out myself. You’ve asked why I stay here. Working for you, instead of a clinic, has kept me safe all these years. You are already doing what you can,” she said.

Even though her words were supposed to be reassuring, I still felt like I was the cause of all her problems.

“How about this: let’s start today over.” I picked up the book I’d been reading and thumbed through the pages. “Why don’t you help me find out how Deputy Dumbass got his hands on that shield charm?” I looked up from the book and smiled. “And then maybe we can figure out what’s blocking your powers, too.”

Charlie smiled and shook her head. The worry was still in her eyes, but she played along with my diversion. “You’re not going to find it in that book. Personal Shield Spells and You. Although you are getting a little warmer. That book’s about spellcraft, and you said he had a physical charm, right?”

“It looked like a simple quartz on a leather strap. I didn’t get a real close look at it because he kept waving it in my face,” I said and tossed the book into the large rejection pile.

Nodding, Charlie stood up and walked over to the shelf. “Well, if it was a quartz that narrows it down. Quartz charms just hold spells. It would need to be recharged, and for a spell that powerful it seems like a waste. I mean, if I were going to expend that amount of energy, I’d put it in a metal charm with a glyph. But quartz does have its advantages. If you had a vessel, you could easily charge multiple quartz stones. It would be easier to mass produce the shield, and create a repeat client base.” She pulled a few books off the shelves and joined me back at the table, handing one to me. “This book might have some helpful information.”

The spine read Personal Defense. I flipped to the index and immediately found a section on charms. While I scanned the pages for the right entry, Charlie sat again and started studying her own book.

Zoe wandered into the library and took a seat with us. “Dinner should be ready in about fifteen minutes,” she said, snuggling beside Charlie.

Charlie tucked an errant lock of hair behind her ear. “We’ll be there soon. I just want to finish this chapter.”

“Find anything useful?”

I held up the book, discouraged. “More trouble, as far as I’m concerned,” I said.

“What did you find?” Charlie asked.

“Nothing you didn’t already suspect. Seems like a charm to block specific magic needs to be created by someone who possess those specific powers.”

“That’s pretty much what I’ve found, too.” She closed her book. “You could make a general charm to block all magic, but like your ring, it’d just be a buffer. If you couldn’t read him, then my money is on a specific charm that blocks your empathic powers. So that means another empath created the charm.”

“He could have gotten it off the Internet,” Zoe said hopefully.

“It’s possible, but I don’t think so. I’ve seen charms that block specific powers sell for thousands of dollars. Brad doesn’t have that kind of money. Even a temporary charm, such as the quartz, would still run him several hundred.”

“Then where would he get it?” I mused over the possibilities for a few minutes, trying to remember everything he’d said during our encounter. “He mentioned another person. Brad said ‘He warned me.' You don’t think there’s another empath nearby, do you? Maybe in Chicago?”

“It’s a possibility. It’s been years since you stopped looking for a mentor. Just because the closest person we found lived in Austin doesn’t mean that’s still the case. People move. I’ll call Samuel. He owes me after the other night.”

“Why don’t I get you two some drinks? I’ve got to check on dinner,” Zoe said as she headed toward the door.

“I still have call for Ian tonight.” A drink might help me relax, but I didn’t dare.

“I talked with Ian, too. He said he felt well enough to take call tonight, especially after the threat made against you, so you’re off the hook,” Charlie said, smiling. She knew me too well.

“Great. Then I’ll have a beer.” Or twelve, I thought. This had been a crappy couple of days, and I was looking forward to a night with no responsibilities. If I thought I could get away with going to the club in my PJs, I would have suggested we hit up Thirty-Four. I could have certainly used the empathic charge, but there was no way I was trading my fleece lounge pants for a club dress.

“I’ll be back in a few,” Charlie said. In the hallway I heard her say, “Sam, it’s me. I have a few questions for you.”

I idly flipped through the book in my lap and mulled over what Charlie had said. I knew from experience she’d lie if she thought it would protect me. And I don’t know if she was telling the truth about her own safety, and that scared the crap out of me.

After the third time I’d read the same line, I realized I wasn’t getting anywhere; I tossed the book onto the pile of rejects. I couldn’t shake the thought that Charlie might be in danger. I grabbed my cell phone from the charger and called Rick, hoping he was having better luck. “Hey. It’s Olivia.”

“Is something wrong? Did you get another threat?”

I rolled my eyes. He was as bad as Charlie. “No. Nothing like that,” I assured him. “Charlie’s here and we’re safe. I was just calling to see how your interview went today. Did you learn anything useful?”

A slow exhalation from his end of the call. “I think there’s something here, but I’m having trouble tracking down anyone willing to talk to me. This is a small town, and they see me as an outsider.”

“Awww. Did Rick’s charm finally fail him?” I stopped just short of turning the Ls into Ws for effect. “What? Don’t they have any women there in New Madrid you could flash that panty-dropping smile at to get information?”

“You wound me.” He tried to sound offended, but I could hear the soft chuckle over the line. “You know, that smile doesn’t only work for the ladies. You might be surprised how many men have fallen under its spell.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt that,” I said, laughing with him. “But I am sorry you’re having such a hard time.”

“I’ve got one more interview tomorrow before I leave. I know there’s a connection to this town. The cases are just too similar. Twelve young witches in all. Then the deaths just stop.”

“And you really think these two cases are related?”

“It’s too much of a coincidence that Malone would move kids to two different small towns in the last ten years, and nowhere else. I would bet that whoever is behind this just changed locations. Tomorrow I’ll have a better idea. The news reporter I met with today suggested I talk with a woman in town. Her son was on the original suspect list before he disappeared. Local authorities assumed he was involved, especially after he skipped town. With any luck, we’ll be able to clear your name and solve a ten-year-old cold case. All that without the benefit of that smile you seem to love. What did you call it, again? ‘Panty-dropping?’”

“It wasn’t a compliment,” I said. “While I have you on the phone, I have another problem. Do you know much about precognition?”

“That seems a bit ominous? Did Charlie say something?”

“It more what she’s not saying.” I told him about my conversation with Charlie. “I know she wouldn’t hesitate to tell me if I was in danger, but I’m worried about her. I don’t think she would tell me if she was in trouble.”

“I think you might be overreacting. She told you she wasn’t in danger. Maybe you should trust her judgment in this.”

“I can’t. Charlie is the only family I have. You have sisters. Don’t tell me you wouldn’t do anything to protect them.” I stopped, realizing what I’d just said. The guilt over his sister’s overdose was still fresh in my mind. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…”

“I know. Listen, I have to go,” he said, his tone cold. “I’ll see if I can find anything out about Charlie’s problems and give you a call.”

“Rick, I’m sorry.” I tried to apologize again, but the line was dead. “Fuck!”

“Trouble in paradise already?” Charlie asked from the doorway.

I just stared at the phone in my hand, silently kicking myself. When I looked up, Charlie had made her way back to the desk and handed me a beer.

“How’s Rick?” She screwed off the top of her bottle and took a drink, giving me a knowing look. “It sounded like you two were arguing.”

I wondered how much of the disagreement she’d actually heard. “It was nothing.” I set down the book and heaved a sigh. “I seem to have foot-in-mouth disease.”

“And what’s new?” She took another swig, then sagged against the pillow. “I like him, you know. You’re different with him. More comfortable.”

“I hate to admit it, but you were right about him. He’s going out of his way to help me. If only he would stop with the caveman ‘I need to protect the weak woman’ crap, he might be perfect.”

“Sweetie, I think it’s hardwired in guys. If you don’t want him to try to save the day, be firm and let him know you’ve got this handled.” She shrugged, and a mischievous smile spread across her face. “But take advantage of that extra testosterone while you have it and give the batteries on your vibrator a rest.”

“Charlie!” I tossed a pillow in her direction. “Speaking of overabundance of testosterone, did Samuel have anything useful to add?”

“Yes, he did!” She hopped into the chair next to me and leaned on the desk. “You are still the only registered empath in the area, but last fall a student applying to the Richardson Academy had scores on the Hecate exam almost as high as yours.”

“So there is another empath in the state.”

“Samuel said he couldn’t be sure. The boy never responded to the acceptance letter, and when the school tried to follow up with the family, their apartment was empty. No forwarding address.”

“Tell me they are looking into to this kid.”

“Sam’s being tight-lipped about it. They think his family moved, but I got the impression he was extremely interested in finding him.”

There was a long pause as I tried to absorb the information. No matter how badly I wanted to believe it, I couldn’t see a teenager—a kid, really—committing these crimes. It was far more likely the family had received a better offer from another academy and moved. The news was discouraging, and I knew it didn’t remove me from the suspect list.

Sensing the shift in my mood, Charlie reached over and touched my arm. “Olivia, don’t worry. We’ll find out what’s going on. They won’t be able to build a case against you.”

“It’s not that.” I shook my head and took another drink. “I’m still worried about the proverbial witch hunt going on here, but…” I exhaled to a count of four and hugged myself, trying to identify exactly what I was feeling. “This whole thing, the charms and the kids, it was done using empathic magic. I’ve always known how dangerous my power was, but I can’t even imagine someone going that far off the deep end. It’s not just wrong, it’s evil. I’ve tried to distance myself from it. To tell myself I couldn’t possibly end up like this person, but I can’t.”

“Olive, you’re not like that. You said yourself that slave charm was evil. You’re not like that,” Charlie said, shaking her head.

A few tears broke free and I turned away, unable to look her in the eyes. “Who are you trying to convince, me or yourself? Every day I have to make the choice not to use my power to influence people. I want to. It would make things so much easier. And now I’ve learned how to control people. Make them actually do what I want them to do, not just nudge. How am I supposed to ignore that?”

“Easy, you’re a good person.”

My bitter laughter filled the air and I turned to stare at her. “You know that’s not enough. It’s too tempting, and I’m not sure I’m strong enough to resist. I’m afraid this is the first step to my own destruction.”

I hated seeing my own fear reflected in her eyes. But before I could call her on it, Charlie finished the beer in her hand and slammed the bottle on the desk.

“You know what? Screw that. You’re right. Being a decent person might not be enough to keep you from going mad, but I am. I’m there for you, and I’ll kick your ass.” She reached down and pulled me out of the chair. “This entire day has been a real downer. You were supposed to get drunk and watch bad apocalypse movies with us. We shouldn’t spend the night crying in our cups.”

“I thought you were coming over to help me research?” I shot back.

“We have what we need to know. We can save the world tomorrow,” Charlie said as she dragged me out of the library. “Right now I’m ready for some mayhem and destruction of the CGI variety.”

TWENTY-ONE
January twentieth
 
“Wakey, wakey, eggs and bakey,” Charlie said in a sing-song voice while poking my shoulder.

“Unless you actually have bacon, fuck off.” I rolled away from her and pulled the covers over my head, regretting the shots we’d had after the first movie.

“You’re so pleasant first thing in the morning. Get up.”

“Where’s Zoe? Why don’t you go harass her?”

“She left earlier. She had to open the store. It’s time for work. I want you to come into the office with me. I’m not sure it’s safe for you to be out here all by yourself, especially since we didn’t change the wards.”

“I don’t want to go in.” Charlie winced at my nasal whinging. I didn’t care. We’d stayed up too late last night, and I wanted to sleep in. “Can’t we play hooky today? You said it was slow. Just have Dan call us if there’s anything he needs. He’s a big boy. He can hold down the fort.”

I sat up and stretched, trying to get the kink out of my neck. As much as girls’ movie night helped, I realized I was getting too old for slumber parties on the sofa.

“I wish I could, but my boss is a real bitch. She’d be super pissed if I didn’t go in. Besides, if I don’t finish with the billing today I won’t get the invoices out before I leave for Chicago.”

“Is the graduation party this Thursday?”

“Yes, and I wish you’d come with me. We’ll be back Friday night. Dan can cover, and I’d feel better if you came.”

I’d thought about going just a few weeks ago, but I couldn’t now. Not with the FPD investigation, a possible killer in my back yard, and the sheriff doing everything he could to throw me under the bus. “You already told them I wasn’t coming. And anyway, your aunt doesn’t want me there. I think she’s afraid I might convince her baby girl to run away with me with my allure of a plebeian life and mundane job. You know, like I did to you.”

“Just come with me. I’d feel better, and Peter will be there.”

Charlie was the closest thing to family I had, but her real family hated me. At least most of them did. Her cousin Peter and I got along really well, and I knew deep down Charlie wanted us to fall madly in love and get married, truly making us family. She knew it would never happen, but she still held out hope.

“I’m not going. I already sent a present, and Peter promised to come visit us soon. Anyway, I need to take care of things here.” Charlie looked as if she was going to argue, so I quickly added, “Is Zoe going with you?”

She pressed her lips into a tight line and shook her head. “She came with me to the solstice celebration, so I figured that she filled her family quota for the year. Besides, she has her shop.”

The only person Charlie’s family hated more than me was Zoe. Not because she was a pleb, mind you; they weren’t bigots as her aunt told me once. No, it was more the fear that Charlie would end up with a woman, thus ending their precious bloodline. Sometimes I thought her father and aunts were only interested in Charlie because they wanted her to have babies, like some broodmare.

“Be thankful you have Zoe. I’m not sure you can find anyone else who’d put up with your family,” I said in all seriousness and started back toward the bedroom. “If we are going to make it before noon, I need to get my butt in gear. I’m going to get a shower, and if you expect me to be at all functional, I need coffee and your hangover potion when I get out.”

“I misspoke earlier. My boss is bitchy AND demanding.”

“Aren’t you glad you have your own place now and only have to put up with her at the office?”

“Hmm.” She stroked her chin as if she were considering this. “There are advantages,” she said with a smile. “But then again, it also means I can’t slip mood stabilizers in your coffee anymore, and it’s showing.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“You’re right. I couldn’t let you go without it. I still get you at the office.”

“You evil witch!”

I tossed my pillow at her head, but she ducked and it flew past her. “I’ll get right on that coffee. You need it.”

I sighed, throwing my hands up in defeat, and decided it was best not to know what—if anything—she was putting in my coffee. I might have to start making it myself.

It took us two hours to get moving and to the office. When we arrived, Charlie and I both had mounds of paperwork to work on, leaving Dan to handle what few calls there were. As I worked through the schedule for the next week, I realized Charlie was right. The winter was usually our busiest time. More people die during the months of December through March than any other time of the year, so when I saw that January had been slower than December, I was puzzled. I fished out the call log, and I flipped through it. Then I checked the online obituaries, just for good measure. People in our county were still dying, but their families were taking their business elsewhere. How could I have missed this? I walked down the hall to Charlie’s office with my laptop in hand.

When she noticed I’d entered the room, Charlie looked up from a stack of bills she was preparing. “Hey, Liv. I was hoping to get to your wards today, but I don’t think there’s enough daylight left to reset them. Why don’t you stay in my apartment until I can get back?”

“I’ll be fine out at the house. But I do want to go over the books with you before you leave. You said last night we’ve been slow. But this isn’t just slow.” I put the laptop down on her desk and pointed to the screen. “People are still dying, but we’re not getting any calls. What’s going on?”

Charlie sighed and rubbed her head. “I wasn’t trying to keep anything from you. Sally told me the sheriff has been telling people you’re a suspect in those unsolved deaths. I was hoping everything would blow over in a few weeks, but I think it’s starting to affect business.”

“What?” I took a step back, my head spinning. “Why didn’t you say something earlier? I could have made a statement to the paper. I would have read Sheriff Black the riot act for leaking information.”

“That’s the reason I didn’t tell you. The last thing you need is to blow up at him. It’s just idle gossip right now. If we just keep going, business as usual, this will all settle down. ”

“But how long are we supposed to go on with the whole county thinking I’m a psychopath that kills teenagers?” I’m not sure taking five steps and turning around counts as pacing, but that’s what I did, talking more to myself now than Charlie. “Talk might blow over, but scandals like this linger for years. I’ve looked at the books. If we don’t get some regular business soon, Armstrong’s is going to be in the red in less than a month.”

“Olivia, it’s not that bad. It’s just been a slow month. There are a lot of things going on. Serenity Chapel in Fredrickstown came out with that simplified package in December, and you know how awful the economy has been around here. I told you before the holidays we should look at doing a special.”

I stopped in my tracks and grasped the back of the chair. I hated packages. Packages gave the industry a terrible reputation. Places like Serenity lured people in with the promise of low prices and simplified arrangements, only for them to find out that there are hundreds, sometimes thousands of dollars in additional costs that weren’t factored into the package deal.

“Funerals aren’t like value meals. You can’t just throw together items and expect them to work for everyone. People need the flexibility to pick what’s right for their family. If people would just meet with me, I know I could beat Serenity’s pricing and still give them the funeral they want for their loved one.”

Before my diatribe picked up steam for real, there was a knock on the office door and Dan poked his head in. “Sheriff Black is asking for you, Olivia.”

I turned to Charlie and pointed my finger. “We need to talk about this, but it can wait until you get back.”

I left without letting her respond and walked down the hall to my office, still irritated. Sheriff Black was sitting at the small work table in my office with his feet propped up on the other chair. His hat was pulled down over his eyes, and I would have guessed that jackass was actually sleeping if it weren’t for the fact he tensed when I entered the room.

“Sheriff.”

“Ms. Harmon.” He tipped up the hat and looked at me. “I’d like to talk to you about that charm you found on the crash victim. Brad tells me you got a threatening note that seemed to indicate you tampered with the evidence.”

I walked over to my desk and sat, putting a physical barrier and some distance between us. “As I told Officer Richardson at the time, I have no idea what that letter was referring to. I turned all the evidence over to the FPD and shared my findings with the Order representative and your office as is required by law. Furthermore, if I did tamper with the evidence, then it would be their issue, not yours.”

“I know you think I’m a fool, sweetheart, but I’m fully aware that the car accident and the body found in the lake are connected. If you found some evidence relating to those cases, then I want to know about it.”

“First off, Sheriff, there’s no solid evidence that Scott Malone was involved with the body we found in the lake. Second, there’s a fallacy in your argument. If they are related, then that would make those cases the FPD’s problem too, so you don’t have to worry about interrogating me. If I find any evidence to connect the cases, I’ll be sure to give Special Agent King the good news.”

The sheriff sat up. His face turned a deep red as he targeted me with his finger. “Don’t think you’re getting off that easy, girl. I’m not fooled with this”—he waved his hands—“charade you have going on here. You’re dangerous. A time bomb waiting to go off, and it’s my job to stop you.”

I wasn’t about to rise to the bait, so I stood up from my desk calmly and opened the door. “Well, Sheriff, it was a pleasure as always. I’m terribly busy. I believe you know the way out.” Without waiting, I headed toward the prep room.

He strolled out behind me, putting his hat back on. “I’ll be back. I’m not finished with you, Ms. Harmon.”

Ignoring him, I walked to the back and went downstairs. I crumpled against the prep room’s cold steel door and let out a shuddering breath. It took several minutes before my heart stopped trying to escape my chest, and I collapsed onto the chair in the corner. I didn’t understand how things had gotten so bad.

Just a few weeks ago, I had been a respected member of this community. Sure, there had been that business in the fall when the body was found in that boat tied to my dock, but that barely garnered a whisper in town. All my issues seemed to trace back to Scott Malone. I wished he’d taken a different road that night. Crashed in a different county. But I knew, deep down, he hadn’t just been passing through. More than ever, I was certain our small town was harboring a viper.

My phone in my pocket buzzed. The message waiting for me made me feel like a child hiding from a bully, but it was welcome all the same.

Charlie: He’s gone.
I turned off the phone and slipped it back into my slacks. Determined to focus on something else, I picked up a clipboard and did the daily inspection of the storage cooler. The least I could do was pretend that I wasn’t hiding. But the sight of the empty gurneys just drove home the fact that I was in trouble. I could always make the bills by pulling from the trust Terry had left, but I didn’t like the idea. I should be able to make it on my own. The whole reason I was here was so I could be a part of the community, and now I wasn’t even sure I could get a cup of coffee at the diner.

I tossed the clipboard down on the prep table and slammed the door behind me. The phone was in my hand before I reached the stairs.

“Rick? Have you found anything useful yet?”

“Hello to you too, Olivia.” His tone mocked me.

“I’m not in the mood. I need something to prove that I’m not involved in all this, and right now you’re the only one who’s working on my side.”

“Is everything okay?” I could hear the change in his voice. Now I had his attention.

“It seems I’m being tried in the court of public opinion. I’m not faring well. So, back to my question: have you found out anything else?”

“The cases are definitely related. Outside of the fact that all the bodies were young witches just getting ready to head off to academy, they all showed signs of long imprisonment and torture similar to the ones you pulled from the lake.”

“What about that suspect? The boy that disappeared?”

“Drew Bushard. From the sounds of it, I think he may have actually been the first victim. Talk around town made it sound like he disappeared right after the first body was found, but after interviewing his mom, I found out he’d been missing for months before the bodies started showing up. She just never reported him missing because he’d threatened to run away. Turns out he took the Hecate test against his family's wishes and scored high enough to secure a spot in an academy. When word got around, it made him an outcast at school. He had a lot of trouble with bullies, especially with the man that lived next door. His mom said he wanted to go to an academy in St. Louis, but she didn’t want him to. She said, and I’m quoting, she wasn’t going to have a witch in her family.”

I sighed. Having dealt with that kind of rejection from my own mom, I knew exactly how that kid felt. “So her teenage son went missing, and she never reported it?” I couldn’t keep the venom out of my voice.

“The family tried to keep his test a secret. Seems the town in general doesn’t care for witches. There’s not a single one living within miles of it, and they apparently like it that way.”

I desperately wanted to believe that this kid just ran off, just ran away from a family and town that didn’t accept him, but a niggling feeling in the back of my mind told me different. “Of the bodies they pulled out of the river there, was one of them an unidentified male?”

“How’d you guess? The local authorities dismissed this case on the idea Drew Bushard killed these kids and ran off. But the more I look into it, the more I think Drew was one of the victims.”

“Can you get your hands on the autopsies? I’m not sure I’d be able to ID Drew’s remains, but I might be able to link those killings to the ones here.” I walked over to the file cabinet and pulled out the first case, the girl the FPD had identified as Lilly Palmer. Studying her photos, I said, “If the M.O. was the same, then I can connect them.”

“I’ll see what I can do. I’m running into real resistance from the locals. They don’t seem to like the fact that I’m poking around a case they consider closed or the fact that I’m with the Order, but the station secretary seems to be receptive. I might be able to persuade her to pass on the information.”

I didn’t doubt that he’d be able to sweet talk his way into that file. “Just email over the information when you get it, and I’ll take a look.”

“Not a problem, but this will delay me another day. Since I’m here, I’m going to talk to the Bushards’ neighbor. Glenn—the guy who bullied him—has moved, but his mother, Samantha Black, still lives next door.”

“I think I can make it another day without your protection. They haven’t come after me with the cuffs yet,” I said, teasing him. “Right now the only thing that’s suffering is my business. Take your time and get any information you can. If there’s information that can help the FPD track down this psycho, I want you to find it.”

I checked the clock and noticed the time. Charlie would be leaving soon. “I’ve got to go. Keep me posted.” I headed upstairs and made my way to her office.

Charlie was picking up a stack of invoices and checks from her desk when I entered. “So I heard your boss is a hard ass and has been giving you a rough time.”

She looked up and shrugged. “She has a lot of things on her plate right now.”

“I’m sorry I snapped at you earlier,” I offered. The last thing I wanted was for her to leave angry. “I know it’s not your fault. If it’s anyone’s, it’s mine. I don’t know what I ever did to that jackass Mike, but he sure has it bad for me.”

“I don’t think it’s just you. He’s not really a teddy bear toward me, either. He has a chip on his shoulder. I wish I knew more about him, but it’s funny, I’ve never been able to read him.” She laughed it off. “I think it would make both our lives easier if I could, though.”

The thought was nice, but I wasn’t sure it would help in this situation. The fact that the sheriff was one of those people that didn’t give off a psychic pulse for Charlie to pick up didn’t surprise me. I could sometimes catch fleeting emotions from him, but they were never clear, usually jumbled. It just proved that the man was the poster child for plebs. He didn’t have an ounce of magic in him.

“Maybe you should tell him you can’t read him,” I suggested. “He might leave you alone. I think he’s such an ass because he’s paranoid.”

Charlie chewed on her bottom lip and had a faraway look. “What did it feel like when you tried to read Brad? Was it like your shield? Like a barrier between you?”

“It was nothing like my shield.” I paused and thought about it. The feeling wasn’t like any shield I’d ever come across. “There wasn’t something blocking me, it was more like there was nothing for me to see. I know that doesn’t make a whole lot of sense, but I don’t know how else to describe it.”

“Hmm” was her only comment as she went back to sorting the envelopes. “I’ll be back Friday. Dan will be here, so if you’re not going to stay at my apartment, why don’t you stay at the house until I get back.”

“You have that look. What are you thinking?”

“I’m not sure yet. I want to talk with Peter. If I’m wrong, he’ll know right away.”

Peter worked at the Arcane Removal and Cleanup Division of the FPD as a researcher. They specialized in identifying harmful magical objects and disenchanting or containing them. “Talk to me, Charlie. Don’t leave me hanging.”

“Like I said, I’m not sure, but we could be dealing with more than one shield charm. Which makes me think there might be a powerful charm crafter in the area.”

“Do you think Mike might have a shield too? I wouldn’t have thought he’d use any magic, even to protect himself, but now I’m not sure.”

“I don’t know, but something’s off about him.” She tapped her finger on the neat stack of envelopes, lost in thought. “I always thought he was just a hard read, and it’s not like I went out of my way to divine his path. Even so, I would have picked up something with casual contact, but I don’t think I’ve ever touched the man. Not even a handshake.”

“But why would he want a shield against divination?” I said, still not following her logic.

“Like I said, let me talk it over with Peter. I might be barking up the wrong tree here, but give Sheriff Black a wide berth. Just stay home.”

After I agreed to her request, Charlie dropped the envelopes in the mail basket and went upstairs to retrieve her suitcase.

I went over the schedule with Dan, not that there was much to go over. Not a single viewing or consultation, so he was actually just babysitting the phones.

“If there’s a death at a residence, give me a call and I’ll come help. I don’t think we should be using the transport company right now.”

“I’ve got this,” he said, holding a hand up. “It should be a breeze. I promise to call if I need you.”

And at that, I headed home. I guess I should have been relieved to have the time off. I couldn’t remember when I’d had this much time that was all mine. But to be honest, it felt odd. Almost like a punishment.

I took the two-lane road that led to the lake, watching the town disappear in the mirror. It was a strange parallel to my life, I thought, as I saw the last of the town’s buildings slide over the horizon. After years of my trying to fit in, the town seemed to be pulling away from me. I flipped the mirror up to the roof, sick of the sight, and decided the best thing to do right now was to focus on the road ahead.

TWENTY-TWO
January twenty-first
 
My work phone rang, shocking me out of a deep sleep. Realizing how early it was, I began to regret my career choice, and not for the first time. I pawed for the phone and croaked. “Olivia Harmon.”

“Hey, Olivia,” Jenny’s overly chipper voice chimed back. “Someone called in about a body found in the abandoned mill off of Hungry Hollow Lane. Looks like there’ve been some squatters setting up camp again.”

“Ian’s on call tonight,” I said, unable to keep from sounding pissy. “You should call him.”

“Mike told me to call you, so I called you,” Jenny answered in an equally sour tone. “Do you want me to tell him you refused to go?”

I had already gotten out of bed and started pulling on a pair of jeans before she finished the sentence. “Whatever. Just let him know it’s going to take me an hour to get out there.”

Tossing the phone onto the bed, I pulled out a t-shirt and warm sweater. I should have gone to bed early, but I wasn’t able to sleep. Charlie’s speculation about a rogue black-market charms dealer left me restless. I spent most of the night poring through textbooks and journals, trying to learn more about these specialized shields. Mostly, it was a waste of time. Lots of useless histories about royals and heads of state using shields as protection during the Burning Times.

After about the Middle Ages, charms that blocked specific powers fell out of fashion. People had moved to the less effective but more practical personal shield. The academies didn’t even teach single-power charms anymore. And while the history had been fascinating, it gave me nothing to go on. It was well after midnight when I abandoned any hope of contributing to Charlie’s hypothesis. I went to bed defeated, realizing once again my education—or the lack thereof—was failing me.

After putting on a heavy Carhartt jacket and some hiking boots, I headed out the door, comforted in the knowledge that at least this was something I was good at. The work would do wonders to keep my mind off the killings and my personal issues with the sheriff. I checked the address on the GPS before pulling out of the drive and headed west toward the county line.

It would take almost forty minutes to get there; I thought about calling Jenny back to let her know I wouldn’t make that hour estimate I’d given her but decided against it. The last thing I wanted to do was to give them a reason to call Ian. Even though I’d been annoyed by the wake-up call, I realized I needed this bit of normality back in my life, so instead I turned on the radio and hit the gas. Six a.m. on straight country roads was prime need-for-speed time, and I was determined to make it to the county line in under thirty minutes.

With Muse blaring from the speakers, I had reached a nice cruising speed of seventy when headlights flashed from a hidden driveway. Without warning the car pulled out and clipped the back of my SUV, causing it to fishtail and careen out of control.

Like a sequence from an action movie, everything slowed down. I pulled hard to the left to compensate and careened off the road right into a stand of trees. Suddenly, I found myself playing a high-stakes game of Frogger with the obstacles in my path. My fingers bit into the steering wheel as I tried to make subtle adjustments to avoid tree trunks, all the while keeping my eye on the marshy pond to my right. The one thought that kept going through my mind was that I needed a better score if I was going to die. The car seemed to travel forever through the wood, but in reality my trip was over in mere seconds when I finally failed to miss a good-sized oak. The crunching of metal mixed with Bellamy’s voice proclaiming madness taking control added yet another layer of theatrics to the whole scene.

Pure luck was the only thing that saved me from serious injury. The car had slowed down considerably before hitting that tree, so the airbag didn’t deploy. With a shaky hand, I turned off the pulsing music and sat there in stunned shock. I could have died with my car wrapped around a tree. Crap, I could have ended up at the bottom of that pond if I hadn’t pulled the wheel when I did.

It took a few minutes for me to come out of my dazed state, and I began to worry the other driver might not have been so lucky. My cell was now on the floor board; I grabbed it, along with the coroner’s kit, before leaving the car. The black bag didn’t have much in the way of medical supplies, but it did have some basics that could be helpful. Flashlight in hand, I hiked back to the road.

The car had only traveled a few hundred yards from the pavement, so I was able to get back without incident. When I reached the shoulder, I could see evidence of the impact, but the other car was gone. Just to make sure, I searched both sides of the road until I was sure the other vehicle had left the scene.

I tried to dial Jenny at the station, but of course, I didn’t have a signal. It seemed to be par for the course, the way my luck had been running. I let loose a long string of obscenities that would have made a longshoreman blush, and headed back to my car, glad I’d worn my heavy outdoor gear.

For the second time that night, I thanked my guardian angel. Despite the impact with the young oak, the front end showed only minor damage and the frozen ground meant the car hadn’t sunk into the loam. I got back in and flipped on the roof-mounted flood lights. Charlie had laughed at me for having them installed. I was the one laughing now as I put the car into reverse and backed up. With the additional light, I managed to weave my way at a snail’s pace through the trees. When I realized how densely packed they were, I felt a little nauseated. I couldn’t believe I’d managed to avoid killing myself.

Between the accident and the slow pace at which I drove the rest of the way, it was another hour before I made it to the old mill. But it didn’t seem to matter; the place was deserted. I parked and called the station on my cell.

“Jenny, you did tell me the abandoned mill by the county line, right? I’m here, but no one else is.”

“Oh, Olivia,” Jenny said in her soft, squeaky tone. “I left a message with your answering service. You were right.”

“I was right about what?” The adrenaline from the accident was finally wearing off, and I didn’t have the patience to be polite. “Where the hell is everyone?”

“You were right about Ian being on call.”

“Even if that were the case, they’d still be here. You only called me, a little over two hours ago.”

“Yeah, see, Brad called Ian when he arrived on the scene, and by the time I called you... Well, I guess they were almost done.” She seemed to be dancing around the issue without actually admitting she’d made a mistake.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Knuckles white and nearly cracking my phone in my grip, I lowered my voice to almost in a whisper. I was teetering close to the edge of my control. “Are you telling me, you got me out of bed and sent me on a call after Ian was already there?”

“I’m sorry if it was an inconvenience, but…”

I cut her off. “Don’t. Not after what I went through to get here. I was in an accident, so I’m really not in the mood.”

“Oh, dear. Are you okay? Do you need me to send some help?”

At least she sounded genuinely concerned, and my anger softened a little. “I’m not hurt. Just a little shook up. The car has some damage, but I was able to drive away.”

Weariness seeped into my bones, and I really wanted to be at home, curled up in front of a fire with a cup of tea. “Listen, since I’m not needed, I’m going home. Until Ian tells me otherwise, I’m not going to take any calls. Please call him first.”

I disconnected, tossed the phone onto the empty seat, and pulled back onto the road. As if to add insult to injury, the sun had started to peek over the horizon; I was going to have to drive the entire way with the morning light blinding me. Screw the tea, I decided, I might start on the Scotch when I got home.

But despite the crappy beginning, the rest of the day went off without incident. Still, it wasn’t long before I started to climb the walls. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I touched base with Dan, and as expected, nothing was going on at Armstrong’s. I checked my email. There were no new inquires from the website. Resigned to the fact I was going to have take money from the family trust, I pulled out the file and spent the rest of the morning weighing my options.

Rick pulled me out of an accounting haze around lunch when he phoned to fill me in on his progress. “I’m going to email you some photos. They’re of the high school Bushard attended. Let me know if any of the people look familiar. Maybe someone new that moved to the area or has a vacation house.” I could hear paper rustling in the background. “I also managed to get the medical examiner’s report. I’ll send that too. I’m convinced these cases are related. His car was abandoned by the river. That was the main reason he was suspected of the killings. But they also recovered a charm in the trunk that sounded a lot like the ones from the Malone case. Unfortunately, no one can seem to locate that evidence and there wasn’t anyone skilled in the arts to identify it.”

I was nodding even though he couldn’t see me. “If there are photos, that might help. Send them too. I left my laptop at work, but I’ll try to look over the information on my phone. If nothing else, I can go into the office and check it out.”

“Don’t bother. I’m headed home in the morning. I’ll stop by sometime Monday so you have some time to study the files. Unless you find something important—then call me right away.”

We said our goodbyes, and I was left once again with nothing to do. I tried cleaning; when that didn’t work, I decided to sort through my personal bills. With Spike curled in my lap, I ended up watching TV in my bed until I fell asleep from sheer boredom.

The next day didn’t fare any better. I scrubbed the bathrooms and reorganized the charm books. And still by three, I was thinking of calling Sally’s just to talk to another living person. I decided reality sucked, and I needed to find something to take my mind off everything. I found a fluffy romance novel in my to-be-read pile and fell asleep on the sofa. The buzzing of the phone woke me at eight that evening, and I answered it with a yawn.

“Are you okay? I can’t see what’s happening, but something doesn’t feel right.” Charlie’s voice greeted me when I answered the phone. “Brad didn’t show back up and give you trouble? No, you would have called. Did you get arrested? No, that’s not it either. You wouldn’t still have your phone. You’re not hurt, are you? Feeling ill? Please tell me you aren’t cooking? Last time you set the kitchen on fire.”

“Stop. For once, I’d love it if our conversations started with a hello.” I sighed. I guess it was to be expected. Since she’d confessed her visions were on the fritz, Charlie seemed more manic than usual. I tried to quell her fears. “Yes, I’m fine. And to answer your other questions: No, no, no, no, and that wasn’t my fault. The thermostat was broken on the stove.”

“Something happened. I can feel it,” she said, dismissing my comment, the urgency still in her voice.

“I was in a minor car accident this morning, but I’m not hurt and the car is fine,” I said.

“Accident? You promised you’d stay home this weekend.”

“I know, but dispatch called for a coroner’s ruling and I had to go to the scene.”

“They called you?” Her panic was finally under control, but it was replaced with confusion. “Ian was on call. I spoke with him myself. He said you would be off until next week.”

“It was a mix-up. Everything is square now, and like I said, I’m fine. Please tell me you’re having fun? Or at least drinking. Is the family behaving?” I tried to change the subject.

“They were on their best behavior, but half of Chicago was at the party. It was nice, but I’m coming home.”

“Don’t. Please stay. Enjoy the party. I don’t need a babysitter.” Charlie started to argue, and I quickly added, “Rick said he’d stop by soon, if you’re worried.” “Soon” was a relative term. I thought Monday was soon, but I knew Charlie wouldn’t agree so I kept it vague. “He has some things for me to look at. I’m not planning on leaving. No death calls, no trips to the store. I’ll sit tight.”

“I’m already on my way, but if you’re fine, I won’t come out to the house tonight. Zoe and I haven’t had much time together and I’d like to surprise her. We’ll see you first thing tomorrow for breakfast.”

“That sounds like a plan. I’m beat anyway. Why is doing nothing so exhausting? I’m going to bed early. I’ll see you in the morning. I love you, Charlie. I appreciate everything you do for me.”

“I know, sweetie. I love you, too.”

I picked up my book, grabbed a slice of cold pizza out of the fridge, and headed to bed. But like the annoying albatross it was, the phone buzzed on the nightstand, dragging me out of a contented sleep. The bright light from the screen lit the otherwise dark room, and I opened one eye to check the clock. Three twenty-five a.m. I was trying to remember the last time I’d had a full night’s sleep.

Fumbling for the phone, I managed to knock over every single object on my night stand. I reached down beside the bed, hoping to find the cell, but no such luck. It buzzed again, and I ended up crawling under the bed before I was able to retrieve it. The buzzing stopped, and since my streak of lousy luck was going strong, while I was still halfway under the bed, the house phone began to ring. I wiggled my way out, then leapt across the rumpled covers as though I were dodging bullets, and just managed to answer it before the voice mail picked up.

“I’m here,” I said, my voice coming out in short huffs. When no one responded, I spoke a little louder. “Hello? Is someone there?”

“Olivia, it’s Dan. I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had a guest. I mean, I sorry to interrupt.” I could almost hear his blush through the phone.

“It’s fine, Dan. I just had to run to get the phone. You’re only interrupting my sleep.” I crawled over to the edge of the bed, and tried to slow my breathing. “Is everything all right? Do you need help with a call?”

“No, I’ve got that covered. I didn’t mean to bother you, but I wasn’t sure what to do. Do you just want me to lock things ups? It doesn’t look like anything was stolen, but I was sure you’d be here by now to have a look.”

“What are you talking about?” Maybe it was the fact I’d just woken from a deep sleep, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out what he was saying.

“I thought Brad called you. He just left here after taking my statement.”

“Details, Dan!” The inner bitch was starting to surface. I took a deep breath and tried to remember Dan was trying to help. Help in his own slow, not-getting-to-the-point way. “Start at the beginning, and tell me exactly what’s going on.”

“I had a pick up around midnight from Green Haven. It was about two thirty and I’d just loaded Mr. West when I got another call. It was the alarm company. Well really, it was the answering service. They called the answering service, but since I’m on call…”

“Okay, maybe not that much detail. Why did the alarm company call?” At this point, I didn’t need to ask. There was only one reason the alarm company would be calling at two in the morning, but I pressed anyway. “Dan. What’s going on?”

“Someone broke into Armstrong’s. The police were here, and like I said, it doesn’t look like anything was taken.”

I looked at the clock and frowned. “It’s been two hours. Why didn’t anyone call me?” Of course, I already knew the answer. I was sure I was persona non grataat the station right now, but that prick should have called me. To be honest, I was surprised Charlie didn’t call. That thought chilled me to the bone. “Tell me Charlie’s fine.”

“She’s not home as far as I could tell. When I stopped by to pick up the hearse, her car wasn’t there. When I came back after the call, she still wasn’t home.”

She had said she wanted to spend some time with Zoe. There was a possibility she had simply crashed at Zoe’s house. “When you got back, did you take a look around? Check her apartment? Dan, why didn’t you call me then?” I snapped at him.

“Of course I checked,” Dan said sounding defensive now. “Brad said he was calling you. Really. I’ve been waiting here for you to show up.”

“Crap. I’ll be there in thirty minutes.” I hung up the phone and swearing to myself. Was it too much to ask that we have one night and one morning without some crisis?

TWENTY-THREE
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Charlie’s phone went to voicemail the half-dozen times I called on the way in. Zoe wasn’t picking up either. I tried to convince myself it was a good sign. If she was over at Zoe’s, they might have turned off the phones. But I knew that wasn’t likely.

Dan was waiting for me in the hearse as I pulled in. He met me on the sidewalk as soon as I got out of the car.

“I’m sorry. I should have called you right off, but Brad said he’d take care of it. He said he wouldn’t be surprised if it was junkies looking for chemicals, and I could give a statement. After he had finished his report, he said he was calling you. I know it’s not a very good excuse, but I feel really bad.”

“It’s fine,” I said, trying hard not to sound as angry as I felt. I couldn’t blame Dan. He was just following instructions. Brad didn’t have any right to stop Dan from calling me. “This is the first time you’ve had to deal with a break-in. These things happen, unfortunately. This is actually the third time I’ve had to file a report. If you’re on call again and the alarm goes off, I expect to get a call right away.” I could tell he was about to offer another apology, so I cut him off. “Don’t worry about it. Brad was probably right,” I said, the words sour on my tongue. “I’d bet the meth cookers are after the formaldehyde. It’s always the formaldehyde.”

He rubbed his neck and looked over at me sheepishly. “I thought it might be stupid kids, out thrill-seeking. You know, trying to get a peek at a dead body. I’ve been inside, and it looks like they just rifled through some drawers and cabinets. I didn’t think about the chemicals.”

I headed to the front door but stopped before going in. “I’ll take a look around, but why don’t you go home and go back to bed. You look exhausted.”

“I am, but I’m not leaving you here alone, just in case anyone comes back. You know, I always thought this was a safe town, but I guess even small towns aren’t immune to crime,” he said, shaking his head. At that moment, he looked more weary than tired, with his shoulders slumped and a distant look in his eyes. “I can’t believe someone would break into a funeral home. People don’t respect anything anymore.”

Dan was a good man. He still believed in small-town values, and took pride in the work we did. That’s why I liked him so much. I patted him on the arm and commiserated in his disgust. He was right: people didn’t respect the dead any more than they did the living.

“I’ll wait for you here,” he said and parked himself on the sofa in the hallway. “Just let me know when you’re ready to lock up.”

I went straight to the chemical supply. After the second break-in I had taken some steps to protect the business. I’d ordered an industrial storage cabinet and had a security specialist enchant it. I also installed a steel door to Charlie’s apartment and had that warded as well. Everything looked secure. The embalming chemicals were still on the shelves, and despite the fact all the drawers had been tossed, nothing was missing from the offices either. This was the first break-in since I’d installed the extra security. It was possible they couldn’t get into the chemical locker and just left, but I still had a bad feeling about the whole thing.

I’d left Charlie’s apartment for last since the door was locked. It seemed undisturbed, which made me feel better, but when I reached the top of the stairs, I noticed her overnight bag sitting on the sofa. She must have come home sometime last night, but her purse and keys were gone.

That uneasy feeling was still with me, and I knew wouldn’t reach her, but I had to try. I called her phone and got her voicemail again.

“Charlie, call me right away. I don’t care about the time.”

Next I tried Zoe and left the same message. Charlie was supposed to be out at my place by nine for breakfast. It was just a little after five now. I decided if I didn’t hear from her by nine, I had a legitimate reason to panic, and just for good measure, I would drive past Zoe’s house to check for her car.

“I’m all set,” I said, startling Dan out of a sound sleep.

He wasn’t much of a lookout, but I couldn’t blame him. He was still getting used to the late-night shifts. Dan yawned and shuffled outside. He waited on the porch while I locked the front door. But as we turned to go to our cars, I couldn’t shake the feeling something wasn’t right. “You don’t think something could have happened to Charlie?”

He laughed. “I think you’ve been reading too many crime novels. Maybe it’s all the time you’ve been spending with that inspector.” He made his way to the steps and said, “Next thing you know you’re going to start solving crimes on the side.”

His joke was a little too close for comfort. I tried to laugh with him. But now that I had given voice to my concerns, I couldn’t just let it go. “With the two unsolved murders and the FPD showing up, you can’t blame me for worrying. Charlie lives here all alone.” My voice cracked, holding back the agitation and strain I’d been feeling for weeks. “I think there’s reason to worry.”

“I’m sure she’s fine.” His expression softened and he patted me on the back. The kind gesture just made me want to hit him. “Besides,” he continued, “I know Charlie. If someone tried to take her, she would have put up a fight. There weren’t any signs of a struggle.”

“You’re probably right,” I said, heading toward my car. “But just in case, could you keep your eyes open and call me if you hear from her?”

He reached out and stopped me. “Olivia, if you’re that concerned, we should call the station and report Charlie missing.”

I caught myself chewing on my bottom lip and shook my head. There was no reason to think something nefarious had happened to Charlie. Nothing was out of place in her apartment, and the door was even locked. I tried to push my uneasy feelings aside and put on a confident smile.

“We don’t need to do that. I bet she’s with Zoe. I just hate that her home was violated like this.”

“Are you okay to drive?” Dan eyed the damage to the front of the SUV. “It’s late, and you look exhausted. Why don’t you stay over at my place.” He smiled, and when I didn’t answer immediately a deep red blush crept over his face. “I mean in my guest bedroom. I have a guest bedroom. You didn’t think I meant… Um. I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Please, just stop.” I waved frantically. He stood there gaping at me as I held my side and laughed out loud. When my fit of hilarity finally wound down, I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “Thanks, I needed that. And thank you for the offer, but I’m just going home.”

“Glad to help?” Dan’s brows knit together in utter confusion.

This started another round of giggles, and I was sure at this point he thought I’d lost my mind. “Go home, Dan. I’m fine.”

I slipped into the battered SUV and waved to him as I drove down the street. But as soon as I turned the corner, worry started to seep back in, and I made my way to Zoe’s house.

The old four-square was located on the outskirts of town, and as I approached I checked the vehicles parked along the street, looking for Charlie’s car. When I pulled up in front of the house, I searched the darkened windows. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see. The dashboard clock read just past five-thirty; everyone would be asleep. The engine idled while I debated what to do next. The sane person would wait until a decent hour, but I wasn’t feeling very rational at the moment. I put the car in park and called Zoe one more time, hoping she’d pick up. Still nothing.

A car honked behind me. I looked like a stalker, sitting in my car, watching her house. With one last look up and down the street, I decided not to knock on the door. But there was one thing I was going to do. I dialed the station.

Jenny answered the phone, and I inwardly cringed. “Hi, Jenny. It’s Olivia.”

“Oh” was all she managed.

“We had that break-in at Armstrong’s this morning, and I think something happened to Charlie.”

“Brad already called in. He said that everything was settled at Armstrong’s,” she said in a short, annoyed tone, a clear departure from her usual happy demeanor. “Your guy, Dan, reported the place was empty.”

I wasn’t going to let her cool attitude derail my intentions. “I know. Dan didn’t realize that Charlie had returned from her trip a day early. Her bags were in the apartment, but I can’t reach her.”

I heard paper shuffling on the other end of the phone, and then Jenny said, “There’s no mention of any signs of violence or a struggle in the report. Brad even noted that the apartment door was locked.”

“That’s true, but she’s not answering her phone.” I was tired of dealing with Jenny. If I wanted something done, I would need to speak to Brad. “Can you just radio Brad and ask him to call me? I didn’t get a chance to talk to him about the break-in. He was gone by the time I arrived. And for the record, he didn’t even bother to notify me. My employee was the one who called. It’s my business. I should have been called.”

“He’s out, but I’ll leave him a message. As far as Charlie goes, this doesn’t qualify as a missing person, but I’ll note your concern. Now, if you don’t have anything else, I have to go. Goodbye, Olivia.” She hung up the phone before I could respond.

Pissed, I gripped the phone, fighting the urge to call Jenny back and read her the riot act. This was just great. In the past few days, everything in my life seemed to be falling apart. I was now an outsider in my own community. There were fewer and fewer people I could turn to for help. My business was failing. And now, Charlie was missing.

A surge of fear and isolation overwhelmed me, but I fought back the onslaught of tears. I refused to let myself fall into a hole of self pity. Screw this. I had other resources. I could handle this problem even without their help. I dialed Rick.

He answered right away in a sleep-slurred voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Rick, I think something’s happened to Charlie, and I need your help.”

“What can I do?” he asked without hesitating.

After telling him about her call yesterday and the break-in, I was on the verge of panic again.. “When I went to her apartment, her luggage was sitting right by the door. I kept calling, but she didn’t answer. I know you don’t know her well, but she would have answered. She’s listed as the backup with the answering service. I wouldn’t be surprised if she showered with her phone. I can’t count on any help from the local police. Rick, I don’t know what to do, so I’ve been driving the streets looking for her car.”

“I made it home late last night. I’m on my way. I should be there in three hours. Maybe two and a half if I push it. Have you gone back home? Maybe she decided to come over early. You know she’s been worried about you.”

“Maybe,” I said reluctantly. “But when we talked earlier, she said she was coming over for breakfast. I don’t expect her for hours”

“Just go home, Olivia. Go home and check. And give me a call when you get there. The best thing you can do right now is to eliminate all the other possibilities. I’ll get in touch with Samuel. He might be able to pull some resources from the FPD if it comes to that. Besides, I think he wants to talk with you. I cc’d him on the emails. I’m sure he’ll want to compare notes. There’s enough evidence there to link these two cases and get you off the suspect list.”

“I haven’t had a chance to look at the stuff you emailed. After this thing with Charlie is sorted out we can go through it together. Right now I can’t concentrate.” I could feel a weight lift off my shoulders like a physical presence. For the first time in a week I felt like I had a solid plan in place. “I really appreciate everything you’re doing for me. I’ll call you when I get home.”

I took the next right and headed out of town, all the while making a list of people I needed to call. Before I instituted an all-out search for Charlie, I should make sure she wasn’t just visiting friends.

Planning and making lists usually helped keep me focused, but not this morning. My imagination was beating out the logical part of my brain, and by the time I pulled into my driveway, I’d convinced myself that Charlie was in serious trouble. Maybe she interrupted the tweekers that broke in. Maybe she’d been involved in a car accident and was unconscious in a ditch. Or, gods, even dead. I quickly added the hospitals to my mental list of places to call.

As the house came into view, I scanned the drive looking for Charlie’s beat-up red Volkswagen. When I didn’t see it out front, I pulled around back to the clinic parking and almost burst into tears when I saw the little Jetta sitting by the back door.

I parked alongside it and closed my eyes, saying a silent thank-you to the universe. I stayed in the car for several minutes trying to compose myself. With the night I’d had—honestly, it was the whole damn week—I was teetering on the edge. It wasn’t Charlie’s fault I couldn’t keep it together. My hands gripped the steering wheel, and I focused on the lotus, centering myself. Starting today, I was going back to daily meditations.

Once I’d found some measure of calm, I grabbed my purse and tried to forget the panic I’d created. Before I went in, I pulled out my phone to call Rick. Charlie would never let me live it down if Rick showed up with the cavalry in tow. Better to give him the all-clear sign without an audience. I really hoped that he hadn’t called Samuel yet. But before I could dial, the phone rang in my hand, nearly causing my heart to stop.

It was Brad.

“Hi, Brad. Thanks for calling me back right away,” I said curtly.

“Where are you?” he asked, glossing over the niceties.

“I’m at home,” I said. “But I think the better question is, why didn’t you call me about the break-in?”

“I’m sorry Dan woke you. I was going to call you when I got to the station. Are you going to Armstrong’s? Jenny said you were worried about Charlie.”

“I just got back home from Armstrong’s. If you had waited for me, you’d know that. I overreacted about Charlie. Her car is here at the house. But that still doesn’t excuse you not calling me.”

“Why don’t you come back to town?” he said, his nonchalance belied by an urgency in his voice. “I need to talk to you right now. It’s about the break-in.”

“I just got home. Can’t it wait until later?” The stress had won out, and all I could think about now was crawling into bed and getting a few more hours of sleep.

“The alarm went off again. You need to come back now.” Brad sounded panicked now. “Just turn around and go back into town.”

“No one from the alarm company called, and anyway you know the code. Just turn the damn thing off. I’m exhausted, irritated, and just don’t feel like driving all the way back this morning.”

“Christ, Olivia, why do you always have to be so difficult?” He sighed in exasperation, and I could almost hear him think over the phone. After what seemed like ages, he finally said, “If Charlie’s there, is Armstrong’s empty right now?”

“Yes. Dan and I both went home, and like I said, Charlie’s at my house.”

“Then that’s why you need to come back into town. When I got the report about the alarm I drove past. Every light in the place is on, and the front door is standing wide open.”

“Fine, I’ll just stop in and let Charlie know what’s going on, then I’ll come back in. Are you going to wait for me this time?”

“You need to turn around and come back now. I’m not at your beck and call. Just come back to town, Olivia, and stop arguing with me.”

My stomach soured. Something wasn’t right. Brad was too insistent I leave without seeing Charlie. “Why is it so important I come right away?”

“Nothing can ever be easy, can it? Fuck it. Do whatever you want. You always do. I’m trying to help, but if you’re going to get all bitchy about it, forget it. You only have twenty-five minutes to get back to Armstrong’s. If you don’t show up, you’ll just have to deal with the trouble yourself. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Before I could respond, the line went dead. Damn Brad, he knew full well it took me at least thirty minutes to drive into town. I weighed my options, and decided it would be best to do as he said. After the drive from Chicago, Charlie was probably asleep. And now that I knew she was safe, I could deal with Brad and the break-in.

I started the engine and was about to pull away when I spotted something out of place. The headlights lit up the rear door like a spotlight, and I could see it standing ajar. I had been so relieved that Charlie’s car was in the driveway, I hadn’t noticed it before.

I stared at the door. Even when she was in a hurry, Charlie was obsessive about shutting and locking the door behind her. There was no way she’d left it open. Something was very, very wrong inside. Charlie was in trouble, and she needed me. Brad wasn’t even an afterthought.

I turned off the car, and this time I pulled a lock box from under the seat. I punched the combination and retrieved my revolver. I had started traveling with a gun after taking the coroner’s job. In the last six months, there’d never been an occasion to use it, but tonight that might change. After checking the chamber and pocketing a handful of rounds, I headed toward the back door.
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I approached the house with all the stealth of a herd of water buffalo. My foot caught on the step; I fell into the door, causing it to crash into the stopper with a deafening bang. So much for the element of surprise. In for a penny, I thought, and cupped my hands around my mouth to call out.

“Charlie?”

The house was completely dark, save for a dim glow at the end of the hall. I flipped the overhead switch, bathing the hall in light, and looked around. Nothing seemed out of place.

“Charlie,” I called again before moving. “Please say something. You’re scaring me.”

I’d seen this movie. This was the part where the well-meaning friend gets attacked and slaughtered by the crazy killer. Well, I loved surprise twists. Gripping my gun I inched down the hall one step after another, keeping my back pressed against the wall. I reached the first doorway and tried one more time.

“Damn it! Charlie, answer me!” I yelled, still hoping she’d answer. After several long, silent seconds, I knew that if Charlie was here, she was in trouble. “If there’s someone else here, now’s the time to speak up. I have a gun, and I will shoot.”

I waited, holding my breath, as I listened for an answer. After a heartbeat I toed open the door to the first clinic room. With my gun held at the ready, I snaked a hand around the corner and flipped on the light. The heightened danger had transformed the normally peaceful room into something sinister. The privacy curtain, closet, and even the bathroom were all potential hiding places. I searched, careful to check every nook and hidey-hole.

My fear was making me too cautious, and I was wasting too much time. This was only one of two dozen rooms that needed to be checked, not to mention closets; if Charlie was in trouble I had to move faster.

“This is your last warning. I’ve called the police, so if I were you, I’d leave while you still have a chance,” I said, trying to instill confidence in my words. I kicked myself for not calling the sheriff. Fuck, I didn’t even have my phone.

My stomach was in knots, and I swore I could actually hear my heart pounding in my chest as I looked around the corner. I didn’t have the nerve for this shit, but I couldn’t wait until I grew a backbone. The hall was empty, so I continued moving toward the light coming from the front of the house. Five more doors lay between me and my destination.

The one thing I did have going for me was years of watching action flicks. I traveled room to room doing the same thing: Flip on lights, threaten death, and doing a quick search; emulating every action hero I’d seen. Charlie would have been proud.

By the time I finished searching the entire house was ablaze with light, but it was also empty. Room after room turned up nothing. No sign of Charlie—or anyone else, for that matter. Confusion slowly replaced fear and worry, and I made one more circuit just to be sure. I searched every inch until I was convinced no one was hiding in a closet or under a bed.

Feeling more secure, I went outside to retrieve my phone. While I was out there, I searched Charlie’s car. I’m not sure if I expected to find her in there, but what I found was a whole lot of nothing. No signs of her at all. No purse, no keys, nothing.

I went back inside and locked the back door behind me. I checked all the doors and set the perimeter wards, even though they still hadn’t been upgraded. It was better than nothing.

I dialed Charlie’s number. After a few rings, it went to voice mail. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or concerned not to hear her phone ringing somewhere in the house. I tried to hold on to the idea that the void in her visions didn’t mean she was dead, but I couldn’t keep images of her body showing up in the lake out of my head. More than ever I was convinced she was in some kind of trouble. Out of nervous habit, I called her phone again. And again it went to voice mail.

I almost called the station then, but after the talk with Brad, I wasn’t sure I could trust him, Jenny, or the sheriff. Hell, it seemed like everyone in this town was plotting against me.

Now I was suspicious about everything. Brad was too eager to have me leave the house. Had he known I wouldn’t find her here? Maybe Brad had something to do with the break-in. There were dozens of reasons to suspect him, but would he have gotten involved? Sure, he could be a real asshole, but he wasn’t violent. And after all these years, why go after Charlie?

My head was pounding, and it took a few seconds to center my focus. Stress and lack of sleep were making me paranoid. I wasn’t thinking straight, and I needed someone else to help me sort things out.

I pulled out the phone and called Rick again.

“I’m glad you called. I was starting to get worried. I just left and should be there in a few hours. Did you make it home? Was Charlie there?”

“Charlie’s car was at my house, but she’s not here.”

“What do you mean, she’s not there?”

“Exactly that,” I said. “Her car is parked, but there’s no sign of her anywhere. I’ve checked the whole house.” I walked over to the counter and flipped on the coffee maker. The adrenaline had completely fled my body, and I felt ready to collapse any minute. I only hoped the caffeine could keep me going until Rick arrived. I put the phone on speaker, set it down, and started making a pot.

“Do you think she met someone else, like her friend Zoe, and they left together?” he asked, the speaker phone made his voice sound tinny and far away, but I still caught the note of doubt in his words. He wasn’t buying it either, and I could tell he was just trying to put my mind at ease.

“It’s possible, but not likely,” I said. The coffeemaker bubbled to life, and I pressed my forehead against the cabinet door, letting cool wood soothe my pounding head. The next words were hard to say. “The door was wide open. She wouldn’t leave the house unlocked, let alone leave the back door open.”

“Olivia, you should get back in your car,” he said without hesitation. His words took on an authoritative edge I wasn’t used to. “I mean it. Go to the car, drive some place with people, and wait for me to get there. You’re not safe out there by yourself.”

Despite everything I’d been through this morning, I still bristled at his orders. Instinctively I retorted, “It’s my house, Rick. Of course I’m safe.” But even as the words left my mouth, I knew it was a lie.

“No, you’re not. You’re alone. Your house is isolated. I haven’t been able to get ahold of Samuel. I’m the only one coming, and I won’t be there for at least two and a half hours. Think of your own safety for a minute.”

The pleading in his voice was palpable. Each word chipped away at my carefully constructed armor. I knew I was letting my pride override my own common sense, but I couldn’t seem to rein in that stubborn streak. “I’ve checked the house. It’s empty, and I have my gun handy. Besides, I’m not sure I’d be much safer in town.” And I wasn’t. I wanted to tell Rick about my call with Brad. About how he talked Dan out of calling me, and how strange he’d acted over the phone. But Rick was already worried, and I didn’t need to add to that. There was more than enough trouble to go around.

Instead, I opted for simplicity. “I don’t think I have many friends in town right now. It seems like everyone is buying into the gossip. The sheriff’s department thinks I’m a criminal. They didn’t even bother to call me about the break-in.” Saying it all out loud just depressed me. I grabbed a mug and filled it with coffee, really wanting a drink.

“This isn’t just about a break-in or your trouble with the sheriff. I’m convinced you and Charlie are in danger. With these deaths, you could be the next target.”

“But neither of us fits the M.O. We aren’t teenagers.”

“You both have natural abilities. Every one of the kids reported missing or found dead in Missouri scored high on the Hecate scale. Natural-ability high.”

“Even so, that doesn’t mean he’d come after me or Charlie. If this killer has been preying on young witches for years, he wouldn’t suddenly start targeting adults.” I wasn’t an expert in forensic psychology, but I was almost certain about this. Killers had patterns, preferences. They didn’t just change overnight.

“Teenagers are easy targets. Teens naturally engage in high risk behaviors, making it easy to grab them. And these kids lacked any formal training. They had no control over their powers. Think about what Molly said. She and Sarah were out and accepted a ride home. Easy targets for a predator.”

“You’re just proving my point. There’s no reason the killer would want to come after us. We just don’t fit.”

“But you may be getting too close for comfort. You’ve been working with the Order and the FPD. You linked Malone to the bodies found in the lake. You’ve become a problem.”

“Fine. I’ll pack a bag and go into Armstrong’s.”

“No. Not after the break-in.”

“It will be daytime. It’s in town. I’ll be surrounded by people.”

“I don’t know who’s behind this yet. It could be anyone from town. Why don’t you go to your assistant’s house?”

“He might live a little closer than me, but Dan’s house is just as isolated. This isn’t Indy. Over half of the people here live on acreage. I’ll go in to Armstrong’s. It’s the best option I have.”

I could hear him swear under his breath. “Promise me you’ll keep the doors locked, and don’t let anyone in, even if you’ve known them for years. I’ll keep trying to get Samuel. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Stay safe.”

I tucked the phone back into my pocket, and let out a deep breath I wasn’t aware I’d been holding. He was right. I needed to be someplace less isolated. I packed a few things into my overnight bag. Running back to the library, I opened the safe to retrieve my holster—and saw the slave charm book sitting on top of a stack of papers.

This whole thing started with the discovery of that charm, but I realized now this was more complicated than any of us imagined. I ran a finger over the cover and wondered if the book held any clues to the current killings. Why would someone need to use a slave charm if the intent was to kill? Why keep them at all if you were just going to murder them? My examination of the bodies hadn’t revealed any torture or sexual assault. I was still missing a piece of the puzzle, and it was driving me crazy.

I slipped on the holster and seated my gun securely in the pocket. For good measure, I grabbed the book and shoved it into my overnight bag. There might still be some secrets left within the pages, and it would give me something to focus on while I waited for the cavalry.

I did one more round, this time turning off lights and checking the doors again. I was just starting to relax when I heard a crash from outside. I held my breath and listened. There was something, some kind of noise, coming from the back of the house.

After drawing my gun again, I made my way to the patio door just off the kitchen. It afforded me the best view of the backyard. With my side flattened to the wall I peered out the glass door. I didn’t see anything, but I heard another sound. This time leaves rustled, and then a branch snapped. Someone was out there.

The moon hung low in the predawn sky, casting long menacing shadows into the small clearing that hugged the edge of the woods. The full moon lit the area in odd sepia hues, and it looked more like the set of a slasher flick than my back yard. I heard the noise again, a little further away. I scanned the horizon looking for anything. The woods were filled with distorted shapes, each one like some nightmare creature, but there was no sign of movement. Just as I was about to give up, sure it was my imagination running overtime, a sharp crack shattered the silence.

I tossed open the door, tired of waiting for someone to jump out of the shadows, and pointed the gun toward the sound.

“The cops are on the way. They’ll be here any second.” Now I really wished I’d called the station. If I had, someone would be here by now.

The rustling grew louder.

“And I have a gun.”

Stillness. I studied the trees and thought I could make out the silhouette of a person.

“Don’t come any closer!” I shouted, with all the bravado I could muster.

The moon was low in the sky, creating an army of human-shaped shadows to taunt me. I focused my attention and my gun on one figure until I caught movement from the corner of my eye. Turning to the left, I aimed high and fired a warning.

The echoing shot hung in the still air, and I held my breath, listening. Not even the branches creaked in the wind. But then a loud snap shattered the thick silence, and a shadow broke through the trees.

I turned to the noise and fired three shots at chest level. The harsh sound was still reverberating through the trees when a lone coyote burst through the underbrush and ran across the lawn.

“Shit.” I jerked the gun away, just before I shot another round. Without looking my direction, the coyote disappeared back into the woods.

I held my breath and listened. Every shadow was inspected; every noise scrutinized. My fingers were numb from gripping the gun by the time I finally decided to close and lock the door. I collapsed against the wall and tried to slow my racing heart. My mouth was dry and sticky, the taste of my own fear coating my tongue.

I was jumping at my own shadow now. I had to get out of here. For the first time in my life, I felt alone and isolated in my own home. And not knowing if Charlie was alive, or if I was being stalked by a killer, was driving me insane.

This wasn’t a movie, and I wasn’t the spunky heroine that could save the day through sheer will. I was a funeral director, for fuck’s sake. I needed help. Looking at the time, I counted the minutes until Rick would show up.

Holstering the gun, I picked up my bag and made my way to the clinic. On the way out, I looked down the hall one more time. A cold chill ran down my spine. This didn’t feel like a safe harbor anymore. I turned to leave, and caught the open door to the supply closet out of the corner of my eye. I was sure I’d closed the door after I’d checked it.

That was my last thought before a sharp pain bloomed across the back of my head. I stumbled forward, hands grasping for something to steady myself. Before I could react, the second blow caught me above my left temple, and I fell. The last thing I saw before I blacked out was a shiny black boot, arching back for a kick.
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Noises began filtering through the thick fog that clouded my mind. Everything sounded far away and muffled as if I were underwater, but I could hear heavy footsteps, cursing, and something crashing to the ground just a few feet away from me. I kept my eyes closed. I needed time to think, to form some kind of plan. When the footsteps drew close, I slowed my breathing and hoped he didn’t notice I’d regained consciousness.

“I’ll deal with you later,” a familiar male voice said. Just off to my left came a soft thud. I wanted to believe the voice was someone here to help, and that perhaps the “you” he spoke to was my attacker. But something in his tone dashed my hopes. This was not my savior. So I held still and silently prayed, afraid to even pull power through my lotus to calm my nerves.

After a few moments, the footsteps moved farther away until there was only silence. I waited, listening for any sounds. After what seemed like an eternity, I finally dared to open my eyes.

The harsh light needled into my brain, and I winced. Turning my head did nothing but intensify the throbbing, and the taste of bitter bile bubbled up in the back of my throat. When I tried to sit up I realized my hands were tied behind my back. That jolted me out of my stupor, and hyperawareness kicked in.

I couldn’t tell how long I’d been unconscious, but bright sunlight filled the room. With a lot of effort, I managed to wiggle my way into a sitting position from which I surveyed my surroundings. I was in a different house. The air smelled musty and damp from disuse. Sheets covered the furniture, and the adjacent kitchen looked bare save for a utensil holder and a knife block on the counter. The room was nondescript, but the next sight caused my heart to stop.

The floor was covered in dirty, stained carpeting with an ugly rose pattern. While I’d never been to this house, I knew immediately it was the room from my readings. Now that I could examine the entire room, I recognized it as one of the rental cottages that dotted the lakefront. Which meant I knew exactly where I’d been taken. I ran the shore often enough, I knew if I could get loose, I’d be able to follow the trail back to my house.

The house was empty, but I knew that wouldn’t last forever. I started pulling at my bindings, testing their limits. With a little effort, I figured might be able to loosen the knot enough to get free, but the sound of footsteps made me realize time was not on my side.

“Good, you’re awake,” a voice sounded from the dark hallway. “I was worried that last blow might have caused permanent damage, and then I’d have to come up with a whole new plan. Again.” A large man stepped through the door and I was finally able to put a name to the voice.

“Sheriff Black?” My brain was trying to process this turn of events. Mike Black was here at this cabin. I took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. “What’s going on? What are you doing here?”

Black walked through the living room carrying a large bag, ignoring my question, and started sorting through the contents.

“Mike. Answer me. What the fuck is going on here?”

A cruel sneer crossed his face when he looked over his shoulder, finally acknowledging me. “What? You didn’t think a backwoods hick like me could take down someone like you?”

“I don’t understand. What do you mean ‘take down?’ You still don’t think I was responsible for those murders? If that’s what this is about, I have proof,” I said, as he pulled a coil of rope from his bag. “Rick Bishop, the Order inspector, will be here any minute. He’s found some evidence linking the killings here to some cases in Missouri.”

“I’m fully aware Inspector Bishop has been sticking his nose in places he shouldn’t.” He set the rope on the table and turned to face me. “But I do appreciate the warning. I hate being rushed, but I’ll be sure to have everything wrapped up before he gets here.”

“And exactly what is it you need to wrap up?” I watched him as he pulled some clothing and then some duct tape out of the bag. Whatever he had in mind, I was sure it had nothing to do with taking me down to the station.

“Don’t worry your pretty little head. You’ll find out soon enough. Right now there’s some prep work I have to do. Don’t move, I’ll be right back. Oh, just for my own curiosity. The first door off the back entrance of your house--was that where your gran had her clinic?” he asked as he walked by. When I didn’t answer, he shrugged and held up the rope and tape. “I hope so. I thought it would be fitting to set up your torture room in the same place your grandmother used to heal people. But I guess in the end it really doesn’t matter. We’ll find the evidence and the body I left in your house, and with you gone without a trace, the town will have its answers. Another case closed.”

I leaned against the sofa to hide my hands and slid my ring off. There was more than one way to get free. I gathered every bit of will I could focus and sent it in his direction. “Black, you want to let me go. Come over here and untie me now.”

He let out a cruel laugh and shook his head. “Nice try. Do you really think I’m an idiot? The second I found out you were an empath, I started watching the database for someone with a high Nero score on the Hecate test. It wasn’t easy to find what I needed. I ended up with two precogs and a weak telekinetic before I finally ran across an empath. She wasn’t nearly as strong as you, but it was enough to make a dozen charms before she died.” He slipped a silver chain from around his neck, producing a small charm similar to the one Brad was wearing. “That’s the main reason it took me so long to put my plan into action. I wouldn’t have stayed in this shithole of a town if I could have finished this up sooner.” When I tried to get up, he pushed me back down. “Now, let’s not have any trouble. You need to accept when you’ve been beaten. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Wow, look at the time. I don’t have time to chat right now. Not with that Order asshole on his way here.” He smiled and winked. “I have a ritual to set up.”

He walked out of the house, whistling a soft tune. This time I wasn’t fooling around. I needed a plan. Even if I made it to the front door, I knew I couldn’t run very far tied up like this. If I could make it to the trails, I’d probably be able to find a boat moored to a dock. I could head across the lake and he wouldn’t be able to follow me. But first I had to get out of these ropes.

Using the couch as leverage, I managed to get to my feet and stumble into the kitchen. I cantilevered my arms until I was able to knock over the knife block. Knife in hand, I positioned the blade against the rope and inched it up and down.

My heart raced as I glanced to the door looking for any sign of Black. I had no way of knowing when he’d be back, and I tried to hurry, only to have the knife slip from my sweaty hands. The falling blade sounded like a cannon to my ears. I wrangled another one off the counter and tried again.

I had cut nearly halfway through the rope when I heard a car pull up the gravel drive. I glanced at the clock. It was possible Rick had found me, but he had no way of locating me. I raced to the kitchen window. Disappointment crushed any hope I had of rescue when I saw Brad get out of his squad car. I backed away, looking for a place to hide. The front closet seemed the logical choice, but that would be the first place he would look. So I ran around the sofa to check the back of the house--and tripped.

Without the use of my hands to brace my fall, my face slammed into the floor. I tasted copper. Pulling out the last of my strength, I managed to untangle my feet from the blankets I’d tripped over and stood up just as the back door opened.

“Olivia, are you okay?” The concern in his voice sounded genuine, but I wasn’t about to trust him.

Miracle of all miracles, the knife I’d been holding was still in my hand. I took several steps back, and I continued to work on my bindings. If I managed to get free, I’d have a weapon.

He started to walk toward me, and I shouted, “Don’t come near me, Brad! I know you’re working with the sheriff.”

He stopped just inches in front of me, ignoring my warning. A handkerchief appeared, and he wiped the blood from my face as if trying to soothe me. I took another step back, attempting to put distance between us, but he followed me.

“I’m sorry. He wasn’t supposed to hurt you, Liv. If you’d just listened to me, it wouldn’t have happened like this. I wanted you to meet me at Armstrong’s. I could have brought you here without any trouble.”

“Like a lamb to the slaughter?” I spat at him. “Brad, even though we’re not together anymore, you loved me once. That should still mean something. Why? Why do this to me? Do you really hate me that much?”

“I don’t hate you. Olivia, I love you. I can’t stop loving you. That’s why I’m doing this,” Brad said, edging closer. He caressed my cheek, his eyes closing as if savoring the contact.

His desperation and heartache hit me like a bus, and I fought to push them away. I couldn’t lose myself in his misery. I focused on isolating his feelings and separating them from my own, just like I’d practiced the other night. While I was working on blocking him, Brad went on.

“I want to be with you,” he said. “I want to marry you, but not like this. I can’t live with your powers. We were good once.” Brad reached around to the back of my neck and pulled me in for a rough kiss. “Don’t you remember? Back before you started working with Ian. Back before you started using your magic again. But Black can fix that. He can cure you.”

I twisted out of his grip and backed away, angling myself behind the sofa. I needed to put a physical barrier between us.

“You can’t fix me. I’m not sick. Being a witch is in my DNA. It’s who I am. We’ve talked about this.” I was pleading now, hoping to appeal to his logic. “Brad, please just let me go. It’s not too late. This is crazy. Mike is crazy if he thinks he can fix something that’s not broken.”

He was halfway around the sofa when he stopped, confused by my words. “It’s not crazy. It’s the only way we can be together.”

The knife finally made it through the ropes, and I was thinking about making a break for the door when Black entered the room.

“What is wrong with the people in this town? Can no one follow the simplest of directions? You are useless, Brad. You were supposed to bring her out here sedated, and when that fell through I told you I was going to handle it. Why are you here?”

“I was worried when you didn’t call back. I wanted to make sure everything worked out.” Brad looked at me and back to Black. “You said you wouldn’t hurt her. You said that your charm could take away her magic, and she’d be normal again.” He pointed at me, anger in his voice. “I could have brought her here without hurting her.”

“Well you know, sometimes plans change.” Without warning, Black raised a revolver and shot Brad twice in the chest.

An expression of shock flashed across Brad’s face before he crumpled to the ground, dark red heart’s blood pooling around his body. Then I saw what was on the floor next to him, and my stomach lurched.

Peeking out from the pile of blankets I’d tripped over was Charlie, unconscious and impossibly pale. From here, I couldn’t tell if she was breathing or not, and I had to fight back the urge to run to her. Instead, I pried my gaze away and watched Black. He walked over to the kitchen and set down the gun.

“This is going to work out even better. I knew there was a chance, even with the planted evidence, your friend from the Order would suspect something. But it’s hard to dismiss a dead police officer. Good thing I grabbed your gun.”

Black proceeded to wash his hands in the kitchen sink. While he was busy, I crept toward the kitchen. This would probably be my only opportunity to escape. I wasn’t going to sit back and just let him shoot me.

“What do you have against me? Why did you take Charlie? And why was Brad going on about curing me?”

I tucked the rope into the back of my jeans and gripped the knife, inching a few more feet.

He laughed and turned around, drying his hands. “God, that boy wouldn’t shut up about you. It was driving me crazy. Finally, I decided to tell him the truth. Well, most of it. I told him all about my family and how we were famed witch hunters back in the day. I even told him about how my great-granddad helped hunt down the notorious slave trader Thaddeus Harmon. He was really interested in learning about the charm we used to remove magic powers.” He shrugged and tossed the towel back to the sink. “What I didn’t tell him was that I planned to wipe the last Harmon off the planet. You can’t imagine my surprise when I was going through the registry and came across your name. We thought when your father died that he was the last Harmon, since you were never registered. But lo and behold, a Black will get the honor of ending your line.”

A cold lump formed in my chest as the pieces of the puzzle started to fall into place. “Witch hunting was banned in the fifties. And even if that’s what you were here to do, Brad would never sell me out like that.” But after this last month I wasn’t sure anymore.

“Damn politicians. They’re going to destroy us. What were they thinking, giving witches protection under the Constitution?” His round face was bright red as he grabbed the pistol and pointed it at my head. “They’re blind to how dangerous you people are.”

I gripped my knife. I had to catch him off guard, get him talking again. “What makes you think you can cure magic?”

“He was the one who decided it was a cure,” Black said and waved the gun toward Brad’s body. “I just told him I had a charm that could drain all your magic. Which is true. It’s what I was planning to do all along.”

He set the gun down again and pulled out his necklace. That malicious smile was back, and I wanted to wipe it off his face with my fist. “That’s how I make my shields. Hunters need protection, and what better way than to use a witch’s own magic against them. It has a certain justice to it, don’t you think? If that incompetent lowlife Malone hadn’t gotten himself killed, I would have been able to take you and that freak you call a friend without issue. But that inspector had to start poking around, so I came up with a new plan.”

I was probably in shock. My brain completely shut down, and all sense of self-preservation fled me in that moment. “Really? ‘Darn you meddling kids?’ So you’re going with the Scooby Doo reveal?” I looked around, surveying the carnage, and choked back a hysterical laugh. “I was expecting so much more after the months of buildup. Hell. At minimum, I deserve a Bond villain speech.”

He frowned, and the tension in the room became palpable. “Enough talking. I need to finish before anything else goes wrong. I won’t be able to drain you completely, but I’m going to get one pull. With your powers, I think that will be more than enough.”

I was still a few feet away, but I knew this was my last chance. I lunged, knife drawn, catching him by surprise. But despite my effort, Black shifted and the blade barely grazed his left arm.

“Bitch,” he snarled and caught my hand in a viselike hold, bending it backward until the knife tumbled from my grip. There was a sickening snap, and I felt the bones in my wrist break. Fighting back the pain and nausea, I kicked him hard, but that only enraged him more.

In retaliation, he slammed his fist into my already battered face. My vision dimmed, and I reached out, grasping a handful of his shirt. I couldn’t black out. Not now. This was my last chance to make it through this alive. If I blacked out now, I knew I would die.

I pulled hard on the shirt, hoping I could pull him off balance and trip him somehow. But he outweighed me by close to a hundred pounds. In my injured state, I might as well have been trying to move a mountain.

During our struggle, his charm brushed the back of my hand, shooting searing heat up my arm. I let go, but only for a moment. This was the opportunity I needed. I fisted the charm and yanked hard. The magic from it sparked and popped like a loose power line, and the flesh of my palm burned. The pain was excruciating, but I didn’t let go until I felt the chain give. The charm fell free, and I had to fight the urge just to drop it. Instead, I tossed it as far as I could, praying there was enough distance for what I had planned.

“No!” He screamed and applied pressure to my broken wrist. The pain blurred my vision, but I refused to let go.

With my blistered palm directly on Black's chest now, I gathered the last shreds of my power and surged it toward him. Tightly coiling the energy around his aura, I pulled back, just as I did when removing the slave charm. The pulsing life force poured into me, and I concentrated on isolating it. But like a parasite, his tainted aura tried to latch on to mine and it took everything I had to keep it from mingling with my own. The dark ball of energy settled in my chest, and I pushed it down and out through my feet.

Without warning, Black dropped. With my wrist still in his grip, I fell with him. Pain shot up my arm as it buckled under the pain. It was more than my body could take. I slumped down next to Black’s lifeless form, finally able to free my hand, and took slow, deep breaths, trying to keep the nausea at bay.

The break was excruciating, and my vision swam with every move I made. But I had to keep going. I couldn’t be sure Black wasn’t working with someone else. He had gotten Brad on board with this whole hostage-taking thing. Who’s to say the entire sheriff’s department wasn’t in on it?

Holding my broken arm close to my body, I rushed over to Charlie. Seeing her pale face was the last straw, and I wasn’t able to hold back my tears any longer. I crumpled to my knees beside her, and started yanking the blankets away. I placed a hand on her neck and closed my eyes, pulling on what little reserves I had left and channeling them through my caduceus.

She was hurt. Nothing broken, no wounds, but her aura was dim. I would expect to see that on someone who was on the verge of death, but I couldn’t find a thing wrong with her. I pulled more energy, stretching my limits, and examined every organ and system, searching for something. But there was nothing I could fix.

I opened my eyes and grabbed her shoulder with my uninjured hand, shaking her. “Charlie! Wake up.” She let out a low moan, and I was encouraged. “Charlie, God damn it. You have to wake up. We have to get out of here.” Her eyes fluttered this time, and I nearly wept in relief. “Please, open your eyes. If you don’t wake up, I’m going to drag you out of here by your heels.”

“Don’t you dare,” she croaked. “They’re vintage.”

Her eyes were still closed, but I yanked her small frame into a hasty embrace as my arm screamed in protest. I didn’t care. “Don’t ever scare me like that again,” I blubbered.

“Olive,” Charlie gasped. “You need to let me go, so I can breathe.”

I did and tried to wipe the tears from my face. “Are you hurt? I thought you were dead.” I pressed my hand to her cheek, noting her sallow complexion.

“Dead? Honey, I’m too sexy to die.” Her laugh quickly turned into a coughing fit that left her gasping for air. When she caught her breath, she smiled. “Are you sure I’m not dead?”

“We need to get out of here. Can you get up? Run?”

“I’m going to need some help. I’m not…” She stopped, and her eyes fluttered closed again. I thought she’d passed out, and was about ready to try dragging her from the room, before she finally continued. “I don’t have the strength to go anywhere on my own.”

After a few precious seconds of negotiation with my broken arm, I managed to prop her against my left side, and we made our way to the door just as a dark sedan pulled into the drive.
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LOGAN: A KNIGHT WORLD NOVEL

by Genevieve Jack


Chapter One
Cash Bar
 
“Crazy-ass witches.” Logan Valentine leaned his elbows against the bar, swirling the ice and lime in his almost-empty cocktail. The vodka and tonic was doing its dirty work. His nose tingled with the numbing effect, and his mind teetered on the edge of a good solid buzz. He needed it. It wasn’t every day you attended a witch’s wedding, let alone one who had effectively saved your soul.

On the dance floor, said witch, Grateful Knight, was getting cozy with her new husband, Rick, the white lace of her wedding dress pressed against his black tux, her forehead tucked into the side of his neck. Logan couldn’t look away. Entranced, he barely registered his friend Silas Flynn hopping onto the barstool next to him.

“Attractive couple,” Silas said, his bushy hair and eyebrows giving his face a decidedly wolfish appearance. Fitting for someone who sprouted a snout and tail every full moon.

“Yup.” Logan sipped his drink.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Shoot.”

“How are you handling all this?”

“What do you mean?”

Silas glanced down into his bourbon, scratching behind his ear with suspiciously long fingernails. “I heard you and Grateful have a history.”

Logan shook his head. “Not really. I was in a car accident over a year ago. My soul was knocked out of my body. Grateful put me back in. While I was, shall we say, corporeally challenged, we had something, but it wasn’t real. She sorts lost souls; I was a lost soul. Our attraction was misdirected magic.”

“So that look on your face isn’t jealousy?”

Draining the rest of his cocktail, Logan contemplated the question. He wasn’t jealous exactly. He loved Grateful as a friend and nothing more. Although, there was a time when he’d thought he loved her in the romantic sense. Maybe that was the problem. He was another year older and no closer to having what she had, what he truly wanted. Not for lack of trying.

“It’s not her specifically,” he tried to explain. “I want this, Silas.”

“This.”

“The whole thing. A wife, children, the house with the yard. To be in love with a flesh-and-blood human woman who can love me back.” He frowned into his empty drink. “I guess weddings make me sentimental.”

“I get it, man. I’d marry Soleil in a minute if she’d have me.”

With a snort, Logan turned toward his friend. “Are you saying she won’t have you? Have you asked her?”

He tipped his head from side to side. “Not in so many words. She’s fae and I’m a werewolf. There’s still a lot of prejudice in the supernatural community.” He chuckled. “To her kind, I’m one step up from hu—”

“Human,” Logan finished. “Like me.”

“Sorry, buddy. I didn’t mean it like that.”

Logan shrugged. He was used to it. As one of the few humans who were aware of the supernatural community living among them, he’d discovered quickly that humans were not respected as equals. He supposed he should be happy for relative benevolence considering any one of them could make his life a living hell if they were so inclined.

“Can I buy you another?” Silas asked, obviously wanting to make up for his earlier faux pas.

“Naw. I better get my human ass back to the restaurant. I’m training new kitchen staff. My assistant manager can hold down the fort, but he can’t cook worth a damn.”

“Aww, come on, Logan. Don’t go on my account. It was a slip of the tongue. You’re my best friend. I forget you’re human sometimes, you know?”

“I know. I’m just feeling a little… out of place.”

Silas slung an arm over his shoulder. “You belong here as much as I do. Plus, I’m sorry, but you can’t leave. As a member of the Carlton City police force, I can’t let you drive in your current inebriated state.”

Logan groaned. He had been drinking. Silas was right; he shouldn’t drive. He set his glass on the bar and shook his head when the bartender offered another.

“They just cut the cake. Have a slice and a cup of coffee with me. You should be good to go in an hour or two.”

“I don’t want a slice of ca…” Logan trailed off as Silas turned him toward the cake table. What had he been saying? His mind blinked like a cursor on a blank screen. A vision in gold had officially wiped his mental hard drive. Long waves of intensely red hair. Creamy skin. Full breasts that mounded over a beaded gold corset. Long, muscular legs. High heels. And sapphire blue eyes that drifted absently over the small group of wedding guests.

“Who’s the warrior princess?” Silas whispered into his ear.

Logan snapped out of it. He blinked a few times before answering his friend. “You’ve never met Polina?”

“That’s the Smuggler’s Notch witch? Soleil told me about her, but I’ve never seen her in person. She looks like a badass.”

“She’s got a personality to match.”

“I’m not looking at her personality.”

Logan punched him in the side. “What would Soleil say?”

Silas smirked. “She’s the madam of a fae bordello, Logan. She’d be looking with me, perhaps asking Polina to join us later.” He jostled Logan’s shoulders roughly. “Besides, I’m not interested for me. I’m only thinking of you. Come on.”

“Oh no.” Logan struggled, shaking his head, as Silas forced him toward the cake table. “Silas, she’s… we… witch.” It was no use. Although Silas was slightly shorter than Logan and no more muscular, his werewolf constitution gave him superhuman strength. Tripping forward, Logan fought against the man’s viselike grip until Polina’s gaze flicked from her slice of chocolate cake to him. The moment those sapphire blues locked on, Logan stopped struggling and floated toward her. It wasn’t magic but attraction that drew him in.

He should leave. A smart man would turn and run, sober up at a safe distance, maybe locked inside his car.

“Hello.” Her voice was confident but somehow sweet, as youthful as the straight-toothed smile that spread her lips. That smile cut through his sternum, her stare seeming to weigh his soul.

“Polina.” Why did his heart have to race when he looked at her? From the first time Grateful had introduced them, she’d seemed familiar, like her face was a long-forgotten memory. Part of him was sure that if he could stare at her long enough, he would figure it out. Maybe she held a resemblance to a celebrity or distant family member.

She fidgeted with the side of her plate. Awkward. He’d stared too long. Now, she knew he was staring. Fuck. Polina never let him forget he was a mere human. She probably thought he worshiped her. He turned to Silas to break the tension.

“Polina, I’d like to introduce you to my friend Silas,” Logan announced formally.

“A pleasure,” Silas said, extending his hand. “Any friend of Logan’s is a friend of mine. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” Silas released her hand and with a nod of his head, disappeared into the crowd of wedding guests.

“Silas!” Logan called, sending death rays in his general direction.

“Was it something I said?” Polina asked.

“How could it be something you said? You said, ‘Hello.’ That couldn’t have possibly been offensive.”

“Why would he leave so abruptly?” She motioned in the direction of Silas’s disappearance with her delicate hand.

Truth was, Logan suspected that Silas wanted to play matchmaker and had abandoned the two of them on purpose. He couldn’t say that. For one, Logan understood something Silas did not: Polina hated humans, and Logan was more than slightly wary of witches.

“Who knows?” He shrugged. Oddly nervous, he reached for a piece of cake, trying not to notice how close his arm came to her hip. A circle of heat formed on the inside of his elbow where it brushed past her. What was wrong with him?

“Werewolves,” she said with a weak laugh. “Cheeky bastards.”

“How did you know he was a werewolf? You just met him.”

“I can taste it on his aura. It’s unmistakable. Along with the hint of wet dog he leaves in his wake.”

Logan poked his cake with his fork. The chocolate was a wretched orangish brown and it crumbled like sand under the pressure of the tines. Along with the oil separating from the frosting, Logan deemed the dessert an inedible disaster.

“Do you hate werewolves, too?” he asked.

“Too?”

“Like you hate humans?”

She leaned a hip against the table and cocked an eyebrow at him. “I never said I hated humans or werewolves. I don’t hate anyone.”

“Oh, that’s right. You said my kind was inferior. That’s different than hate.”

Her face screwed up. “Are you baiting me?” The hand holding her fork turned palm up in question. “It is a simple fact that witches are the more durable species. Humans can’t do any sort of magic and are physically fragile. But I appreciate your race’s many accomplishments, all things considered. I’m not a human-phobe or anything. I’ve had plenty of human friends over the years.” She pointed a finger at his face. “Franklin…Benjamin Franklin. We spent time together once. Good times.”

Logan’s chin dropped as his jaw popped open. After a moment, his spine straightened with offense.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “I’m not trying to be arrogant or elitist. I saved your life, after all.”

It was true. She’d saved him from drowning a few weeks earlier when he’d gone on the road to help Grateful with her mission. A water witch almost turned him into fish food. If Polina hadn’t intervened on his behalf, he’d probably be dead.

“I guess I owe you one,” he said flatly. Why was he letting her do this to him? The longer he talked to her, the more he felt inferior. It was always the same with witches. He seriously needed to start hanging out with his own kind. “Nice seeing you, Polina,” he mumbled, turning to leave.

Her perfectly manicured fingers landed on his upper arm. “Wait. Stay. I wasn’t trying to be unkind. I simply—”

“You needed me to know the truth.” Logan’s eyes fixated on the cake and something snapped. His mind pictured another witch, another pastry. No way would he allow her or any other witch to tell him what to do. Never again. Acting on a deep instinct, he stepped into her so that his chest was almost touching hers. In this position, her petite stature made it impossible for her to look him in the eye without wrenching her neck back. He wrapped his hands around her upper arms.

“You think you’re out of my league, don’t you? That pretty little head of yours is so big under that beauty queen hairdo that you know without a doubt you could never stoop to associate with a guy like me.” He shook her slightly.

She didn’t try to pull away, but focused on his mouth, her forehead furrowing.

Logan continued, “Well, I need to tell you the truth. I’ve been with your kind and it was a major head fuck. I’ve been fed potions and had thoughts thrust into my brain to manipulate me. I’ve been forced to do things I didn’t want to do. I may be the more fragile species, sweetheart, but I’m also the more trustworthy. You don’t have to worry about making sure I know how superior you are. I couldn’t care less.”

He released her with a little push. With only a small space between them, he expected her to back away. A human woman would storm off after a tirade like that. Not Polina. She stared at him like a bug under a microscope. Even leaned forward, narrowing her eyes in scrutiny. “Are you finished?”

“Yeah,” Logan drawled.

“Good.” She loaded her fork with the nasty brown cake on her plate. “I know Salem’s witch, Tabetha, misused you before Grateful and I killed her. I can understand why you are traumatized. But don’t take your human tantrum out on me. I’ve been quite generous with my abilities when it comes to you. The least you can do is show your gratitude.” The dry crumbles coasted toward her luscious mouth. Despite his anger, he couldn’t watch her full, red lips wrap around that disaster of a baked good.

“Gratitu—” He slapped her fork away. “Don’t eat that.”

“Why ever not?”

Grunting with frustration, he broke off a chunk and ground it to dust between his fingers. “I’m a chef, okay? Chocolate cake should be moist. It should be sweet perfection nestled in whipped heaven. This is a travesty.”

“A travesty? Why?”

“It’s under emulsified.”

She shook her head.

“An emulsifier distributes and stabilizes fats with liquids. Not only does this chocolate cake not have enough fat, it’s been overcooked and over processed.” He stepped in closer, lowered his voice to a sultry whisper. “Chocolate cake should melt in your mouth. When you eat a slice of Valentine’s chocolate cake, the cocoa hits your tongue first, followed by a burst of subtle sweetness. The consistency is loose but almost fudgy. It comes apart and permeates every corner of your mouth. And when you swallow…”

“Yes?” Her eyes darted between his. One thing he’d learned about witches was that they couldn’t cook. It was the curse of their species and left them persistently obsessed with epicurean delights.

“When you swallow well-made chocolate cake, there should be a buttery finish. Savory to balance the sweet. It leaves you longing for the next bite.” She leaned forward, lips parting. He could feel her breath on his chin.

“Sounds delicious.” Her hand pressed into her stomach. All at once, she seemed to realize how close they were and she took a step back.

“It is. You should come into Valentine’s sometime and try a slice.”

“Do you make it yourself?”

He nodded slowly. “Along with a positively wicked buttercream frosting.”

He watched her throat contract with a swallow and her beautiful pink tongue dart along her bottom lip. He had her. She was practically drooling.

The corner of his mouth quirked, and he backed away from her. “Oh, wait, you can conjure your own damn chocolate cake, can’t you? Being that you’re the superior species and all.”

Her face twisted and her mouth gaped like a fish out of water.

Logan turned on his heel and headed for the exit, giving a small wave over his shoulder. “Have a nice immortal existence, Polina.”

Her mouth was still hanging open when the door closed behind him.

Chapter Two
The Visitor
 
“Chocolate cake, he says. Like I would eat his chocolate cake.” Polina huffed over her cauldron, stirring like a madwoman, the human way. She could have used magic instead of elbow grease to do the job, but the latter was more therapeutic. Therapy was exactly what she needed. Only an unbalanced mind would still be thinking about the human.

“Are you still fussing about that man Logan?” her owl familiar, Hildegard, asked. The bird sat on one of the many carved wooden perches that adorned their home, watching Polina’s flurry of activity with curiosity. “It’s been almost a month since the wedding. I’d think you’d be over it by now.”

Polina straightened, placing one hand on her hip. “It’s confounding, Hildegard. The man approaches me in a crowded reception hall, obviously attracted to me.”

Hildegard rolled her eyes.

“Don’t make that face. I know when a male is attracted to me, especially a human male. He was the spitting image of Pepe Le Pew with his tongue hanging out. I could see the outline of his heart throbbing through the wall of his chest.”

The owl laughed. “All right. All right. He was attracted to you. What happened next?”

“He crossed the room and entered my personal space with the familiarity of a friend—”

“He should think of you as a friend after how you saved him from the water witch. Not to mention the other reason.” She lowered her voice to a whisper on the last.

“Regardless, he approached me, and I thought, sure, he’s human, no better than a dog, but even a dog might be a welcome diversion from the strange human wedding formalities. Do you know there is a thing called the Chicken Dance?”

Hildegard shook her head. “Do they dance with poultry?”

Polina inhaled deeply. “No. Heavy drinking and flailing of arms. Very disconcerting.”

“So, you thought you would tolerate some mild entertainment by the human.”

“Indeed. He was with that werewolf friend of Grateful’s. What’s his name again?”

“Silas. Silas Flynn.”

“Ah, yes. The detective. They were together and as we’ve had little experience with werewolves in Smuggler’s Notch, I thought the conversation might be enlightening. But no sooner were they in my company as the wolf wandered off, leaving me with the human, who immediately accused me of supernatural elitism.”

“How did you respond?”

“Honestly, of course. I suggested that although witches were the more powerful species, I respected humans for their many accomplishments over the centuries and had met quite a few reputable members of his race. I even admitted that his company was rather enjoyable at times.”

Hildegard snorted. “Why on earth would he take offense?”

“By your tone, I assume you’re being facetious.”

“I’m simply suggesting that your comments may have been a bit heavy handed.”

Polina grunted.

“What was all that about the chocolate cake?”

“He told me to go bake my own.”

Hildegard inhaled sharply and then broke into a fit of laughter. “A sharp tongue on that one. Does he know what an insult that is to a witch?”

“He knew exactly what he was saying,” Polina said. “That’s why it was so infuriating. The man was a ghost in Grateful’s attic for months. He’s annoyingly knowledgeable about all things witch.”

“And he can cook.” Hildegard raised the arched feathers that served as her eyebrows skyward, her massive yellow eyes twinkling. “I see the problem here. You like Logan, more than you want to admit.”

“Humph,” Polina said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Mmmhmm.”

Polina stirred her cauldron absently. “Although, there is something about the man. He knows I can destroy him with a wink of my eye but still he challenges me with his sharp wit. Plus, he’s a medium. He receives messages from the human heaven, a thing no witch can ever do. A creature with such a tenuous existence should be timid, but he charges into the world, flags flying. The way he helped Grateful was nothing short of selfless.”

“So you do like him.”

Polina’s stirring strokes became violent. “Pshaw. Even if my attraction to him was authentic and not a side effect of the incident—”

“Rare if it were…”

“Even if it weren’t, there’s a reason humans and supernaturals don’t mix. It’s a recipe for disaster. I’ve been down that road before. I know how it ends.”

“Ronin? He’s long dead, my lady. Perhaps it’s time you let him go?”

Angrily, Polina twisted the knob to turn the burner off under the cauldron and slapped the wooden spoon on the counter. Potion sprayed across the granite. Snatching a mug from the cupboard, she poured herself a cup of the brew.

“I’ve had to let Ronin go, Hildie. He’s dead. Dead, because that’s what humans do. They die.”

“I am sorry to dredge up the past,” Hildegard said contritely.

“It’s all right.” Polina waved a hand dismissively. “It’s a good reminder. I have no business having feelings for a human.” She sipped the concoction in her cup. “It’s not real. It’s soul magic. Nothing more.”

Hildie’s deep sigh filled the kitchen. “What’s in the cauldron, my lady?”

Polina shook her head.

Hildegard crossed the small space to the grimoire open on the counter. The book was covered in solid gold and inscribed with the title Elemental Alchemy. “Queen Mary’s brew. Essence of peace lily and lavender. This elixir calms the mind and eases strong emotions,” Hildie read.

Polina shrugged. “It’s either this or vodka, and I can’t do magic drunk.”

“Aye,” Hildegard said softly.

Polina drained the mug and slammed the empty on the stone counter. “Sun is setting. Time to get to work.”

“As you wish.”

Polina hastened into the bedroom to a large looking glass inside a crafted pewter stand, what they called a cheval mirror in furniture catalogs. Only this particular piece of furniture held an important secret. Without pause, Polina walked directly into the center of the glass. The mirrored silver accommodated her body, flowing in a ripple across her skin before allowing her access to her sanctuary.

At the heart of Aurorean House, the large Tudor mansion she called home, Polina’s seat of concentrated power was a multifaceted silver structure—the room of reflections. The mirrored walls shifted around her, their interlocking geometric formation constantly changing to meet her needs. With Hildegard on her shoulder, she crossed to the center of the living metal gem to a giant, table-height stretch of silver—a lucubratus—a magic mirror she used to monitor her realm.

Polina wasn’t just a witch; she was a Hecate, a sorceress of the dead. A Hecate’s duty was to police the supernatural. The mirror was enchanted to show her possible futures, anyone or anything with malicious intent within her realm. Her job was to predict and prevent evil deeds from occurring. In Smuggler’s Notch, Polina was judge, jury, and executioner. Supernaturals who evaded or ignored her intervention were sentenced to her hellmouth, the small mountain cemetery behind her home that served as a supernatural prison after dark.

In a loud, clear voice, she passed one hand over the silver and said, “Reveal.” The mirror melted to the consistency of liquid mercury, bubbling to a three-dimensional peak before settling into a reflective pool of molten metal. She leaned over it, her reflection dulling, replaced by the vision she was meant to see.

At the base of her mountain was a human campsite. The silver depicted a man Polina had never seen before walking toward the trail opposite her property. This was to be expected. The enchantment surrounding Silver Sparrow Mountain not only made it effectively invisible to humans but produced a sense of dread that steered any who wandered too close toward the human trail. It was the natural alternative to the base of her dark forest.

“Surprise, surprise,” she said as the silver continued its revelation. At the head of the trail, the man stripped off his clothes and bent over, limbs twisting in an agonizing display of metamorphosis. A moment later, a humungous wolf stood in the man’s place. Werewolf.

The wolf looked hungry and clearly had a mind of its own separate from its human counterpart. Instead of continuing down the trail or running into the forest, it turned around and headed for the human camp. Interacting with humans in supernatural form was forbidden. Injuring a human was a sentenceable offense. When the mirror showed the wolf attacking a human family in their tent, Polina had to take action.

“Time to go,” Polina said.

“There might be more tonight,” Hildegard replied, nodding at the silver.

“Later. The sun has already set. If this wolf is in camp, he’s shifting now.” She grabbed her wand from the side of the lucubratus and hurried for the door. “I don’t think he means to injure anyone, but my understanding is that shifted wolves are extremely impulsive. An ounce of redirection is in order.”

“After you, my lady.”

The problem with using a lucubratus to see the future was the magic mirror often left out important details. In this case, it was the rain. As Polina made her way down her mountain to the human camp, thunder rumbled overhead, lightning tore across the sky, and rain sheeted, soaking her fitted yellow dress and leather slippers.

At the boundary of Silver Sparrow, she circled her wand above her head, dropping a hoop of purple magic down her body. By the time she set foot in the human camp, she was dressed in the brown uniform of a Smuggler’s Notch State Park ranger, wide-brimmed hat and all. Not a moment too soon. Man shifted into beast across the campsite from her. She concealed her wand along the inside of her forearm and hurried to the head of the trail.

The red wolf was enormous, not the natural variety. Its lion-sized head came mid-chest, and its shoulders were wider than hers. Amber eyes zeroed in on Polina, and leathery nostrils twitched with the effort of a good sniff of air and rain.

Through the sheet of water running off the brim of her hat, Polina met the werewolf’s stare. Its claws sank into the mud, ears twitching, teeth bared.

“Easy, fella. I’m here to help.” Polina showed the wolf her wand and made her eyes glow gold to reveal her identity. Although she suspected her scent was enough of a clue, it never hurt to show a supernatural what they were up against. In response, the wolf stopped and whined like a chastened dog.

“Now, if you promise to be a good werewolf, I have a place for you, safe from these nasty humans. Plenty of rabbits and deer to keep you busy for the night. Would you like that?”

The red wolf made a high-pitched sound of consent.

“Very well. Follow me.” She walked toward Sparrow Mountain, the wolf heeling to her side. Glancing toward the campsite, she was relieved the humans were snug inside their tents and campers due to the rain. No eyes. No ears.

The wolf cried as they broke the foggy barrier that was her enchantment. Mist hung permanently at the mountain’s base, and Sparrow Mountain appeared out of nowhere like a page in a giant pop-up book. The mountain cut through the illusion in a headache-inducing act of magic. The wolf hesitated, the protective wards no doubt making his skin crawl. He paced the border.

“Keep walking. You’ll feel better in a hundred yards or so.”

The wolf refused. It crouched and growled, baring its teeth. Fine. She’d hoped to do this the easy way, but she was nothing if not adaptable. Drawing her wand, she positioned herself behind the wolf and sent a shower of sparks toward its tail, an attempt to scare the beast deeper into her realm. The plan backfired. The wolf spun and leapt, jaws snapping. She avoided the teeth, but one massive red paw tore through her shoulder. With a blast of magic, she sent the wolf tumbling.

“Fuck! Bastard, I’m trying to help you.” Polina pressed a hand into the bloody wound. A few more sparks and she drove the beast farther up the mountain, the wolf snarling and snapping all the way. Thankfully, they were far enough into her realm to be hidden from human view.

With a few jogging steps, she caught up to the wolf, who seemed less agitated now that he was beyond the enchanted border. Polina’s brown uniform glittered gold, then faded away, replaced by the yellow dress and slippers. She raised her wand and pointed it toward the mountain.

“Go on,” she said. “Stay away from humans. I’d hate to have to hurt you.”

The wolf bowed his head slightly, then turned to advance into the trees.

Hildegard hooted overhead. “I believe we have our realm’s first werewolf.”

Polina smiled at the owl. “Well, I’m not going to suggest that wolf stay after tonight.” She was soaking wet and couldn’t wait to get home. “He must have a pack somewhere. Don’t they usually belong to packs? Let’s hope he’s just passing through. My enchantment should keep him safely away from the humans for the night.”

Hildegard bobbed her head. “You’re a good witch.”

Polina was about to say thank you when a man’s scream ripped through the night.

Chapter Three
Nightmare
 
Something warm and wet streamed down Logan’s outstretched arms, forming dark tributaries against his pale skin. He tried to focus, but his vision blurred and adjusted as if he were rousing from a deep sleep or the effects of anesthesia. When his vision did clear, panic set in. The dark rivulets running down his arms were blood. His blood.

The cause of the bleeding was two thorny vines that constricted and cut into his wrists. He was strung to the ceiling, spread eagle. Another two of the woody-stemmed plants held his ankles apart. Naked, exposed, he waited in the middle of a bedroom. The walls, the floor, the ceiling, even the four-poster bed crawled with living, growing green tendrils covered in red roses. Their scent permeated the air, thick and floral to the extent he would retch if he had anything in his stomach.

He gave a cursory tug against the vines but they were strong as steel cables. No give at all. How long had he been standing here with his arms strung up over his head? Long enough for his entire body to ache. Long enough for him to fear what his captor might do to him next.

He didn’t remember how he’d gotten there, but he sure as hell remembered who was responsible.

“Is my toy awake again?” Tabetha, Salem’s witch, strolled into the room stark naked. The rose blossoms turned their heads, following her progress. Her blunt-cut black hair reminded him of Cleopatra, as did the gold scarab beetle she wore around her neck. He flinched and struggled against his bindings. Tabetha was a wood witch, as evil as they came.

“Why are you doing this to me?” Logan asked.

She gave a wicked grin. “Because your pain pleases me, human.”

“My name is Logan.”

“Not here it’s not. Here you are what I say you are. Right now, you are my amusement.” She picked up a silver hairbrush from the vanity near the window. With a crack, the etched back connected with her palm. “Call me Queen Tabetha.”

“Let me go,” he said, clenching his jaw.

Her arm slashed and the brush smacked Logan’s ass. Pain shot up his already aching backside.

“Queen Tabetha,” she demanded.

“Fuck you.”

Smack. This time the brush slapped his jaw, knocking his face into his outstretched bicep.

“Say it.”

“Queen bitch.” Logan spat in her face.

Whack. The brush connected with his ribs. Bam. Ass again. Smack. The back of his thighs. The vines tightened with her anger, and Logan feared he’d lose control of his bladder if the pain got much worse.

“I tire of this diversion.” She left Logan’s field of vision and returned with a bite-sized purple tart between her fingers, the green seeds a dead giveaway that the filling was persigranate fruit.

Logan shook his head vigorously. “No. I won’t eat it this time.” The stuff got into his brain, made him do things he didn’t want to do.

“Open.” She pinched his nose and tipped his head. When he opened his mouth to breathe, she shoved the tart to the back of his throat. He coughed and choked and eventually nature took its course; the pastry slid down to his stomach. The disorienting dizziness came on almost immediately.

“More,” she commanded, another tart in her hand. Head spinning, he was helpless to resist. He chewed and swallowed like a good little robot, the hate giving way to the floaty feeling of intoxication.

“Call me Queen Tabetha.”

“Queen Tabetha,” Logan murmured.

“You will serve me.”

“Serve you.”

“You love me.”

Logan did not answer.

“Never mind. On your knees.” At the wave of her hand the vines retracted, and Logan collapsed onto the hardwood floor. She pulled over the chair from the vanity. He thought she meant it for him and began to rise, but she forced him down to his knees by the shoulder.

Propping one foot on the chair, she grabbed his head. “You exist for my pleasure, human.”

A prisoner inside his own body, his brain became a swirling mess of contradicting emotions that had nowhere to go. He closed his eyes, opened his mouth and…

In total darkness, Logan woke to his own scream. He opened his eyes and sat bolt upright. He was in his bed in his penthouse condominium in Carlton City, New Hampshire. Covered in sweat and heart thumping like a bass drum, he swung his legs over the side and lowered his head between his knees.

“Pull yourself together,” he said to himself. “She’s dead. She’s fucking dead.” Logan sprang up, running his fingers through his hair. This was ridiculous. He needed his sleep. A stiff drink and he’d go back to bed.

He stalked from the bedroom toward the kitchen for a nightcap, passing by the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked Carlton City. When he glanced toward his balcony, two sapphire blue eyes glowed back at him. He grabbed his chest and stumbled into the sofa. The visitor was a horrific sight, wild red hair, pale skin, a yellow dress stained with blood like something out of that Carrie movie. But as his eyes adjusted to the dark, he recognized the figure standing on his balcony. Polina.

“Are you hurt? Do you need a doctor?” he yelled through the glass.

Polina furrowed her brow and then followed his stare to her right shoulder. “Oh, this? No. No. I’m fine. Here, I didn’t mean to frighten you.” She waved her wand and the blood was gone.

Logan rubbed his chin. Thankfully, it had stopped raining and he didn’t feel obligated to invite her inside. Grateful had placed a protective enchantment around his condo. Nothing supernatural could cross his threshold without an invitation. But once permission was given, there was no taking it back.

“What are you doing here?” he demanded.

“I heard you scream.”

“You… what?”

Polina licked her lips. “Do we have to talk through this window?”

Logan thought about his options and decided he wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of believing he was scared of her. He unlocked the sliding glass door and joined her on the balcony. “Better?”

“Yes.”

“Why are you here?” Logan repeated.

“I was in the area, and I heard you scream. Are you all right?”

Logan paused. She must be joking. Sure, his nightmare had made him scream, but how could she have heard that? Why was she in Carlton City anyway? She lived in Vermont.

“I was having a nightmare about Tabetha,” he said, surprised at his own candor. She’d probably think he was weak, make some crack about him being a helpless human.

Polina leaned against the railing, her usually ballerina-straight posture sagging slightly. “I have them too.”

“You do?”

“She buried me alive. I fertilized a tree lining her driveway for almost a year. Can you imagine what it must be like to be immortal, conscious, and unable to move for three hundred and sixty-two days?”

Logan swallowed and shook his head. “No, I can’t. But Tabetha made the Wicked Witch of the West look harmless.”

“Who’s the Wicked Witch of the West?” Polina asked. There was no hint of levity in her voice.

“Never mind.” Logan rubbed his gray T-shirt awkwardly. “Thanks for stopping by, but I really am fine.”

“What did Tabetha do to you?” Polina asked.

Logan didn’t want to answer that question. He walked to the railing and looked out over the city. Polina didn’t say a word. She stood next to him as if she could have waited a lifetime for his answer, silent and smelling of chrysanthemums and pumpkin spice. Why was she here?

“She used me,” he said, again surprised at himself for sharing. “For sex and cooking mostly. To be honest, I don’t remember much. She loaded me up with persigranate fruit and pulled my strings like a puppet. I’m glad she’s dead.”

“Me too,” Polina said.

Logan had to admit, it felt good to talk about it. Being able to share what happened to him with someone who understood was a relief. Tightness he didn’t know he carried bled from his shoulders.

“Why are you here, Polina?”

“I told you, I heard you scream and thought you might need my help.”

He turned toward her. A late-summer breeze whispered through her red hair. In the poofy yellow dress she was wearing and carrying her wand, she looked like someone’s fairy godmother.

“I can take care of myself,” he said.

She rolled her eyes. Big mistake. There was nothing Logan liked more than a challenge. He stepped in closer. Powerful witch or not, he was bigger and, worse, he had something to prove.

“I think you came for the chocolate cake.”

“What?”

“You’re still hoping I feed you a slice of my chocolate cake. You’ve been thinking about it since the day you saw me at the wedding.” He narrowed his eyes and lifted the corner of his mouth salaciously.

Her cheeks reddened. “I want no such thing.”

“Liar. As much as you say I’m a weak, fragile human, you know that there is something I can give you that no one else can, and I’m not just talking about the cake.” He placed his hands on the railing on either side of her hips, causing her to arch her back to keep from pressing into him. How far could he push her? He’d seen the way she looked at him. As powerful as she was, the attraction between them was not one sided. He wouldn’t let her sit on her high horse. No way was she standing on his porch in the middle of the night for his protection.

“You know, watching someone through their window in the middle of the night doesn’t make you a hero. It makes you a stalker,” he said.

“Stalk—” She gasped in offense. Her hand landed in the middle of his chest, and she pushed him away with enough power to knock him back a good foot. “What are you implying?”

“I’m not implying anything. I’m saying outright that I think you’re flying your broom past my condo real slow because you’re interested in me. It’s okay.” He flashed her his most lascivious grin. “Most women react that way to this.” He patted his chest with two open hands. He was being an asshole and every word was intentional.

She snorted. “Don’t flatter yourself. I don’t want you or your chocolate cake.”

It was exactly the reaction he wanted. He’d pushed her to the brink, tore through that aloof demeanor, and rattled her cage. The smug satisfaction he’d expected to feel, however, didn’t deliver on its promise. On the contrary, he had a strong desire to pull her into his arms and tell her he was just teasing. But he didn’t.

“Then why are you still here?” he asked.

Her face turned impassive. She bent over and lifted her skirt to her thigh, giving Logan a heart-stopping view of one perfect, creamy-skinned leg. What had he been saying? He wasn’t sure. All the blood had rushed from his brain to a spot lower on his anatomy.

She pulled a pinch of gold dust from a pouch in a leather garter she wore before dropping the hem of the yellow dress. Her eyes raked down Logan’s body to the evidence of his arousal. It was her turn to flash him a smug grin.

“You are absolutely right. I shouldn’t be here at all.” Releasing the gold dust above her head, she came apart, swirling around his body before her molecules melded with the metal railing. She was gone.

“Fucking witch!” Logan slammed a fist into his palm. With a shake of his head, he moved inside and continued his quest for a much-needed drink.

Chapter Four
Halloween Party
 
“This had better be important.” Two months later, Polina glared at her familiar as she approached Valentine’s restaurant. “Did Grateful give you any hint what this was all about?”

“No, mistress,” Hildegard answered. “According to Poe, she has important news to share with you. If there’s more, he didn’t make it known.”

“Ah. Seems like a strange venue for sharing important news.” Polina sulked.

“Aye.” Hildegard bobbed her head. “The Monk’s Hill witch is young. Barely in her mid-twenties in this life. Perhaps her choices are based on inexperience.”

With a sigh, Polina faced the heart-shaped sign on the door. Valentine’s restaurant. In place of Cupid’s arrow, a fork protruded from the lower left of the heart, a spoon extending from the upper right. Valentine’s was scrolled across the center. It had been eight weeks since she’d visited Logan on his veranda. Eight weeks since she felt the heat of his body next to hers, heard the quick pace of his human heart. That was the thing about humans. Everything about them was intense. The shortness of their lives made their emotions sharp compared to the jaded reactions of most immortals. Seeing his body react to the simple flash of her leg had been a satisfying conclusion to their banter. The problem was, she wanted more. For some reason, the human haunted her dreams, a wayward attraction she’d fought to deny these weeks. Even now, she felt a rush at her core. It was senseless.

“The last thing I want to do is see this human again, and here I am walking into his restaurant.”

“Don’t fret,” Hildegard said. “It’s been months since that god-awful conversation at the wedding, and the place is brimming with partygoers. You may not see him at all.”

She’d never told Hildegard about the conversation on Logan’s balcony. Some things she wouldn’t even share with her familiar. Waving a dismissive hand, Polina said, “Go enjoy yourself with your male suitor. Poe is waiting for you.” She pointed to Grateful’s raven familiar waiting patiently on a lamppost across the street. “I’ll be fine. Whatever Grateful has to tell me won’t take long, I’m sure. I’ll be home before you’ve caught your first mouse.”

“That’s the spirit.” The owl spread her wings, and in the eerily silent fashion only barn owls are capable of, soared from her shoulder to join Poe for the evening. Polina straightened her spine, gathered her courage, and opened the door.

Humans had the strangest perceptions of All Hallows Eve. The guttural utterance of an automated zombie greeted her, its rubber arms flailing and its glowing eyes as red as Christmas lights. A small table with a bowl of miniature chocolates rested in front of its crotch.

“Scream your brains out. Eat sweets,” Polina said dryly, turning her gaze to the spiderwebs stretched across the ceiling. Apparently, arachnid infestation was a Samhain tradition as well among Homo sapiens.

“Nice coconuts.”

Polina lowered her gaze and came face to face with the one person she’d hoped she wouldn’t see—Logan. His green eyes twinkled over a wry grin. He was dressed in an old-fashioned chef’s outfit, his sandy brown hair peeking from under the tall white toque.

“Oh, uh, I’m the Little Mermaid.” Her eyes darted to her coconut bra.

“Like the Disney movie?” He shook a finger and nodded. “Totally works with the red hair. You’re missing the purple seashell necklace though.”

Despite herself, she gave him a small smile. “Actually, I’m supposed to be the Hans Christian Andersen version.”

“Isn’t that version a tragedy?”

“Depends how you look at it. The mermaid returns to the sea, and the prince marries someone else. It’s only a tragedy if you believe they were meant for each other.”

He made a deep, disapproving sound. “She turns into sea foam. I think I prefer the Disney version.”

“I find it amusing that a man without children knows the Little Mermaid at all. Do you watch cartoons in your spare time?”

He shrugged. “Guilty as charged.”

“What about you? Why didn’t you dress up for your own costume party?” she asked.

“I did. I’m Chef Boyardee.” He pointed to a patch in the shape of a can on his breast pocket.

She snorted. “The canned ravioli man?”

“I wanted to dress as Julia Child, but I couldn’t find the right skirt.” He met her eyes and winked.

As much as she’d wanted to avoid him, she felt it happening again, that magnetic draw of attraction. She laughed at his joke, authentically, a worrying warmth spreading in her chest. She had to find Grateful and get out of here. Her eyes drifted across the crowd, and she forced the smile from her face.

“I wasn’t expecting to see you here tonight. I thought you’d be above human Halloween parties,” Logan said, his formerly personable grin fading to a sharper expression.

“Grateful asked me to meet her here. She said she had news.”

“Yeah.” He nodded. “She does. Big news. And here I thought you’d come for my chocolate cake.”

Not this again. She frowned. “Have you seen her?”

“She’s here.” Logan gestured across the restaurant. “Check the billiards room. She and Rick were having a game a few minutes ago.”

Polina nodded her thanks and drifted across the restaurant, relieved to break from Logan’s charm. Within the hunter green walls and stained glass lighting of the billiards room, she found Rick leaning across the pool table dressed in a traje de luces, complete with gold embroidery and montera for his head. With his straight back and formal air, he made a convincing matador.

“Polina! You came!” Grateful’s blond head bobbed into her vision, and Polina was squeezed around the neck before she could even say hello. The Monk’s Hill witch was dressed as a bull, horns protruding from the sides of her head and hoof-shaped gloves attached to the sleeves of brown onesie pajamas. Only, the couple’s costume had a twist. Grateful was wearing Nightshade, her enchanted blade, at her hip, and the matador’s red cape was tied around her neck.

Polina grinned. “Who is slaying whom? Clever.”

“It was Grateful’s idea,” Rick said, sounding slightly embarrassed, although when the caretaker looked at his witch, there was nothing but reverence in his expression.

“Poe delivered your message,” Polina said. “What’s this big news?”

Rick sidled up to Grateful, handing her the pool cue and pulling his wife into his side. A grin to rival the Cheshire Cat’s spread across his face. Grateful exchanged glances with him, giving Polina the distinct impression they were communicating, although neither said a word. Finally, Grateful gave a high-pitched, bouncing squeal before blurting, “We’re pregnant!”

With a snort, Polina laughed the statement away. “Don’t tease me, Grateful. What’s the real news?”

The smile faded from Grateful’s face, and she stopped bouncing. She placed a steady hoof-covered hand on Polina’s arm. “I am pregnant,” she said quite seriously, holding eye contact.

Polina shook her head. “How is that possible? Immortals cannot reproduce.”

“I am not technically immortal anymore, because when I made Rick my caretaker, I gave him my immortality. And while he is immortal, before I lost access to the wood witch’s power, I used Tabetha’s grimoire to make a few humanity candles. We used one to temporarily make Rick human.” She lowered her voice. “It worked, Polina. I’m pregnant.”

Mouth agape, Polina tried to process this revelation. What Grateful was describing had never been accomplished as far as she knew. It was a miracle. “How far along?” she asked.

“Three months. Honeymoon baby,” Grateful said, the ridiculous grin back on her face.

Polina’s eyebrows crept toward her hairline and she pressed a hand against the space between her coconut bra and her fish-scale green skirt. “This is… wonderful news. I’m so happy for you. It’s practically a miracle. First you unite the elements, then you hold a beautiful wedding, and now this.” Polina was babbling. She always babbled when she was nervous. She forced her lips to stop. “Congratulations,” she said firmly, then gave her friend a quick hug, and Rick a congratulatory pat on the shoulder.

“Are you okay?” Grateful asked. “You look a little pale.”

Polina swallowed hard. “I traveled here by gold dust. It can be disorienting.”

Grateful winced. “I remember.”

“I think I need a drink and to collect myself.”

“I don’t know how you survive traveling like that all the time. Come on, I’ll buy you a drink.”

Polina shook her head. “Don’t trouble yourself. Finish your game.”

Grateful must’ve read the insistence in her voice because she backed toward Rick, nodding. “Okay.”

“Again, congratulations. I’m so happy for you. Please excuse me.” Polina left the billiards room, the tears in her eyes blurring her vision. In a state of near blindness, she turned a corner and made her way down a hall to what she thought was the bathroom. But when she turned the brass knob and shouldered open the door, she found herself in an office. Logan’s office. She’d been here once before with Grateful. Luckily, Logan wasn’t in it, and a box of Kleenex rested conveniently on the edge of the big mahogany desk. She helped herself to one as the tears fell in earnest.

Exhausted, she sank into one of the two padded chairs facing the desk.

“Am I responsible for this?” Logan said from behind her. “That chocolate cake crack… I was just teasing.”

She hadn’t heard the door open over her sobbing. She shook her head in answer to his question, wishing he would leave, but then, she was the one who shouldn’t be here. She was in his office.

The door closed and she heard the lock engage. He lowered himself into the seat across from her and offered her the drink in his hand. “Vodka and tonic. It’s fresh. Dustin just made it for me. I haven’t even had a sip.”

She should leave. Against her better judgment, she lifted the drink from his hand and tossed a large swig to the back of her throat. “Thank you.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” Logan’s face held genuine concern.

She wiped under her eyes. “You are probably loving this, aren’t you? The witch who claimed superiority to humans brought to her knees in front of one.”

“No. I suppose I should enjoy it more, but believe it or not, it’s hard for me to see you cry.”

His eyes were green, like the first leaf of spring, and she found herself leaning toward him, drawn by the calm she saw in their depths.

“Immortals can’t have children,” she said. The admittance surprised her, the words leaping from her mouth before she could stop herself or alter them. Why was she telling him this?

He straightened in his chair. “This is about Grateful?”

She nodded.

“And I thought it was me. Let me guess… You’re happy for her, but there’s an ache in your chest you just can’t shake.”

Polina stilled. “How could you know that?” She stared at her hands, her cheeks warming with embarrassment.

“Don’t be ashamed. I understand more than you know.”

She lifted her gaze to his.

“I mean, the pregnancy is just the icing on the cake,” he began. “I think it’s the intimacy that makes me want to take up smoking. I’ve never had that intimacy. You look at those two and you just know they stay up late every night sharing their deepest, darkest secrets. And now their perfect relationship has become the perfect family.”

With one nod, she agreed.

“It’s not jealousy, per se, the ache.” He placed a hand on his chest and rubbed gently. “You don’t want what she has. You want your own version of it. You want to create that…” He pressed his fingers together. “Connection with someone. The ache is the knowledge that maybe this type of thing won’t ever be in the cards for you. Maybe people like you and me are simply not meant to fall in love.”

“We’re not worthy of love?”

“Worthy, yes. Lucky enough to find it? Not so much.” He curled his nose. “Are you going to drink the rest of that?” He pointed a knuckle toward the vodka and tonic.

“No.”

He drained the rest, the ice hitting his lips before falling back to the bottom of the glass.

The truth was an arrow that pierced Polina’s heart and left the organ leaking emotions she hadn’t felt in decades. He was right. And her truth went deeper than he could ever know. “I lost…” she began, placing a hand on her stomach.

The edges of Logan’s mouth sank.

“I lost my chance at children when I became a witch,” she said. “Despite what I said about your race, I was human once. When I was called into this role, I sacrificed my ability to reproduce.”

“Oh,” Logan said. “Do you regret that now?”

Her eyes drifted to the knotted fingers in her lap. “Do you think we ever move beyond the things we’ve lost?”

Logan’s green eyes blazed and he leaned forward, placing one hand on hers. “Sometimes. Sometimes shit stays with you, but you just keep moving.”

The strangest heat ignited where Logan’s hand touched hers. The spot tingled like static electricity, spreading warmth through her body. She had a strong urge to place her hand over his, to stroke the soft curls of golden hair that covered his forearm. The muscle of that arm was lean and long, defined but not bulky, which seemed to describe how he was built in general. An unwanted image of what his chest must look like under his costume thrust to the forefront of her mind. For the first time in almost a century, a rush of attraction made her scalp tingle.

Her eyes lifted from his hand to find his face very close to hers. She cleared her throat. “I must be going.” Hastily, she stood, adjusting her coconuts to make sure they hadn’t been displaced.

“Are you sure? Would you like a slice of cake for the road? I’m not teasing. You can have one, on the house. Anytime you want. I was kidding before.”

He was on his feet, moving toward her.

She shook her head, backed toward the door. “I’m not ready for cake,” she whispered.

“You don’t have to be ready for it. There’s no prerequisite for cake.”

With a smile, she said, “Thank you, Logan. I won’t forget this. You are an asset to your race.”

“I try,” he said.

She curtsied, then reached into the slit of her skirt to retrieve a pinch of gold dust she kept in the leather satchel strapped to her thigh. Holding it above her head, she paused a moment to appreciate Logan’s parted lips and hungry expression. She wasn’t the only one with a pang of attraction.

It was inappropriate, of course, for both of them. It was a flame that had nowhere to burn. But, as she released the gold dust and came apart cell by cell, blending into the nearest metal to find her way home, she couldn’t help but think how good it felt to be wanted.

Even by a human.

Chapter Five
Logan
 
The fresh peas and mushrooms hit the hot olive oil with a pop and sizzle as Logan circled the frying pan over the flame. “Jonah, where are we on the mornay?” Logan yelled across the busy kitchen. He added the orecchiette and tossed to combine, hitting the mix with another shot of olive oil.

“Almost there.” Sous-chef Jonah was new to Valentine’s but was fast proving to be a valuable asset to the team. The guy could handle anything from a juicy burger to a delicate sole with equal precision.

Logan plated what was in his pan, and sure enough, by the time he had the pasta and vegetables arranged, Jonah was there with a perfect mornay sauce, silky smooth and smelling of parmesan and asiago. He dribbled it artistically in a winding river of white across Logan’s creation and moved the dish to the warming window for the server.

“Order up. Table 5,” Logan called. He turned his attention to the next ticket. “Jonah, you get the burger; I’ll take the salmon.”

“You got it.” Jonah dropped a basket of French fries into the fryer, pushing the sleeves of his black button-down uniform to the elbow.

Logan was about to pull a fillet from the cooler when his assistant manager, Dustin, shouldered open the swinging door to the kitchen.

“Logan, Silas is here to see you,” he said.

Logan continued to yank the heavy cooler door open and grabbed what he needed, tossing the marinated fillet onto the grill. The salmon hissed against the hot grate. “Can you ask him to come back later? I’m swamped back here.”

Dustin shook his head. “Sorry, man. He says he’s here in an official capacity. Got his badge out for me and everything.”

Pausing, Logan grimaced at Dustin with a look that could be described as shooting the messenger. Silas wouldn’t use his detective title lightly, especially not at six o’clock on a Friday night. “Show him to my office. I’ll be there in five.”

Dustin disappeared through the swinging door.

“Silas Flynn? The detective from Carlton City PD?” Jonah asked.

“You know him?”

“Not really. Just of him. What do you think he wants?”

Logan flipped the fillet and wiped his hands on his apron. “No idea.”

As soon as Logan had plated the salmon, he left the kitchen in Jonah’s capable hands and rushed to his office. Silas was sitting with his back to the door, but turned when Logan entered, extending his hand.

Logan accepted the handshake. “I don’t want to be an asshole, but can we do this another time? We’re swamped.”

“Sorry, buddy. Police business.”

Logan took a seat behind his desk.

“What’s going on?”

“Have you noticed anyone unusual passing through here? Maybe someone who seems like they’ve been on the run. Worn clothing. Not friendly.”

Logan shook his head. “To be honest, with the hospital right across the street, we get strangers in here every day, and believe me, people who’ve been sleeping at the hospital with their loved ones do not exactly look sophisticated.”

Silas sighed. “I thought as much. I need to warn you about something.”

“Warn me about what?”

“Two years ago a member of a local werewolf pack murdered four prominent members of our high werewolf council, a group we call the Lycanthropic Society. He was apprehended and imprisoned before he could hurt anyone else and was incarcerated in the supernatural wing of the Menard Correctional Center in Illinois.”

“There are supernatural wings in human prisons? I thought witches like Grateful sentenced evil supernatural creatures to their hellmouths.”

“They do, if the supernatural threat is toward humans or another group of supers. This was wolf-on-wolf violence, and although we might have asked for her help, the packs prefer to handle these things themselves if at all possible.”

“Okay, so bad dude went to prison.”

“Bad dude has escaped from prison.” Silas gave Logan a serious stare.

“Damn.”

“And we have reason to believe he’ll return to the area. This guy is mentally unstable. We think he’s out for revenge.”

Logan sighed. “What can I do to help?”

Silas reached into his messenger bag and retrieved a folder. He opened it and turned it toward Logan.

“You don’t have a better picture than this?” The photo showed a bald man in a one-piece orange prison jumper, handcuffed and walking between two gorilla-sized guards.

“Unfortunately, no, and it wouldn’t help you anyway. Werewolves can change the color of their eyes.”

“No shit?”

Silas leaned across the desk. Logan jerked back as the detective’s green eyes shifted to amber.

“Fuck.”

“Yeah. So, a little hair dye and he can look like a new man. Try to focus on the bone structure, the nose. He can’t change that.

Logan tried, but he wasn’t sure he’d be able to pick the guy out of a lineup. “I’ll try my best.”

Silas nodded, folding up the file and putting it away. “Thanks, man. His last known alias was Mark Gray, but his name is as shifty as his appearance. You see anything suspicious, anything at all, call me.”

“Will do.”

“Thanks.”

“Hey, how are things with Soleil? You work up the courage to ask her to marry you yet?”

Silas frowned. “Unfortunately, Soleil didn’t like that plan. She broke up with me.”

“Oh, fuck.” Logan ran both hands through his hair. “I’m sorry if it’s a sore spot. I had no idea.”

Silas lifted a shoulder toward his ear, then let it drop abruptly. “Easy come. Easy go. Cross-species romances never last. Hey, speaking of cross-species romances, whatever happened with that little redheaded witch you were flirting with at Grateful’s wedding?”

Logan leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “You just said cross-species romances never work. What do you think happened?”

A crooked smile spread across the werewolf’s face. “I thought you two had a spark.”

“Witches don’t like humans, Silas. You should know this. And to be honest, I’ve had enough of witches to last a lifetime.” He didn’t mention the hard-on she’d given him on his balcony or the way her hand had felt under his at his Halloween party. The soft, smooth length of her arm flashed in his mind, the waves of her red hair, her impossibly sapphire eyes. Suddenly, he was thankful to be sitting behind the large mahogany desk.

Silas snorted. “Hmm. I guess I called that one wrong.” He scratched the stubble on his jaw. The guy was always sporting a five o’clock shadow, even at noon. “Have you ever thought about getting a dog?”

Logan laughed. “The last thing I need is a dog.”

“Dogs are family, Logan. You need family. A dog would be there for you. You spend too much time alone.”

Logan rolled his eyes. “I’m not always alone. I have friends and the restaurant. I go on dates.”

“When? When was your last date?”

Logan shrugged. The last he could remember was Tabetha. Not something he wanted to get into.

“Thought so. Just promise me you’ll think about the dog.” Silas scratched behind his ear.

“I promise.” Logan composed himself and stood. “I should get back. I’ll show you out.” He ushered his friend to the front door of the busy restaurant.

“We still on for the mission?” Silas asked.

Logan lowered his voice. “I never miss it.” He hadn’t missed volunteering at the mission on Thanksgiving since the year after his mother died.

The werewolf waved two fingers before climbing into his unmarked. On his way back to the kitchen, Logan slapped the bar to get Dustin’s attention. “Vodka and tonic.”

“You drinking on the job, boss?” Dustin asked, double-handing the bar guns to mix the drink.

“I am tonight.” Logan chugged the drink, the empty hitting the bar harder than necessary. He returned to the kitchen, his mind filled with memories of one little redheaded witch.

Chapter Six
The Date
 
“Wow, so you own this place, huh?” The woman Logan ushered into his penthouse looked around with wide eyes. She dropped her purse on the sofa and walked to the wall of windows overlooking Carlton City. The view was spectacular this time of year. All Christmas lights and swags of evergreen. A sure bet to put her in the mood. Snow cut through the ambient light from the city beyond, adding to the effect.

His date was named Mindy, or maybe it was Mandy. He remembered an “M” name. The fact that they’d made it back to his place without him knowing for sure was a good indication of how the date was going. Oh, they’d talked, or rather she had, about movies and her nails, and the great state of California where she was originally from. He’d tuned most of it out.

“Yeah. I’ve lived here almost six years now,” Logan said.

“Fuck. Valentine’s must be doing well. This place is the bomb.”

Logan cringed. It was the fourth or fifth time she’d made a comment about his assumed wealth. Did she want a bank statement? “I’ve got no complaints. What do you do?” He didn’t actually care and really hoped she hadn’t already told him.

“Didn’t my cousin tell you?” Her cousin was Dustin, Logan’s assistant manager and the orchestrator of this date. Dustin had mentioned little about Mandy aside from saying she was new in town and had large breasts. Strange thing to say about a cousin, but Logan had to admit it was her most noteworthy feature. Along with her jet-black hair and gigantic mascaraed brown eyes, it was probably the way he’d describe her to someone who asked.

“He said you were new in town.”

“That’s right. I’ve already got a job though. I’m working at Teasers.”

“The strip club?” Logan tried to sound neutral, but even he could hear the disdain in his voice.

She laughed. “It’s not what you think.” She brushed her hair back from her shoulder. “I’m not a stripper or anything. I’m a bartender.”

Logan nodded. “Must be doing well,” he quipped, echoing her earlier comment.

The smile faded from her face, and her eyes shifted to the side. “Sometimes.” She shrugged one shoulder.

“Would you like a drink?”

“Sure. What do you have?”

Logan walked to the kitchen and opened the wine fridge. “Just about anything. What are you in the mood for?”

“Tequila?”

He closed the fridge, laughing under his breath.

“What’s so funny?” Mandy asked.

“Nothing.” He reached above his head to the cabinet where he kept the hard liquor. “You’re just so human.”

“What else would I be? Is human a bad thing?”

He retrieved two shot glasses and turned to face her. “Nah. It’s a very good thing.”

She batted her eyelashes and leaned across the granite island. “Oh.”

He poured the tequila. “Salt and lime?”

“Don’t bother.” She popped the shot glass off the counter, tossed the contents to the back of her throat, and swallowed. She might as well have been drinking Kool-Aid.

Not just a bartender, a drinker. The thought wasn’t flattering. Logan raised his own shot, gave her a mock salute, and drank it down. By the time he lowered the glass, she’d rounded the island and pressed in close, very close.

“I love tequila,” she said. “You can feel the heat travel straight to your toes… and other places.”

Her nipples were hard and she pressed them into his chest. Her full, red lips hovered next to his. Instead of touching her, he rested his hands on the counter behind him. She had to straddle his legs to move closer. Her hands gripped the sides of his shirt and pulled. Their lips met. His stayed closed. When she pulled back, she seemed confused.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. “You don’t have to worry. I’m on the pill.” She pulled his shirt out of his pants and reached for his belt.

There was a time when younger Logan would have enjoyed a girl like Mandy. She was a walking fuck-me doll, ready and willing. But her hair, nails, the way she dressed… high-maintenance. No long-term potential. At thirty-three years old, he didn’t want an easy fling anymore. He wanted something real. As her hand slipped into his fly, he decided she wasn’t it.

“Mandy,” he said.

She froze, pulled back. “Who’s Mandy?”

Heat crept up Logan’s neck to his ears. “Mindy?” He turned one palm upward.

Slap. Her hand connected with his cheek. “It’s Jade, you asshole!”

He frowned and rubbed his face.

Jade. Huh. Seemed like he’d remember that one. “Um, sorry. I, uh, I’ll walk you out.” He crossed to the sofa and held out her purse to her.

Tipping her head to the side, she pouted. “I can tell it was an honest mistake. We can still have sex if you want.”

He stared at her tight leather skirt, stiletto heels, and scoop-neck shirt. She was ready and willing, and he couldn’t have cared less. “No… thank you?” The words came out like a question, as if he was asking her permission not to have sex with her. The awkwardness twisted his lip up and raised his eyebrow.

“Fucking bastard.” She ripped her purse out of his hands and stormed out the door.

He followed her, feeling oddly as if he should apologize for not using her like she wanted him to be used. He watched through his door as she got onto the elevator. She flipped him the finger.

“Good night, Mandy,” he yelled. The doors closed on her curse.

 
* * *

 
Alone in bed, Logan stared at the ceiling and wondered why he couldn’t get Polina out of his head. His latest dating disaster with Dustin’s cousin was just one more example. The last woman he’d been with had been the wicked witch Tabetha. She’d traumatized him seven ways ‘till Sunday, and what did he do? Nurse a crush on another witch. What the hell was he thinking?

That’s what it was. The trauma. People often displaced strong emotions. His revulsion of Tabetha was turning into attraction to Polina. Nothing a therapist or some self-help books couldn’t cure. He’d had unresolved crushes before. This was no different. He closed his eyes, determined to fall asleep, and forced his brain to go blank. Eventually, it worked; sleep swept over him.

“Are you looking for me?” Polina’s face appeared above his, her red waves cascading over her shoulder and tickling his cheek. The sun shone behind her head like a halo.

He’d been transported to the rocky shores of an Oregon beach. Crap. He was dreaming about her again. His gaze drifted down her body. Coconut bra and a mermaid tail. Definitely dreaming.

“The Little Mermaid again?” He propped himself on his elbows.

She wiggled the emerald-green flukes that jutted out where her feet should be. “Don’t ask me, sicko. This is your party. I am literally a figment of your imagination.”

He grunted. “I’m not a sicko. Obviously this is my subconscious’s way of working out my ridiculous attraction to you. You are wearing the last outfit I saw you in, at my Halloween party, and this is the beach where I washed up after the water witch tried to kill me. We were underwater, in her lair. You defended me against her, and when she flooded the cavern we were in, you wrapped your body around me to protect me. Your magic brought us to the surface and you revived me, right here on this beach.”

“No way was I letting that bitch keep you as her human pet.”

“Why would you save me? You’ve said time and again that humans are the inferior species. Why not just let me die?”

Polina’s long, tapered fingers traced his collarbone. “We’ve been over this. I can’t tell you why. You don’t know why, and I am the creation of your brain—Dream Polina. I can remind you, though, that you’ve come up with three possibilities for my actions. First, I might have saved you to spite Kendra, the water witch. Second, my purpose might have been to preserve your powers as a medium to help my friend Grateful, and third, I might be attracted to you.”

Logan met her sapphire blue eyes, took pleasure in the bright contrast to her deep red hair. “I want to believe number three,” he whispered. His hand moved to the back of her neck, pulling her head down to meet his lips.

Soft, warm, she accepted his kiss eagerly, thrusting her tongue into his mouth. He realized this was just a dream. A very good dream. But he didn’t want to wake up. Polina’s kiss trailed to his ear, down his throat, across his naked chest, over his belly button.

“Why am I naked?” he asked.

She tipped her face up from the place she was kissing and licked her lips. “It’s your party, remember?”

He rested his head in his meshed fingers and closed his eyes, enjoying the feel of her mouth on his skin. She was still moving south, coming close to the physical evidence of his desire for her. Dream or no dream, he was going to enjoy this.

“If I had a chance with a woman like you, I’d change your mind about humans. I’d be the best you ever had,” he said.

“What happened to not trusting witches?” Silas said.

Logan blinked rapidly, finding Dream Silas standing on the beach wearing swim trunks. Logan flinched to cover himself only to find he was fully dressed and Dream Polina was gone. “You, my friend, are a cockblocker.”

Silas grinned. “I’m in your head. There must be a reason. Part of you must want me here.”

“Whatever part wants you here needs to shut the fuck up and bring Polina back.” He watched the ocean waves roll in, purple caps hugging a tangerine sky.

“You respect her too much to use her, even in your dreams.”

He sat up on the rocks and buried his face in his hands. “Fuck, how sad is that? Why do I respect her? She doesn’t respect me.”

“Because she’s smart and strong—strong enough to save your ass. And she’s ridiculously beautiful,” Dream Silas said.

“There’s more to it than that. I just met her. Sure, we spent some time together helping Grateful out, but not enough to explain this. Why her? Why now? And why the hell can’t I force myself to let go of this fantasy?” Logan groaned.

Dream Silas raised his bushy eyebrows. “Maybe because this time it matters.”

Frustrated, Logan stood, shaking his head. “I barely know her. This can’t matter.”

“If you say so.” Dream Silas melted into the sand leaving Logan on an empty beach.

“It matters because you almost died, twice.” Logan spun on his heel to find a lanky woman with a brunette bob standing near the woods next to his beach.

“Mom?” Ever since Grateful had used her witchy powers to put his soul back into his body, he’d had the power to channel his mother, even when he was awake. Being a medium had come in handy a time or two. Was this particular visit part of his dream or an actual journey into the beyond?

“Follow me, my son, and I’ll show you why it matters.” Turning, his mother blended into the woods.

Puzzled, he followed her into the dense forest. Brunette hair and pale skin flashed between the trunks of the trees. He broke into a run. “Mom?” She didn’t slow her pace. A fast left and a sprint through a kaleidoscope of evergreen and light, and the forest opened.

Logan spilled out of the woods onto the shoulder of a highway. Mom was gone, but something about this spot was familiar. A deep dread bloomed behind his breastbone. When was he here before?

The low rumble of a motorcycle approached from a distance. The rider topped the hill to his left, a silhouette against the bright blue September sky. As the motorcycle approached, Logan got a good look. His stomach sank. The custom paint on the Harley-Davidson softail was his doing and that matching helmet was his too, complete with the Valentine’s logo on the side.

“No… No!” He waved his hands and stepped out into the road. He had to warn himself. He had to stop the dream, to change history. But it was no use. The semi truck came out of nowhere, concealed by the line of trees along the access road. The driver never even looked in his direction. Logan reacted, braking hard. No longer was he a bystander observing from the side of the road. He’d flashed into the body of his former self, just in time to slam on the brakes. The seat rose underneath him, and the bike slid sideways, laying down patches of rubber on the pavement as roughly seven hundred pounds of chrome and steel tipped over, sweeping him toward the blacktop.

The bike rotated, sliding off the road, and pounding his helmet into the asphalt. His leather pants and jacket shredded with the skid. Bones snapped. Blood sprayed. Pain rendered him unable to breathe or think. A tree arose, both a blessing and a curse. It stopped his momentum but only after one hell of an impact. He landed under the bike, the back of his head hitting the grass.

Head, not helmet. The protective gear had cracked off during impact. As he sipped the air through tiny gasps of breath, he thought it was strange that his hip jutted straight up even though he thought he was lying flat. Something silver and sharp protruded from his abdomen. There was blood. So much blood.

The blue sky above called to him. He stopped sipping air. No one survived this. No one.

As his lungs ached for oxygen, the heavens opened up and an angel appeared, her hooded sapphire cloak billowing behind her. On slippered feet, she approached and paused by his side, a snowy white owl landing on her shoulder.

“This won’t do, Hildegard. As soon as the sun sets, the scent of blood will attract mountain trolls.”

The bird hooted and chirped near her ear.

“Absolutely not. He’s too young. I can’t bear it. Listen, even now his heart battles death. This one wants to live.”

The owl flapped her wings and chattered indignantly.

“Don’t tell me you’ve become so callous over the years that life means nothing to you, even a human’s? Fine. Go home. I’ll take care of this.”

The owl took flight out of Logan’s field of vision. Willowy hands reached up to lower the hood. Deep red hair. Piercing sapphire eyes. Polina.

The witch reached into the neck of her cloak and retrieved a wand from above her left breast. If he hadn’t been dying, the sight of creamy flesh as she moved the cloth aside would have driven him to distraction, but as it was, black dots circled in his vision ruining the effect.

“Uh-oh.” She squatted by his side. “Stay with me. I’ll try to help you.”

With a wave of her wand, the silver protrusion melted from his abdomen and he rolled onto his back, grunting from the pain. Blood gushed and a wave of feverish heat made him break a sweat. She pressed the crystal of her wand against his wound and muttered, “Reinchide velecluse moribidatae vialanium.” The bleeding slowed.

“I’ve never been good at healing spells,” she said, a sad smile gracing her rose-colored lips. “Water witches are better at this. The human body is mostly water, after all. I think I can close you up, but I can’t give you more blood.” She lifted his head onto her lap and caressed his face with her hand. “Breathe. You can do it.”

He tried, he really did. He opened his mouth and forced his lungs to contract but barely a trickle of air passed between his lips.

A tear broke from the corner of her eye and coursed to her chin. “How brave you are to fight. Such short, fragile lives you humans have and you fight for every moment of it, celebrate every struggle. I wish I could do more. I’m sorry. I’m not that kind of witch.”

The black spots were bigger now, limiting his vision, but his ears still worked and they picked up a siren over the hill. “Help is coming.” She smiled down at him, and damn it if his heart didn’t beat just to see it. “Maybe there is one more thing I can do,” she said tentatively, her wand raised between them. She kissed his forehead, then pressed the wand between his eyes. “All you need is more time. I can give you that.” The wand glowed brighter. “You never saw me. Memoriam exudate.”

Light flashed between them, and then he plunged into total darkness.

Logan’s body jacked off the bed, heart pounding, hands gripping his chest. He was back in his room. He patted his head, his arms, his hips. He was whole again. “Just a dream,” he murmured, eyeing the predawn light through his window.

He flopped onto the mattress, still panting. “What the hell?” He rubbed the spot on his forehead where Polina’s lips had touched his skin. The spot still burned. Polina had been there. She’d witnessed his accident and been with him on the side of the road. Was she the reason his soul ended up in Grateful’s attic? Had she been responsible for his coma? Why did she keep it from him? He needed to talk to her. He needed to know. The only problem was, after everything… he was afraid to ask.

Chapter Seven
Winter Wolves
 
Polina couldn’t sleep. It was late, or early depending on your perspective, and Hildegard’s soft snore came from her perch in the corner of the bedroom. She’d done her rounds and her realm was safe for another night, but sleep eluded her. A certain human chef was to blame.

Why had Logan been so kind to her at his Halloween party? She hadn’t welcomed his attentions, had she? Physical attraction to a human was idiotic, an invitation to heartbreak. Humans had short, brittle lives and questionable motivations. Men often confused their desire for wealth or power for their love of a witch. She’d known human males who’d treated their witch girlfriends like genies, calling on them only when they needed something. Not that Logan was that type of man. No, she suspected his attraction to her was the result of residual magic, although she’d rather not admit his attention wasn’t warranted for other, more personal reasons.

The best course of action was to forget about Logan Valentine. The problem was, it had been months since she’d seen the man, and he still haunted her thoughts and her dreams. Like now, when she crossed and uncrossed her legs to try to alleviate the weight of need that had formed between them.

Slapping her hands down on the mattress, she exhaled. What she needed was fresh air. Icy cold fresh air. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and quietly, as not to wake Hildegard, tiptoed to the front door. It was snowing again, but she didn’t bother with a coat. Barefoot, she stepped into the two-foot accumulation of white powder, her thin nightgown clinging to her body in the blowing flakes.

“Do you need assistance, mistress?” A metal-on-metal clang preceded a flash of green-stained copper slicing through the storm. One of her three gargoyles, Nicodemus, coasted on metal wings to her side. His small horns and pushed-in face were typical of his kind, although his animation was anything but. Nicodemus was the result of an enchantment powered by the dead buried behind Aurorean House. He came to life every sunset to help her guard her realm.

“No. I’m fine. Needed some air.” Her flesh had taken on a reflective quality, the cold seeping to her bones and lifting her metal magic to her skin. She might as well have been made of steel. In this state, the cold didn’t bother her at all.

“I have news,” Nicodemus said. “Skogal and Rohilda reported visitors at Renegade Caverns tonight.” Skogal and Rohilda were the other two gargoyles, although they’d never developed the ability to speak in a way humans could understand. Skogal, in particular, struggled to fly straight and had difficulty completing basic tasks. Along with an elongated tongue that lolled from the side of his demon-like face, he had an overtly unintelligent quality that made her wary of trusting his observations. Still, Rohilda, although mute, was a highly intelligent female gargoyle. Polina perked to attention.

“What kind of visitors?”

“Three men. One smells of the werewolf who passed through in the fall. He’s back, and he’s brought a pack.”

She raised her eyebrows in surprise. “How many?”

“Three.”

“Any problems with the trolls or fae in the area accepting the werewolves?”

“Skogal and Rohilda just discovered the pack tonight. We will continue to monitor them if you wish.”

“Yes, please. I’ll pay them a visit as well. As always, you are an asset to the realm, Nicodemus.”

“You flatter me, my lady.” He bowed, his horns sweeping the ground before he dismissed himself, his shiny webbed wings carrying him to his place on the eastern gable of Aurorean House.

Polina glided into the forest, her red hair transforming into strands of silver in the icy wind. She couldn’t make herself invisible exactly, but she could become almost impossible to see. By reflecting the forest around her, she produced the illusion of transparency. Usually, that was all she needed to escape notice.

A mile trek east brought her to Renegade Caverns. Humans once used the openings in the mountainside for shelter while bootlegging goods across the Canadian border. The four caverns, which connected on the inside, provided sufficient shelter from the elements for even a human to survive a Vermont winter. And, they were conveniently vacant. Trolls, elves, or mountain fae already inhabited most of the caverns on the mountain. Not these. The relative nearness of the Renegade Caverns to the human camp made them a poor choice for most supernaturals.

In the clearing outside the caverns, three men had dug out a ring of snow and started a campfire. One was an older, heavyset male with a face full of gray stubble. He huddled inside his red plaid coat, eating steaming brown stew out of a metal pot. That was unusual for a wolf. Their core temperature ran hotter than most supernaturals. She wondered if he might be ill. Next to him was a man who looked to be in his mid-twenties, with wavy dark blond hair and a wool cap pulled low over his eyes. Polina was almost positive this was the man who had transformed into the red wolf, although she hadn’t gotten a good look at him before he shifted. He wore jeans and a T-shirt but didn’t seem the least bit cold. The third man was hardly a man at all. He looked to be in his teens, but judging by his light jacket, his werewolf gene had already switched itself on.

From Polina’s limited experience with werewolves, she knew that the boy was born human and likely began showing signs of lycanthropy around puberty. But it wasn’t rare for a werewolf to be sixteen or seventeen before shifting completely for the first time. This was a new pack member, still learning the ropes. So the red wolf had found a safe place to live and returned with a sick old man and a newbie werewolf. She ran a finger along her bottom lip.

Quietly, she backed away. An old man, a young boy, and a vagrant were no threat. No one was using the caverns. She’d leave them alone for now. If they kept to themselves, she’d allow them to stay.

Blending into the woods, she returned to Aurorean House as the horizon paled with the rising sun. She’d stayed up all night. Just as well. Even with the distraction of the werewolves, her brain kept wandering back to Logan: the feel of his hand on her arm, the way he’d looked at her. Sheer exhaustion was her only hope of getting any rest. That or acting on her feelings, which in her estimation was absolutely unacceptable.

Chapter Eight
The Christening

Please join us for the baptism of
Lucas Matthew Knight
Noon, Sunday, July 21st
Monk’s Hill Chapel
Reception immediately following at Valentine’s restaurant

Polina arrived early to Monk’s Hill Chapel. The only other soul in the place was an older man she didn’t recognize praying near the front of the church. He didn’t turn around when she came in. Just as well. She wanted to be alone.

The dress Polina chose to wear to Lucas’s christening was a few centuries out of style. Ankle-length green linen, it boasted gold embroidery around the hem and a scooped neckline. A belt in the same Celtic pattern hung low on her hips. It was solid gold and matched the setting of her emerald necklace. She couldn’t remember when or where she’d purchased the dress. It was similar to one she’d worn in the seventeenth century, but the fabric and stitching were in far too good of shape for it to be authentic. No. She supposed this was one of the many replicas she’d purchased over the years. Comfort clothing.

Shoed in saddle-colored leather flats, she shuffled across the stone floor and slid into a pew. The polished wood smelled of lemon oil. Homey.

“You look like a Disney princess,” Logan said. He took a seat beside her, blocking her exit.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Your dress. It looks like you bought it at the Bippity Boopity boutique. This is the second time you’ve reminded me of a fairy-tale character. Do you always dress like you ride unicorns for a living, or is this just for special occasions?”

She narrowed her eyes at him, a flush warming her cheeks. “I prefer this clothing. It is comfortable to me. What’s so special about this ensemble?” She motioned from his dress shirt to his shoes. “You look like Costco was having a sale.”

He chuckled through a lopsided grin. “You’ve been to Costco?”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course I have.”

“It’s just… I’m having trouble picturing it. You, dressed like a medieval princess, buying ten-gallon vats of eye of newt?”

Her mouth twitched of its own accord, and she pretended to cough to hide her laugh. “Shows what you know. Witches buy eye of newt in bulk by the pound. Trouble is, they tend to roll off the scooper before you can get them into the baggie.”

“Thank you for that. There will be rolling eyeballs in my nightmares tonight.” He leaned back in the pew, mouth twisting in distaste.

Polina chuckled. “Honestly, who started that rumor anyway about witches using eye of newt in everything? Do you know what a newt is? It’s an amphibian. Looks like a lizard. Who has time to be plucking the eyes out of the little buggers? And why on earth would they have magical properties?”

“Not to mention, who fashions the canes for all the blind newts?”

She turned to face him, stifling a laugh, only to let it out when he pantomimed a newt using a guide cane for the blind. The man praying near the front of the chapel cast a harsh glance her way, and she covered her mouth with her fingers.

“Why are you here, Logan?” she asked, smoothing her dress.

“To see Lucas get baptized.”

“Why are you here so early?”

“I like to be early. I’m a punctual person. Why are you here so early?”

She blinked at him. “Why would anyone purposefully be late?”

“I don’t know.” Their eyes met. Logan looked away first.

“Actually, I’m glad I ran into you. I need to ask you something.”

“What could you possibly need to ask me?” She tipped her head and shook it gently.

“I’m going to let that obviously patronizing and offensive commentary pass and just come out with it. My dead mother says you did the hocus-pocus on me when I crashed my bike.”

Polina frowned. “She just comes to you with these things? Out of the blue? On any given Sunday? A spiritual tattletale?”

“Then it’s true?”

Polina sighed and looked toward the front of the church. Another family had arrived and was taking a seat. “Yes. It is true. I found you on the side of the road in my territory. You were dying. I healed you as much as I could, then made it so your soul wouldn’t pass over on its own. I gave your body extra time, so the humans could heal you the rest of the way.”

Logan’s mouth fell open. “What the hell, lady?”

“Shhh,” Polina said, apologizing to the older man who’d turned to stare. “Keep it down.”

“Do you know how close I came to haunting Grateful’s attic for all eternity?”

She pursed her lips. “It was an honest mistake. I thought your soul would go to my room of reflection and that I’d be responsible for sorting you. How was I to know that they would take your body home and your soul would follow to that realm? Grateful’s realm.” She shrugged. “I honestly didn’t know what happened to you. I assumed you’d died. Do you know, that first night I met you at Grateful’s, I didn’t realize who you were right away? You were terribly familiar, but I couldn’t place it.”

Rubbing his chin, Logan scrutinized her. “When did you realize who I was?”

“When I rescued you from the water witch. Once I saw you passed out on the beach, it came back to me.”

He slapped his thighs, eliciting more intense glares from the gathering guests. “Why the hell didn’t you say anything?” Logan whispered.

Polina spread her hands. “It didn’t seem important. Now that you know, if you’d like to say thank you, I’m all ears.”

His face reddened and he rolled his eyes. “Thank you for almost causing my soul to wander the earth for eternity.”

She straightened in her seat, ignoring his sarcasm. “You’re welcome.”

A piano began to play and Polina joined the other guests in standing as Rick and Grateful walked to the baptismal font with baby Lucas. Logan stood too, shuffling closer to make room for another couple who entered the pew. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate you saving my life,” Logan whispered.

“Twice.”

“Twice. It’s just that I would think you’d be a little more empathetic about the unexpected results. It’s also not something a person keeps from another person.”

She turned to him as the minister began the ceremony. Neither of them were listening. “I am sorry that saving your life inconvenienced you and that I did not immediately inform you of the unselfish thing I did for you.”

“Glad we got it out in the open,” Logan said.

Polina turned back to the front and engaged in the ceremony. The babe was truly adorable in his white baptismal suit. He lay quietly in the crook of Grateful’s arm as she and Rick answered questions for the minister. Polina had never been Christian, not even in her old human days, but she tried to follow along. There were prayers and promises and then the minister scooped water out of a basin and poured it over the child’s forehead. Only, he missed. He tried again, and this time the water hit its mark.

“Did you see that?” Logan asked.

“Yes.” Polina cleared her throat and narrowed her eyes. “The minister missed the babe’s head.”

Logan smirked. “Missed? It looked like the water curved out of the way.”

She elbowed him in the side of the arm and shook her head. “Shhh.”

“We are not done talking about my accident,” he whispered in her ear.

With a sigh, she gave him a reluctant nod. So be it. It was best if he knew the truth anyway.

Chapter Nine
Valentine's
 
“Does Lucas look sickly to you?” Grateful asked. They were in a dark wood booth at Valentine’s, under swags of powder blue and silver cutouts of umbrellas and rubber duckies.

Polina leaned over the burrito-shaped bundle on the table. Lucas had a perfectly round head with saucer-sized blue eyes and a mouth perpetually shaped like an O. His chubby cheeks flushed bright red.

“I am not experienced with babies,” Polina said, eyes darting to her friend. “But is it possible he’s too hot?”

Grateful nervously unwrapped her son, who promptly shoved a fist into his mouth and kicked his feet joyfully. “Hmm. Thank you. I am no good at this. I never thought it would be this hard.” She buried her face in her hands.

Polina touched Grateful’s wrist. “What ails you, sister?”

“Oh, this?” She wiped tears from under her eyes and waved her wet fingers between them. “Let’s see. He never sleeps, which means we rarely sleep. Even Rick is tired. Rick! He only needs to sleep one night a week. I feel like a zombie. Oh, and I’m obsessed with his comfort. Is he too hot, too cold? Hungry? Wet? And then there is the obvious worry.”

Leaning forward, Polina shook her head. “Not obvious to me.”

“Whether he’s…” She rubbed circles over her temples and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Normal.”

“Oh,” Polina said, thinking back to the misaligned water. “Definitely not.”

Grateful’s face fell into a look of horror. Polina froze. Was it possible Grateful wanted her son to be human? What a bizarre thing to want for a child.

“You misunderstand,” Polina backpedaled. “I simply mean he is obviously special. A special little boy. Not abnormal in any way.”

Grateful let out a relieved breath. “So, you think he’ll be human?”

Polina waved a hand in front of her face. “Pishposh. Most certainly. A special human child. Normal but certainly above average.”

The reward for the lie was Grateful’s smile. “I thought so,” she said, scooping the baby back into her arms.

“Nothing to worry about,” Polina reassured.

Grateful bounced the baby gently. “I saw you sitting with Logan at the ceremony. I thought you weren’t interested in humans?”

“I’m not!” Polina said much too loudly. Too much. She internally chided herself for overreacting. After a composing breath, she added, “He wanted to ask me about his accident.”

“What about his accident?”

Polina smoothed her dress. “I was there. I tried to heal him but wasn’t strong enough to finish the job. I… I sent his soul to your attic in a final attempt to rescue him.”

“What?” Grateful shook her head. “You never told me.”

“I didn’t remember at first. It was a long time ago, and in my defense, he was in bad shape when I found him. Hardly recognizable from the man he is today.”

“How did Logan find out?”

“His mother.” Polina raised her eyebrows.

Grateful snorted. “She has a way of showing up when you least expect it.”

“It’s creepy but fascinating.”

With a sigh, Grateful studied a spot on the table. “You know I love you, Polina, but I saw the way you two were laughing together. He’s attracted to you, and I think—”

Polina frowned and held up one hand. “Don’t say it.” She shook her head.

“It’s the magic. Your magic touched his soul. It happened to me too. When he was in my attic, I thought I had feelings for him, but it turned out to be the metaphysical connection from being his soul sorter. You can’t have a connection with someone’s soul and escape a certain level of attraction.”

Twirling her finger in a strand of her red hair, Polina nodded. “The connection isn’t lost on me, although the effects are stronger than I expected. And distracting.” She smoothed her dress again. “Well, I am happy with my solitary life. Do not worry yourself; your friend is safe from the likes of me.”

“I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just—”

“Please.” Polina held up two fingers. “You needn’t say more.”

“Thank you for taking this seriously. Logan has already been through so much.” Grateful’s gaze darted to Rick. “You know, the best cure for soul infatuation is true love. I know from experience.” She fussed with the jacket of Lucas’s christening suit. “If it gets too bad or if you don’t want to be alone anymore, you still have the positivity potion.”

After a moment’s consideration, Polina remembered. “The one you made for Tabetha that she wouldn’t accept?”

“The Book of Light says it attracts your true love like a magnet. If you do get lonely, that’s the spell to use. It’ll break through anything temporary or artificial.”

Polina was about to protest that she was fine on her own, when a dark-haired woman sauntered to the table. “Grateful, come see the cake Logan made you. It’s in the shape of a raven.”

“Thanks, Michelle.” Grateful turned to Polina. “Would you mind holding Lucas for a second? I want to take a picture. Logan’s cakes are to die for.”

“I, uh…” Polina searched her brain for an appropriate excuse. She wasn’t fast enough. The baby was thrust into her hands, and Grateful was gone before she could say no. Arms extended, Polina inspected the tiny person who dangled from her hands by the armpits. Lucas blinked his ridiculously large blue eyes at her. The boy looked like an animated Precious Moments doll.

“You are a cute one, aren’t you?” Polina bounced him slightly, allowing his feet to press against the table. He kicked and smiled at her. “You’re not difficult at all. Just small and underdeveloped.” She crinkled her eyes as the babe made a face, pulling his knees to his chest and showing his toothless gums. “What? What are you doing now? Is this some kind of tiny warlock spell?”

Eh. Ehh. Bleeeck. A fountain of foul liquid spewed from the baby’s mouth down the front of her emerald-green gown. Grateful appeared out of nowhere, scooping Lucas into her arms. “I’m so sorry. I thought he looked a little colicky. Let me get you a rag.”

Polina blinked at her friend, lips pressed together against the onslaught of gastrointestinal emissions. “I don’t think a rag will be sufficient. A little water and magic should do the trick.”

Grateful babbled on about how sorry she was, bouncing Lucas on her hip. Polina reassured her that it was perfectly fine. Arms extended to her sides and dress dripping, she raced to the bathroom to clean up.

Chapter Ten
Cake
 
Cleaning up after Lucas took longer than Polina anticipated. Magic wouldn’t work on the stain. The reason why was as obvious as the day was long. The little bugger had more magic in him than his mother wanted to believe. Still, allowing the witch to come around on her own terms seemed like a good idea. Meanwhile, Polina set to work cleaning her dress the old-fashioned way.

She removed the gown and plunged the fabric under the cold water of the sink. It took a fair deal of scrubbing to rid it of the enchanted spit-up. Warlocks. She rolled her eyes. Once she finally had it clean, she tried to use the hand dryer to blow out the fabric only to find the machine was out of order. With any luck, now that she was dealing with water, magic would be effective again.

“Dehydratium,” she said with a flick of her wand. Water began to run from the hem of the dress, the wetness receding from the top of the garment and winding along the floor toward the drain. The process wasn’t fast, but it was effective. Once dry, she ironed out the wrinkles with another pass of her wand.

With a turn of her shoulders, she checked her appearance in the mirror and emerged from the bathroom. Everyone was gone. The restaurant was empty, aside from Logan, who shoved paper plates into a black plastic bag. “Where is everyone?” she asked.

Logan jumped, gripping his chest. “Damn, Polina! I thought you left with everyone else. You scared the crap out of me.”

“Everyone left?”

“Yeah. After cake, Lucas started acting up.” He pointed toward the window. “Plus, storm’s moving in. The weather service issued a flash flood warning. I guess everyone wanted to make it home before it hit.”

Polina eyed the gray-green sky outside the window. It was early evening but the parking lot was dark as dusk. She sighed and approached the booth where she’d left her small purse.

The rustle of the garbage bag as Logan worked his way around the restaurant made it impossible for her to ignore the inexplicable pull she felt in his direction. Without thinking, she turned on her heel. “Would you like help with that?” Her voice sounded pinched.

He stopped, turning a surprised look in her direction. “I thought—” He cut himself off, shaking his head. “You know what? Thank you. I’d appreciate your help. I gave my staff the day off. Here, I’ll get you a bag.”

“No need,” she said. Wand drawn, she circled the gem above her head. “Dezinfectat uitaria.” White fog rolled from the corners of the room, starting from behind her and working quickly over every chair and table.

Logan’s mouth popped open. “What are you doing?”

Polina bobbed her wrist, concentrating. “Where do you want the clean glasses?”

“Cabinet left of the freezer.”

She nodded. The fog thickened until she could no longer see the tables or chairs. One last circle above her head and the magic receded, leaving the tables and floor twinkling in its wake. Satisfied, she crossed her arms over her chest, and smiled in Logan’s direction.

Flabbergasted, he turned the garbage bag in his hands upside down. It was empty. “Dare I ask what you did with the garbage?”

“Dumpster out back. What else would I do with it?”

He nodded, absently turning a circle. “Right. You are quick with that wand.” His face fell.

“Say thank you, Logan.”

He lifted his eyes to hers, seeming to contemplate what she was saying. “Thank you.”

“Now,” Polina holstered her wand and dusted off her hands, “I will take a slice of your famous chocolate cake. I missed the previous serving.”

Logan frowned. “It’s gone. Grateful took the leftovers home with her.”

“Ah, well, another time.” Polina leaned into the booth to grab her purse, just as heavy rain began to pelt the windows.

“We could make one,” Logan added quickly.

There was an urgency in his tone, and when she turned from the booth, his body was only inches from her own. He smelled of baking and warm male. Goddess, his eyes were hauntingly green.

She licked her lips. “I’d like that,” she answered without thinking.

A smile broke out across his face. “Good. Because you still need to explain about your involvement after my accident.” He ran his fingers down the sleeve of her dress and took her hand in his before leading her into the well-appointed industrial kitchen.

“Witches as a species are stereotypically terrible cooks,” Polina admitted.

A stainless steel bowl landed in front of her, the bottom circling on the counter with a hollow tinny sound. “I figured that out. Grateful couldn’t make toast, and Tabetha…” Logan’s voice trailed off, his eyes shifting away.

“Are you still having nightmares?” Polina asked, remembering his confession on the balcony some months back.

He swallowed hard. “Not as often.”

“You said she used you.”

He nodded. “I dated her for a few months, you know. Thought I loved her, or so I told other people. Turns out she’d poisoned me with mind control potion. She used me. Orchestrated everything to get to Grateful. When I’m awake, the entire relationship is a blur, aside from one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“She made me cook for her. A lot.” Logan flurried around the kitchen, collecting eggs, butter, flour, cocoa.

Disturbed, Polina made a confession of her own. “She clubbed me from behind two years ago. She must have had help because I would have sensed another witch enter my realm. Regardless, when I came to, I was buried in her yard. She robbed me of my realm and my element for almost a year. The potion she fed you was made from fruit fertilized with my power. I was happy to help Grateful kill her.”

“She had it coming,” Logan said through his teeth.

Polina agreed.

A heavy weight settled over the room as they both remembered Tabetha. It was Logan who broke the awkward silence.

“You admit to murder quickly on a first date.”

She chided, “This isn’t a date.”

Logan cracked three eggs into a small bowl and plunged in a whisk. “Of course not. You? Date a human?”

“Your voice holds bitterness,” Polina said. “I don’t understand. It seems you have the same prejudices against witches. You’ve made your disdain for me apparent.”

Sugar, cocoa, salt. He whisked the ingredients together with expert precision. “Disdain is a strong word,” Logan said. “It’s not you, per se. I just don’t trust magic. After Tabetha, I can’t trust my emotions around you. Are you truly as gorgeous and bright as I think you are? Or have you hoodwinked my brain into believing in something that isn’t real?”

Polina placed a hand on his arm, stopping his whisk. Her fingers caressed the soft tawny hair, registered the long lean muscle that worked to stir the bowl. A ripple of heat traveled from her fingertips to her crotch, a desire she hadn’t felt in decades. “You think I’m beautiful?”

“Who wouldn’t?” he murmured, meeting her gaze. Time stretched lazily between them. The air was sweet with cocoa and vanilla. She inhaled deeply.

He cleared his throat and pulled away, breaking the tar-pit attraction that threatened to pull her under. Moving toward the cooler at the back of the restaurant, he disappeared inside. Moments ticked by, enough time that Polina thought he might have gotten lost in the large steel box. “Do you need help?” she called

He emerged, shivering, and carrying a large plastic jug. “The secret ingredient to Valentine’s chocolate cake resides in this tub.” He added a heaping scoop of a creamy ivory substance to the batter.

“Aren’t you going to tell me what it is?”

“I can’t. It’s classified. If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” He cocked one eyebrow and pointed his whisk in her direction.

“I’m immortal,” she said through a smile. “Give it your best shot.”

“If I can’t kill you, then I definitely can’t tell you.”

“Not under any circumstances?”

He stopped, raking his eyes over her from head to toe, before settling his gaze on her lips. The heat returned, her skin growing hot under his scrutiny. The bodice of her dress tightened with the swelling of her breasts. It had been a long time since a simple look from a man could make her combust from the inside out.

“Maybe one,” he said. “But I would have to trust you absolutely.”

She swallowed hard. “I see. Some secrets are worth keeping.”

He nodded. “Exactly.”

Abandoning the bowl, he stalked toward her, reaching for her waist. She inhaled sharply, anticipating his touch. It never happened. He reached past her.

“Excuse me.” He turned a knob on the stove behind her. “Needs to preheat.”

“Isn’t it hot enough already?” Polina whispered under her breath.

“What’s that?”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “I said, I am excited already.”

His eyelids grew heavy and he stepped in close, face to face, breath to breath, meeting her eyes with an expression akin to longing. “The anticipation is half the fun,” he drawled.

His lingering stare made her insides melt like butter. She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you’re human?”

He laughed. “Last time I checked.” He squeezed past her to get to the bowl. “Come here, I need your help.”

She allowed him to pull her between himself and the bowl, his arms completely engulfing her, his lips aligning with her ear. He slid the handle of the whisk against her palm in a way that ignited her flesh. “You whisk. I’ll measure.” His voice sounded gritty and his breath brushed her cheek.

Focus, Polina. If she didn’t concentrate, the damn whisk would melt between her fingers. The warm caress of his breath on her ear made her miss a beat as she stirred the concoction. Heat seemed to radiate from his body behind her. Did humans run hotter than witches? It seemed so. His presence was like a small sun, and she was a thing in his galaxy, stuck in his gravitational pull.

As his arm brushed past her waist to scoop in the flour, her attraction to Logan reached epic proportions. A vicious swarm of butterflies took up residence in her stomach and her breath became embarrassingly erratic. She pretended to lose her balance to press her backside into him. He grunted softly in appreciation.

“That’s good.” He removed the bowl from her hands. “Over-beating will make the cake dense.”

“Wouldn’t want that.” Her voice cracked.

His hand drifted along the back of her thigh, up and over her hip, pulling her against him. She felt the length of him, hard and long against her lower back.

“Logan?” she croaked.

“Yes.”

“Can I have some water?”

Slowly, he backed away, disappearing into the cooler again for longer than necessary. When he emerged, he handed her a bottle of Evian. “I forget how hot it gets back here. Chefs like me get used to the heat. There’s an old joke we’re made of asbestos,” he said softly.

She guzzled the water. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched his gaze linger on the place her lips met the bottle. He shook slightly, as if he’d gotten a chill, and squatted to remove a sheet pan from under the counter. He lifted the bowl and poured the batter.

“Grateful once told me you rarely leave your realm. How did you come across my accident? I was in Vermont, but I was not in Smuggler’s Notch.”

He motioned with his chin to a rubber spatula hanging from the pot rack. Polina grabbed the tool and scraped the sides of the bowl into the pan. “You were close. Not inside my realm but close enough for me to notice. I felt your impending death. Smelled the blood. Heard the crunch of metal.”

“Why didn’t you let me die?”

Polina balked at the unexpected question. Wouldn’t most humans feel entitled to be saved? “You should have been dead already. Your injuries were extensive. But your heart called to me. It was a bass drum that said, I want to live, I want to live,with every beat. And the way you looked at me…”

“I thought you were an angel.”

“I couldn’t bear to disappoint you. I would have done more if I could. The audacity you showed, the will to live, the fact that you, with your singular life, would risk the ride to begin with, it all made me remember what it was like to be human.”

Logan took a deep breath, perusing her features as if he were sifting through her words. After a moment, he snapped out of his trancelike state, tapped the cake pan on the counter to settle the batter, and swept the whole thing into the oven. “Convection oven. You are twenty minutes from heaven.” He set the timer.

“I am sorry that the results weren’t… optimal.”

“I’m over it,” he murmured, prowling toward her like a predator. “I believe you had the best of intentions.”

A splotch of batter clung to the side of his thumb. She had the strongest desire to lick it off. What are you doing, Polina? Grateful warned you the magic would lure you in. You’re playing with fire. Using all her willpower, she moved aside and took interest in Logan’s inventory of knives.

If she were smart, she’d leave posthaste. She wasn’t. Or else, it had been too long since she’d had male company, and she couldn’t bring herself to leave.

“What made you want to become a chef?” she asked, hoping the story would redirect her energies from the part of her that wished to lick his fingers.

“I wanted a job working with food,” he said softly. He washed his hands.

“Loved it from the beginning, did you?”

Arms crossing over his chest, he leaned against the counter, his eyes darting to hers before staring blankly at the stove. “Honestly, I was hungry all the time as a child and I swore if I had a choice, I wouldn’t be hungry again. I thought if I worked with food, I’d be guaranteed meals.”

Her jaw tensed and she moved to stand beside him, gripping the counter near her hips. Logan’s aura had taken on a gray tinge. “Why were you hungry as a child?”

“I was homeless most of my childhood.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Sometimes we lived at the mission, but many times there just wasn’t enough food. Don’t get me wrong, my parents always made sure I had something to eat, even when they didn’t. It just never seemed like enough. I was always hungry.”

“Even while you’re eating, all you can think about is where the next meal will come from,” Polina said.

“You’ve been there?” Logan asked, surprised.

Polina nodded. “When I was human, my village was ravaged by illness. Plague. Many of the adults died, and children like me weren’t as experienced with farming. There were too many lean years. I lived on turnip pottage for months. It was heaven when my suitor would catch a rabbit or down a deer.”

“Your suitor?”

Polina spread her hands. “I was an only child. My parents were dead. As I was not yet married, the man who wanted me was my suitor and my only source of meat. I knew nothing of hunting and was too busy farming my land to learn.”

Logan scratched the slight stubble of his jaw. “When was this Polina?”

She stiffened. “It’s rude to ask a woman her age.” She gave him a tight smile.

“I didn’t ask your age, just around what year you were left orphaned.”

“The 1530s.”

Logan broke into a fit of coughing.

“Are you all right?”

He held up one hand as he stumbled to the refrigeration unit and retrieved another bottle of water. Twisting off the cap, he guzzled. Shook his head. When his chest stopped spasming, he stared at her, an impassive expression on his face.

“Hunger drives us to do things we never thought we’d do,” she said absently under the weight of that stare.

The timer buzzed, rousing Logan from his thoughts. He jabbed his hand into an oven mitt and pulled out the pan, setting it down on the grate. “I usually let it cool, but since it’s just us, I’ll introduce you to the chef’s way.”

“Is it better warm?”

“The best.” He used a spoon to gouge out a massive piece and tip it onto a plate. With a hop, he scooted onto the counter, dangling his legs and holding the cake in his lap. “Are you ready to regret every other cake you’ve ever eaten?”

She laughed and approached him. “I’m ready.”

He spooned a bite of gooey, steaming chocolate and held it out to her. The smell alone was heavenly.

“No frosting?”

“Doesn’t need it.”

She reached up to take the utensil from him, but he jerked away. Did he intend to feed her like a child? With a wry half smile, he offered the spoon again, bringing it to her lips. His eyes were fixated on her face.

“Open,” he said.

Goddess help her, she did, like a helpless baby bird. Logan spooned the cake into her mouth. Cocoa and butter rippled over her tongue. Moist but not dense. She closed her eyes, her tastebuds coming alive as the flavor permeated her mouth. Any sweetness bloomed as an afterthought to the fudgy chocolate that hit her palate first. Rich. Decadent. The velvety texture was as much a pleasure as the flavor. She swallowed, almost dizzy with delight.

A moan vibrated in her throat. Her eyes opened. “I was wrong,” she said. “I can’t handle it.”

Logan’s green eyes were hooded, his face so close. She opened her mouth again and he obliged, spooning in another bite. He set the dish down on the counter next to her hip.

“You are magic, Logan Valentine,” she said. “You’ve ruined me for all other cakes.”

She meant it as a joke, although every word was true. He didn’t laugh. His hands reached out to cup her face. Inhaling deeply in surprise, her nostrils flared with the scent of warm male and chocolate.

And then he kissed her, pressed his lips against her mouth softly, as if tasting the cocoa on her breath. The kiss grew more urgent, his fingers threading into her hair, his hips pressing against hers, knocking her backside into the counter.

She wrapped her arms around his neck, relying on his him to hold her up because her head was spinning with pleasure. The room rippled with magic, her skin tingling, her lips burning. Chocolate and heat. Pleasure. Wanting.

There was something she was supposed to tell him. A warning. Several reasons this was a terrible idea. But when she parted her lips it was not to protest, but to invite him deeper inside.

Chapter Eleven
The Kiss
 
Red flags and warning lights flashed in Logan’s brain, but he found them easy to ignore. All his blood had rushed south, to the place where his hips circled against her belly. His first kiss was soft, a question. When Polina pulled him closer, he took that as his answer. He dug his hands into that bright red hair.

Hungry, he was so fucking hungry for her. He’d dreamed about kissing her a hundred times and hell if the real thing wasn’t better than anything his sex-deprived brain had produced. Her lips were soft, full, eager against his. She followed his lead, adapting to his cues in a way that gave him the impression of inexperience, although her immortality meant that couldn’t be the case.

She opened for him, took the kiss deeper, and he responded in kind, showing her with his mouth exactly what he’d like to do to the rest of her. He stoked her tongue with his, cupped the delicate bones of her neck in one hand. Her scent was enough to tip him over the edge, chrysanthemums and pumpkin spice. It mixed well with chocolate. Intoxicating. Combusting. Damn, she practically melted in his arms.

His erection kicked. He wanted her, all of her. Tracing her ribs with his hands, he rounded her ass and scooped her up to set her on the counter. He slid between her thighs, the skirt of her dress bunching around her hips. In response, she arched into him, the full contact of her torso as much an invitation as her open and enticing mouth.

His hand coasted up her inner thigh. Smooth, milky-white. The tips of his feathered over the thin strip of cotton he found covering her core. He wanted to kiss her there, lick and touch until she screamed. He circled his thumb. She groaned.

But then his brain played a dirty trick on the rest of him. He pictured Dream Silas in his head saying, You respect her too much to use her, even in your dreams. He did respect her, despite the fact she was a witch who didn’t normally care for humans. The way her lips moved, he suspected he’d changed her mind on the subject.

As painful as it was to stop, he retracted his hand and threaded his fingers behind her neck. Pulling back, he stroked her jawline with his thumbs. She looked at him with hooded bedroom eyes and swollen lips. The pulse in her neck throbbed against his palm. “Go out with me, Polina. A proper date. I want to know you better. I want to know everything about you. Before we do this.”

She blinked three times quickly and straightened. She seemed to shake herself from a trance. “This was a mistake,” she said.

“No. It’s not a mistake. Just too soon.” Logan groaned. “Is this about the human thing? Maybe if we got to know each other, you’d change your mind. I thought I’d never trust a witch again, but I’m willing to take a chance. I want you. I can’t stop thinking about you.”

Tears had formed in her eyes, causing them to glow sapphire. He almost gasped at the color, the contrast with her pale skin and deep red hair. Why was she crying? He wiped the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs. “What’s wrong?”

“I can’t.” She swallowed. “This was a mistake. I’m sorry.” She drew her wand.

“What are you doing?” Logan held his hands up, the wand’s crystal tip glowing like a purple sun between them.

“It’s for the best, Logan. If I wipe your memory, it will be easier for both of us.” Her voice cracked.

A white-hot rage came over Logan. “Wipe my memory? Like I’m some kind of animal to use for your pleasure and then cast aside? Tell me, Polina, is this the first time we’ve made out or just the first time I remember?”

“It’s the first time,” she said. “And the last.”

“It wouldn’t surprise me if we’d had a torrid love affair and you’d simply struck it from my mind when things got tough. That would explain why I can’t stop dreaming about you or thinking about you. Fuck, you’re like a disease with no cure.”

That made her take pause. “A disease?” she asked through her teeth.

“Yeah.” He pointed a finger at her face. “You are a fucking flu that keeps on hanging on. You know something else, sweetheart? This is why I hate witches. You all think you’re so goddamned superior. Rules don’t apply to you. You take what you want, do want you want, and don’t give a damn how it hurts people. If you wave that thing and wipe my memory, I will never forgive you, Polina. You will have proven to me you are no better than—”

“Don’t say it. Don’t you dare say it. I am nothing like her,” she said, shaking. She lowered her wand. “You think I take what I want when I want? I can assure you I’m not doing so now. As much as it seems like I’m acting superior, if you had half a brain in your head you’d see this for what it is, taking responsibility. Relationships between witches and humans never work out—”

“Seemed to work okay for Grateful and Rick.”

Polina tipped her chin up. “She was a reincarnated witch! You of all people should understand the complications.”

“Complications? I kissed you and asked you on a date. It’s not a marriage proposal. Why do we have to overthink it? Why can’t you just go with it and see what happens?” He tossed up his hands in frustration.

“Can we agree to pretend tonight never happened?” she asked.

Logan planted his hands on his hips. “I only wish it hadn’t.”

She raised her wand again.

“Fine. It never happened.”

She tucked her wand back into the neck of her dress, into the holster sewn into her bra strap—always next to her heart and within easy reach. “I wish I could ‘go with it.’ I wish I didn’t know what happens. But I do. You might not believe this, but I think about you too. And, despite what you might believe, I don’t feel superior, Logan. Especially not now. Not to you. But I am embarrassed, because I should know better.” Wiping her eyes, she reached into her bag and grabbed a handful of gold dust.

“That doesn’t make any sense. How can you say you know what happens? You can’t possibly tell the future. Not for sure,” Logan said.

She shook her head, looking as sad as Logan had ever seen her. “No one can see the future. Tomorrow isn’t an absolute, aside from its coming and going. Witches like me don’t see, we predict. And almost five centuries of living has made me quite good at noticing the patterns of things. I had a very nice time tonight. Can we leave it on a positive note? Remain friends?”

Logan could still smell her flesh, still feel her silky hair in his fist. He did not want to be friends. “Sure. Why the hell not?”

She nodded once and raised her fist over her head, then paused to snatch the pan of cake from the counter.

“Hey!” Logan said.

As she released the gold dust in her hand, it swirled around her, breaking her and the cake apart into floaty bits of metal that blew up the faucet of the stainless steel sink and out of his kitchen.

“I could have covered that for you,” he yelled, wondering if the cake would arrive intact. He picked up the plate with the remains of the slice he’d fed her a moment ago. As he stared at it, the sense of being victimized stung in his chest.

“Best fucking cake I ever made.” He hurled the plate into the sink, watched it shatter. And did nothing to pick up the pieces.

Chapter Twelve
Aurorean House
 
“Oh dear. Oh, oh, dear,” Hildegard said worriedly from the bedpost.

“What? You’ve never seen a grown woman eat an entire chocolate cake?” Polina shoveled in another bite, avoiding her reflection in the mirror. As a metal witch, mirrors usually accentuated her power. But today, all they reflected was a wild-haired woman in pink flannel pajamas with a mouth covered in chocolate and a half-empty bottle of wine on her bedside table.

“What happened? You opened the Bordeaux. It must be serious.”

“He kissed me, Hildie.”

“Who kissed you?”

“Logan.”

“The human?”

She picked up the pan from her lap. “He made me this cake.” She dropped the pan and scooped another forkful of moist chocolate deliciousness.

“Looks tasty.”

New tears streamed down Polina’s face. She lifted the bottle of wine and sipped, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand as she returned it to her bedside table.

“That was rather unattractive,” Hildie said.

“Who cares? Nobody here but us chickens. There’s never anyone here but us.” By the goddess, she was lonely and every fiber of her being wanted to fly straight back to Logan and dull the ache of it.

“This has really upset you. Was he unkind or inappropriate in some way?”

“No, he was sweet. Watch.” Polina waved her hand in a wide arc toward the cheval mirror and said, “Reveal.”

Logan’s face appeared in the silver, even more handsome than she’d remembered. “Go out with me, Polina. On a proper date. I want to know you better. I want to know everything about you.”

“A perfect gentleman. Why the tears?”

“It’s the spell, Hildie. Even Grateful thought so. You can’t touch someone’s soul and not feel some attraction. It’s not real, and even if it was, I know better than to get involved with a human again. It isn’t worth the heartbreak.”

“This is so much better?” Hildie cried. “Eating yourself sick on chocolate cake and wine while wearing granny jammies?”

“There are worse ways to pass the time.” She raised another forkful to her lips, but Hildegard swooped down and snatched the utensil from her grip.

“Pull yourself together, my lady! We have trouble in the realm.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“The werewolf pack staying in Renegade Caverns has grown to twelve, if I’m counting right. New wolves. Young men and women who look like they’ve never shifted before.”

“Twelve? There were only three last time I checked.”

“The gargoyles have kept an eye on them as you requested. These new additions are recent. But Nicodemus says he saw them stealing food and drink from the human campsite last night.”

“Stealing? Interacting with humans? This is unacceptable. How long until the next full moon?” She sat up, wiping under her eyes.

“Three days. You need to talk with them. Get to know their leader and make sure he has a plan. The young ones will be hard to control.”

“I know. I know.” Bounding from bed, she carried the cake pan and wine to the kitchen. “Give me twenty minutes.”

“Not a moment more. I’m worried about you.” The owl landed on her perch, her head tipped in an almost maternal way.

With a deep, cleansing breath, Polina gave the owl a gentle hug. “Don’t worry, Hildegard. I’m already over it.” The owl bobbed her head and spread her wings, soaring out the open kitchen window.

Polina hated to lie to Hildegard. Her emotional state wasn’t even on the same map as “over it.” But she loved Hildie and didn’t want her to worry. She would simply muscle through it.

She returned to her bedroom and dug in her closet for something to wear. An ankle-length black skirt, thin and flowing, would do the trick on this hot day. She paired it with a peasant blouse and red leather corset. When she reached into the shelving to retrieve a pair of black boots, a camo-green container caught on the toe and slid from the shelf. Only her superhuman reflexes saved it from hitting the floor.

“What’s this?” She rotated the container in her palm. A Duck Dynasty thermos.

Polina dropped her clothes on the floor and clutched the thermos with both hands. This was the positivity potion Grateful had mentioned yesterday. The Monk’s Hill witch had made it for Tabetha and then given it to Polina as a reward for helping her slay Salem’s sorceress. A less-educated witch might call it a love potion, but Polina knew better. Positivity potion changed the drinker’s chemistry to magically attract their perfect match. It didn’t guarantee love. True love couldn’t be created or destroyed with magic.

She unscrewed the lid and looked inside. The potion swirled within. Shades of ruby and scarlet, pale at the edges and deeper colored at the center, spiraled with a life of their own. As she peered through the mouth, a glittery purple heart formed and then morphed into an hourglass figure before dissolving into pinky red tones. The aroma emitted from the brew almost brought her to her knees, dark spices and leather—the scent of a man from a concoction evocative of a woman. She caught herself lifting it to her lips.

Clapping the lid back on, she shivered with the effort of denying herself. Could she take this? If she found her match, would the new attraction wipe Logan from her mind? Perhaps there was a warlock or fae male waiting for her on the other side of this potion. It could be her answer, the magic eraser to wipe her emotional slate clean of the human. She opened the container again and brought her face closer to the lip.

“Ten minutes,” Hildegard called from the kitchen.

Polina returned the container to the shelf. With a firm shake of her head, she gathered her clothing and headed for the shower. She had more important things to worry about at the moment than falling in love. Besides, the potion she truly wanted was one to make the feelings go away rather than invite new ones. Get a grip. With a deep breath, she centered herself, and then she got back to work.

Chapter Thirteen
The Real Silas
 
“Whoa!” Sous-chef Jonah grabbed the pan from Logan’s hand and removed it from the flame, flipping the contents onto the plate he’d had ready. “Just because they call it sole doesn’t mean it should be as tough as leather.”

Logan scrubbed his face with his hands. “Fuck. Thanks. I didn’t sleep well last night.”

Jonah frowned. “Why not? The restaurant was closed for that private party, right? Should have been an early night.”

Logan couldn’t get into the Polina situation with his coworker. Nothing ruined a professional relationship like crying on someone’s shoulder. “Right. Just couldn’t sleep. No reason.”

Jonah nodded slowly. “Well, if you want to take off, I can handle things back here. It’s slow anyway.”

“Thanks. Maybe I’ll just take a moment.” He left Jonah to finish the lunch shift and did a convincing Walking Dead impression toward his office. He had to pull himself together. No woman was worth this kind of anguish.

But when he opened his office door, Silas was sitting inside, a red folder squared on the desk in front of him.

“What the hell happened to you?” Logan asked. His friend looked like hell. Dark circles inhabited the space under his red-rimmed eyes and his face sagged. He hadn’t shaved, and for a werewolf just days from the full moon, that made for a scruffy, bedraggled appearance.

“Sit down.” Silas motioned toward the chair with his head.

Logan sat, suddenly worried. “Did something happen to my dad?”

“No. This isn’t about you.” Silas opened the file folder in front of him and removed a picture. He pushed it across the table. “Do you recognize this man?”

Logan inspected the image in front of him. It was a fuzzy picture. Physically fit man with short dark hair and light-colored eyes. “No. Why? Should I?”

“His body was found in a dumpster on the other end of your alley last night.”

“What?”

“Do any other businesses share that dumpster with Valentine’s?”

“Just the boutique across the alley—Scrub-a-lub-dub. They sell scrubs, shoes, stethoscopes—that sort of shit for the hospital workers across the street. But they were closed yesterday.”

“You were closed too, for Grateful’s party. Did you open the restaurant after we left?” Silas asked.

“No. Sunday nights are always slow anyway. It didn’t make sense to open for just a couple hours business.”

“I left just before four. When did you close up shop?”

Logan leaned back in his chair and groaned. “I’m not sure. Seven maybe.”

“Seven? What were you doing here until seven?”

He rubbed the back of his neck and lifted one corner of his upper lip. “Uh, I had to clean up.”

“After you cleaned up, did you throw anything away in the dumpster?”

“No… Yes. Yes, I did.”

“Which is it?” Silas narrowed his eyes.

“I did.”

“Did you do it yourself?”

Logan hesitated. “Who else would do it?”

The werewolf let that one slide, although he wrote himself some notes on his yellow legal pad. “What time would you say it was when you threw everything away?”

“A little after five.”

“Did you notice anything in the dumpster?”

“No.”

“What did you do after the dumpster? It didn’t take you until seven to clean up.”

“Work.”

“What kind of work?”

Shit, was this the Inquisition? The last thing Logan wanted to do was tell anyone he’d had a romantic interlude with Polina. Not only had he promised her to pretend it never happened, he’d never hear the end of it from Silas. But this was murder. What if Silas thought he was a suspect? He focused his eyes on his desk calendar and tried to play it cool. “Business. End-of-month accounting.”

The smile Silas gave wasn’t the happy-happy-joy-joy sort. It was the gotcha kind. “You smell like you’re lying.”

Logan’s eyes snapped to Silas’s. “What exactly does a lie smell like?”

“How you smell right now. Like rancid bacon. Never lie to a werewolf just before the full moon.”

“Well, fuck, Silas! Am I a suspect or what? You’re giving me the third degree here.”

“I am not giving you the third degree. A man’s body was found in your dumpster. Normally, that would be enough evidence for me to take you downtown for questioning.”

Running his hands through his hair, Logan swore and stood from his chair.

“Normally, Logan. Not this time. Sit down, okay? What is going on with you? I swear to god, if I didn’t know you were innocent this shifty-ass crap would be a nail in your coffin.”

He sat. “You know I’m innocent?”

Silas nodded.

“Then why are you here?”

“I need to know if you saw or spoke to anyone after Lucas’s christening party. Did you? Yes or no.”

He gritted his teeth. “Yes.”

“Was this individual a supernatural being?”

Logan closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Yes.”

With a deep breath, Silas adjusted in his chair. “Who was it, Logan? And don’t try to lie, because I will know.”

“I don’t want to say.”

A growl preceded Silas’s face coming at him in 3-D. The guy’s fist balled in Logan’s collar. “You don’t have a choice. I don’t want to get rough with you, but so help me, if you don’t cough up the name right now, I’ll go wolf-shit on your ass.”

“Polina,” Logan spit out. “I was with Polina.”

Silas’s bushy eyebrows pinched together, and he slowly relaxed his fist. “Polina? The Smuggler’s Notch witch?”

“The one and only.”

“I thought you said she didn’t like humans.”

“She doesn’t. I was teaching her how to make chocolate cake.”

“Is that a euphemism for—”

“No. No, it is not.” Unfortunately, he thought.

Silas scratched his head. “When did she leave?”

“Around eight. Just before I did. I watched her flush herself up my kitchen faucet. But she wasn’t even in the alley, Silas. Neither of us were, to be honest.”

The detective frowned. “Then how did you throw the garbage from the party away?”

“Polina did a little hocus-pocus and took care of it. She told me she sent it all back there, but she never left the building.”

The detective straightened, then sank heavily into his chair. “Hmm.” He scribbled something in his notes. “You were baking a cake for two hours?”

He shrugged. There was nothing left to do but tell the truth. The guy would know if he was lying, and as angry as he was with Polina for last night, she wasn’t a murderer. “We talked. Baked. Ate. There was some, um, fooling around.”

One bushy eyebrow shot toward the ceiling. “Fooling around, eh? So you two played hide the banana in the kitchen for three hours?”

“No! Nothing like that. We talked, and we ate. All kissing was fully clothed. I thought we had something. I asked her on a real date and she went batshit. Couldn’t get away from me fast enough.” Logan scowled just thinking about it.

“I feel ya, buddy. It’s Soleil and me all over again. Interspecies dating is taboo among supernaturals. Some folks won’t go there.”

“It’s prejudiced. Fuck, if anyone should be wary of anyone, it should be me of her after what happened with Tabetha. Can you believe Polina had the nerve to threaten to wipe my memories?”

Silas stilled, his eyes narrowing. “Polina threatened to use magic to make you forget her? Why would she do that?”

Logan shrugged. “Guess she thought it would be easier if I couldn’t remember the tonsil hockey we played on the counter.”

“Or, she didn’t want you to remember she was here at all,” Silas said, taking notes.

“Hey now”—Logan shook his head—“Polina’s a lot of things: complicated, mysterious, cold, wickedly beautiful. But she’s not a murderer.”

“I’m sure you’re right.” Silas scratched a few more notes on the pad.

“You said you knew I was innocent. How do you know? Can you smell guilt?”

Blinking, Silas tilted his head, assessing Logan. “We’re friends, right?”

“Of course.”

He nodded. “What I’m about to tell you is best kept secret. It’s not exactly classified. People in the supernatural community know, but it won’t do for a human to be mouthing off about it, understand?”

Logan mimed locking his lips with a key and throwing it over his shoulder.

“The man in the dumpster wasn’t just a man.”

“Duh. You wouldn’t be on the case if he was,” Logan said.

“He was a werewolf. One from the Fireborn Pack.” Silas pushed the short sleeve of his dress shirt up over the top of his shoulder, revealing a tribal-style tattoo in the image of a phoenix. “He was from my pack.”

Straightening, Logan leaned forward. “Fuck, Silas. You knew him well then.”

“Yeah. I knew him and his family.” Silas pulled his sleeve back down to cover the tat. “Anyway, I know it couldn’t be you because the guy was ripped apart. A werewolf, days from the full moon, was ripped apart. Not cut up. Not sawed to pieces. Ripped. Apart. By hand. Only another supernatural could do that to a wolf. No way could a human.”

“Who do you think did it?”

“The murdered wolf was a political decoy. We call the role a Zafka, a doppelgänger for our alpha.”

Logan jerked, leaning forward across the desk. “You think it was another werewolf? The fugitive you told me about?”

Silas nodded. “I want to talk to Polina. Maybe she saw or heard something.”

Logan nodded. “She’s not going to like it. If it was up to her, no one would ever know what happened.”

“No choice. This isn’t just a crime to me, Logan. This is personal.”

“I get it. He was a member of your pack. You gotta take care of your own.”

“It’s more than that. He was my family’s responsibility.”

Logan shook his head, not sure what his friend meant.

“My father is alpha of Fireborn pack. My siblings and I are pack royalty. The man killed was my father’s Zafka. Something like this in our territory? It isn’t just a crime. It’s an act of war.”

Chapter Fourteen
Smuggler's Notch
 
Wand drawn, Polina approached Renegade Caverns. She’d expected the red wolf would stay after she saw him here with the old man and the boy. The magic that concealed this part of the park from humans added to the natural protection the mountain offered. A werewolf could run safely for miles in these woods. The caves provided shelter.

But as she approached the camp, she saw what Hildegard had seen. Whiskey bottles abandoned on the path. A fast-food bag flapping like a flag from a nearby bush. Napkins, wrappers, plastic silverware strewn about her woods. This couldn’t continue. If the local wildlife ate any of it, the problems it could cause ranged from heartburn to death depending on the creature.

“Hello?” she called into the first cave. It was almost noon, but the distinct nasal rattle of snoring echoed out the opening. “Excuse me, is anyone here?”

“You don’t want to do that,” a man’s voice said from the trees behind her. “Sam may be a werewolf, but he acts like a bear if you wake him up.”

Polina turned to face the lithe young man she’d seen before, the one she assumed was the red wolf. Shirtless and golden brown from the sun, his wavy dark blond curls stuck out from under a Chicago Blackhawks cap. His khaki cargo shorts hung low on his hips, low enough that Polina decided to keep her gaze locked on his face. She flashed her friendliest smile. “I have no desire to wake a sleeping bear. Perhaps you can help me?”

“I’ll try. Anything for a beautiful lady.”

It sounded like a line, patronizing and insincere. She cleared her throat. “Are you the alpha of this pack?”

“I am.” The man placed his hands on his hips.

“You are the one I allowed into this territory last fall?”

“That’s me.”

He was young to be an alpha. Then again, as she glanced around camp, the entire pack seemed to be either extremely young or old. The man in front of her was the only one who looked strong and experienced enough to lead. “I am Polina, Hecate of Smuggler’s Notch.”

“Hecate?”

“Sorceress of the dead, demigoddess, enforcer of the natural law in this realm.”

“Sounds important,” he said, adjusting the bill of his cap.

“Yes, well, you must be very young indeed to have not heard of my role.”

He ran his tongue over his teeth. “Can I help you with something?”

“Yes. As I mentioned, this is my realm and as such there are rules. If you abide by the rules, we can live peacefully together. If you break the rules, it is my right and duty to sentence you to my hellmouth.”

“Your hellmouth?”

“The opening to hell in the graveyard behind my home. It’s a special place where supernaturals who don’t follow the rules go to simmer down, and when I say simmer, I mean burn in everlasting flames.” She was being snippy now, but she’d had about enough of his flippant attitude.

“M’kay.” He shrugged.

Not a hint of worry flitted across his face. No inquiry crossed his lips as to what the rules were. Everything from his stance to the attitude seeping off him portrayed a man unimpressed by her credentials. “What is your name and pack?” she demanded.

He sighed. “Name’s Alex. Bloodright pack.” He pushed up his sleeve to reveal a tattoo of a harvest moon with three claw marks ripping through it. “Listen, lady, we’re out here minding our own business. What’s your beef?”

“The cardinal rule of the realm is no malevolent interaction with humans. As you know, there’s a repellent and concealer charm on Silver Sparrow Mountain. It’s meant to be a sanctuary for supernaturals in the area. Still, with humans camping less than four miles away, we must be careful not to garner their attention. It is possible for them to enter the sanctuary if they follow one of us here. I have been made aware of a few of your wolves stealing from humans, consorting with humans, and otherwise making a mess of the human camp. Not only is this unacceptable but familiarity with the human campsite could lead to an instinctual return by the younger wolves to the location when in their wolf form. The full moon is coming. I want your assurance that you have a plan to mitigate the risk.”

Alex smiled a mouthful of straight white teeth. “Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it.”

“Excuse me?” Polina crossed her arms over her chest. Who did he think he was talking to?

Both of them were distracted by a human girl who emerged from the cave. She couldn’t have been more than twenty with short-shorts that said Pink across the butt, a white T-shirt that left nothing to the imagination, and brown hair that curled to the middle of her back.

She sauntered toward Alex, tossed her arms around his neck, and kissed him. “Thanks for last night. You were an animal.”

“You have no idea,” he said.

Polina rolled her eyes.

“Do you mind waiting right over there while I finish my conversation?” Alex pointed at a boulder down the path from the caverns. “I’ll walk you home.”

“Sure.” The girl practically skipped away.

Polina closed her gaping mouth. “A human? Here?”

He spread his hands. “You just told me about the rule today, Polina, and frankly, if it’s malevolent contact you’re worried about, last night was not it.” He chuckled.

“Fine. What is your plan to protect that woman when your pack shifts in two nights? You’ll have her scent. Your wolf will head straight for her door.”

Alex adjusted his hat again. “Contrary to popular belief, we do have higher thought processes in our wolf forms. I’m their alpha. If I tell them to leave the humans alone, they must obey. You have my word that no werewolves from my pack will enter the human camp in wolf form.”

“But—”

“I’ll handle it. Thanks for the heads-up on the rules.” He flashed her a patronizing thumbs up and turned on his heel to join the girl.

“How will you handle it?” Polina demanded.

The werewolf stopped and looked at her over his shoulder, his eyes settling on her breasts. “Pack business. Maybe you should get back to protecting your realm and let me worry about it.”

“And if a human ends up dead?”

“Then I’m sure you will send the responsible party to your, uh, hellmouth.” His eyes flicked down the length of her body and settled on her crotch.

She gasped. “And clean up your campsite!” she yelled toward his back. Polina tapped her wand against her palm in irritation. She had half a mind to hit the man in the back of the head with an itching pox. Rude. Hildegard swooped in and landed on her shoulder.

“He seemed less than receptive to your warning or your help,” the owl said.

Polina marched toward Aurorean House, fuming. “Not receptive at all. A pack with a leader like that is in trouble. He didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass about the potential his pack might kill humans. What was it he said? ‘If you can catch them.’ As if it would be okay with him if his pack got away with murder.”

“What are you going to do?” Hildie’s white feathers bumped her ear.

“I can’t sentence him or any of his pack if they haven’t committed a crime against the goddess.” She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “I’ll have to use magic to create a barrier to keep the wolves inside. Something temporary that only works on their wolf forms.”

“It will take strong magic and lots of it. Is it possible to make it in time? The enchantment to keep the humans out took weeks.”

“I’m not sure. I’ll have to do more research. If all else fails, I’ll use the lucubratus to conjure a vision of the future and focus my efforts on the specific areas it shows me.”

“Are you sure you’re up to the task? I could ask Poe to see if Grateful could help.”

“Of course I am up to the task! I don’t need another witch or her familiar to help protect my realm.”

“Don’t sound so offended. The state I found you in this morning was anything but confidence producing. And last I checked there was chocolate cake left in the pan.”

Polina brushed the bird from her shoulder and scowled. “I’m fine,” she said. “Perfectly fine on my own.”

Chapter Fifteen
The Positivity Potion
 
Polina was not fine. In fact she felt like she might crawl out of her skin. “Reveal!” she commanded, swiping her hand over the top of the table-sized stretch of silver. Her intention was to see the future, to tell what area of her realm might be prone to werewolf mischief. But something was wrong. The silver pooled like liquid mercury and then peaked into a mountainside covered in trees, but when she tried to focus in on Smuggler’s Notch and the Bloodright pack, everything melted away. All the mirror reflected back at her was Logan.

He looks tired, she thought. His chin was covered in stubble and his eyes drooped. He wasn’t sleeping well. Had she done that to him? Her mind shifted, and so did the image in the lucubratus. Her magic mirror went rogue. She’d asked it to show her the future but instead it flashed on the past. She saw herself kissing him in his kitchen, the taste of decadent chocolate filling her mouth. She ran her fingers along her lips. She could almost feel his hand coasting up her thigh.

“Again?” Hildegard said from her perch in the room of reflection. “This isn’t helping. We need a vision. How will we know where to place your enchantment if you keep getting distracted with this human?”

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Polina said, wiping the tour-down-memory-lane from the mirror. “I can’t get him out of my head. Every time I try to concentrate, he’s all I see.”

“You have feelings for him! You need to go see him and let nature take its course. Work the man out of your system.”

She shook her head. “It’s just residual magic. If I foster it, I’ll make it worse for both of us.”

Hildegard fluffed her feathers. “Then what shall we do? We have three days and only two nights for you to clear your head.”

In a huff, Polina strode from the silver, passing through the maze of mirrors that led to the main part of the house. She saw herself reflected in a thousand fragmented ways in the silver. How appropriate. Logan had shattered her. She’d wanted him, needed him so much it almost hurt. The ache inside hadn’t faded with her leaving him that night. It had blossomed into a blazing inferno that consumed her every thought. She had to douse the flames. She had to do something to free herself from this desire.

Passing through the cheval, she made a beeline to her closet. On tiptoe, she reached to the back of the shelf and hooked her hand on the Duck Dynasty thermos that held the positivity potion. She cradled it in front of her. Hildegard landed on the shelving near her head.

“What is that?” the owl asked.

“This is the key to finding my soulmate, the only man who can break the human’s hold over me.”

Hildegard pivoted her head entirely around her neck. “I believe all of those camouflaged men are already married.”

Polina clucked her tongue. “Not the Robertson men, Hildegard. For the love of the goddess!”

“Then who?”

Polina unscrewed the lid. A shower of glitter sprayed into the air as if pressure had been building under the cap. The spicy scent of leather and musk filled the small space. The entire closet smelled of man.

Hildegard’s already unusually large yellow eyes expanded. “That’s a dangerous tincture you have there. Positivity potion.”

“You know of it?” Polina scrutinized the bird.

“Rumor has it that Grace Kelly used it to capture the attentions of Prince Rainier.”

“That seemed to work out quite well for the both of them and their three children.”

“Rumor also has it that the potion is to blame for the romance of Anne Boleyn and King Henry VIII.”

Polina tipped her head and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Not such an auspicious union.”

“The magic puts you in the path of someone you might have the perfect connection with, but it won’t make them love you or you them. And if they are already married or otherwise inaccessible—”

“Inaccessible?”

“In prison, in a coma, homosexual, a child, a vampire… your match could be anyone, love, appropriate or not. The moment that potion touches your lips you open yourself up to heartbreak and disappointment.”

“But also to curing myself of the pull Logan has over me.”

“’Tis true.”

“I’m going to do it. I have to. I can’t work like this.”

“The sun is setting.”

“Let the gargoyles handle it.”

“Are you sure about this?”

She closed her eyes and remembered the heat of Logan’s body against hers, the rush of his tongue stroking her own, the way her nipples had hardened and her heart had pounded against her ribs like a caged beast. She couldn’t take it anymore. She had to quench the fire, one way or another.

“I’m sure,” she said.

She raised the thermos to her lips, inhaling deeply of masculine essence. This close, the smell not only reminded her of a man but of sex, although considering it had been almost a century since she’d engaged in that particular sport, she couldn’t be sure.

“Ooooh,” Hildegard worried.

The thick scarlet-and-purple liquid didn’t pour into her mouth; it undulated, a thick and churning thing that fizzed when it hit her tongue. Like a too-thick shake, she had to scoop it into her mouth with her finger before she could swallow. Sweetness hit her palate first, followed by the tartness of under-ripe apricots and salted caramel. She licked her lips.

“It’s good. Like a milkshake,” Polina said. Her spine straightened. “Oh!” Her hips surged with a rush of warmth that coasted along her body. “I feel… I feel…” The thermos hit the floor.

“What’s happening?” Hildegard cried.

Polina’s head rolled on her neck and her limbs began to move of their own accord, swimming like snakes over her head and along her sides. The rest of her body joined in, belly dancing to some internal tune that only she could hear. A scarlet butterfly emerged from the thermos and fluttered just out of her reach.

“Who are you?” she asked, an unexpected intoxication taking hold. “Fluttery butterfly.” She reached for it. It darted away. She stepped forward and reached for it again. “I think it wants me to follow it.”

“What wants you to follow it?”

“The butterfly.”

“Butterfly? I don’t see any butterfly. Oh dear. Be careful, my lady.”

The butterfly led Polina out of the closet, through the house, and to the front entrance. Throwing open the door, she hesitated at the sight waiting for her. It seemed the effects of the spell were far more than a glittering butterfly. Magic had come for her.

Chapter Sixteen
Consequences
 
“Where did you come from?” Polina said to the white mare kneeling in her lawn. She floated down the stairs to the horse’s side. The mare’s white coat and mane carried hints of pink and purple, almost like it was reflecting a light that wasn’t there.

“I don’t like this,” Hildegard said. “A strange horse shows up on the lawn. Who does it belong to? Are you supposed to ride it?”

“Why else would it be here?” The electric butterfly turned circles over the horse’s back.

“Are you going to trust it? How do you know it’s even a result of the potion? This could be anyone’s old horse.”

Polina climbed onto the mare’s back, keeping her eye on the butterfly. “It’s the potion,” she said absently. It was all she could say. Her entire being was overcome with a sense of well-being and… focus, intense focus on reaching whoever lay ahead.

“Should I follow you?” Hildegard asked.

“Only if you can keep up,” Polina called. The mare stood and she wrapped her hands in its mane. The horse took off, bounding into the forest at breakneck speed. This was no ordinary animal. Polina sensed magic in its blood, like it might be part unicorn or griffin. Its speed alone marked it as supernatural. Hildegard could not keep up.

The trees flew by until they blurred and the entire forest seemed to compress. Time and space folded in itself. How far had she traveled? It was impossible to tell. But when the horse stopped again, it disappeared from underneath her. She landed on her toes on a stretch of sidewalk in front of a vaguely familiar building built primarily of steel and glass.

“Can I help you, miss?” the doorman asked. White-haired and sour-faced, he stared at her over his bifocals. The scarlet butterfly flitted past his nose and into the building.

Polina smiled sweetly at the man. “I’m supposed to go inside.”

“Who are you here to see?” He followed her, pausing in front of the security desk.

A glass-paneled interior door separated the foyer from the elevator. The scarlet butterfly passed through and hovered, waiting. “I don’t know who,” Polina said. She strode past him to the doors and found them locked.

“This is a private building, lady. I can’t let you up there without permission from a homeowner.” The doorman grabbed her by the elbow.

She paused, turning toward the man, eyes darting to his nametag. “Er, um, Fred, I know this is highly unusual, but I can’t deal with you right now.” Pulling her wand from the neck of her peasant blouse, she uttered a spell that left him staring at the wall, lips parted. She tugged her elbow free from his fingers. “Confusion spell. A weak one. You’ll be yourself in a few minutes, minus the memory of me.”

With new determination, she approached the doors. A sprinkle of gold dust and her molecules blended with the metal frame, traveled along the electrical wires under the floor, and formed again inside the elevator. The butterfly indicated which button she should push. The compartment rose, each floor chiming in the display above her head. When she reached the top floor, the elevator opened. There was only one door on this floor, and the scarlet butterfly hovered in front of it.

“Here goes nothing.” She approached, raised one hand, knocked twice.

Footsteps. Polina stopped breathing.

Arms spread wide to hold the door open, Logan stared at her from within. “Polina? What are you doing here?” he asked, jaw going slack.

Before she could answer, the scarlet butterfly flew straight into his open mouth.

Chapter Seventeen
Crash into Me
 
What. The. Fuck.

The woman who’d haunted his thoughts for the last year stood right in front of him and all he could do was make unattractive hacking sounds in her direction. The look on her face! What was that? Disgust? Disappointment? He couldn’t study her expression over his head bobbing with the spasms of his coughing lungs, but he could tell she wasn’t happy.

When he finally cleared whatever had flown down his throat (was that a bug?), he straightened and looked her in the eye. She was crying and pale. Deathly pale. “Are you okay?”

As if in answer, her eyes rolled back in her head and she collapsed. He lunged over the threshold to catch her, scooping her up and holding her against his chest. Fuck, she smelled good. Cinnamon and clove with a hint of fresh-cut wildflowers. He lowered his face to her hair and inhaled. She weighed almost nothing in his arms, which was surprising because her curvy shape would suggest otherwise. The mounds of her breasts peeked from under a thin white shirt held to her waist with a red leather corset. Damn. Double damn.
And now he had a hard-on. Great. She probably came here to talk about the murdered werewolf and he was ready to hump her in her sleep. As he moved to carry her inside, he paused. If he crossed the threshold with her in his arms, he’d be effectively inviting her in. That would render all of Grateful’s enchantments ineffective against Polina. Did he trust her? She seemed so vulnerable in his arms, the exact opposite of the powerful sorceress he knew she was. With some effort, he conjured up thoughts of Tabetha. Could he ever trust a witch again?

With a low, throaty groan of protest against his own stupidity, he crossed the threshold and delivered her to his sofa.

“Are you hurt?” He ran his fingers through her hair, over her arms. A cursory inspection didn’t suggest any blood or abrasions, only soft flowing tresses and graceful limbs. Her pulse was strong. She was breathing normally. “My god, you are beautiful.”

He knelt by her head. “Polina?” He stroked her hair back from her temple. Her creamy skin seemed to glow against the deep red shine of her hair. Her full rose-colored lips taunted him. Totally kissable. He was impressed that she wore little makeup. Natural. Sexy as hell. One of his hands came to rest on the space between her bottom rib and where he guessed her belly button might be. The other continued to stroke her hair.

He tried to resist her. Really he did. But she was a drug, a temptation he couldn’t deny. He licked his lips, swallowed, tried to push himself up off his knees. Anything to resist the temptation. He failed. Leaning in, he pressed his lips to hers.

Soft. Warm. He nibbled her bottom lip and inhaled deeply. Her closeness was intoxicating. Right here, hovering over her while she slept, he would have given her his soul had she asked. But she’d already held his soul, hadn’t she? The day of his accident. The day she’d saved him. He pulled back and blinked.

A delicate hand dug into the back of his head. She opened her eyes. Bright blue and fixated on him. Didn’t that make him feel like a king? What was it about her attention that made his chest swell? He had a sudden urge to hunt wild game with a spear. High-level thought had abandoned him. He was left with a headful of Neanderthal grunts and basal instincts. Girl pretty. Kiss girl.
Polina didn’t say a word, but she pulled his face back down to hers. Lips brushed lips, and it was her turn to inhale. That small, needy sound sent his blood singing through his veins. He kissed her harder, repositioning his head for a better angle. Both her arms snaked around his neck.

Damn. The go light was flashing green. He slid his hand up, over her ribs to her breast, coaxing it from under the corset and flicking his thumb across the cotton-covered nipple. His erection kicked and he discreetly reached down to straighten himself. He took the opportunity to work his lips down her jaw to her neck, over her throat. She sighed encouragingly. He dipped lower, his breath gathering against her skin, warming his face. Lower. The tips of his fingers tugged her blouse down, revealing full breasts, perfect, creamy skin converging in beige taut nipples. His hand kneaded the flesh, and then his mouth took over.

She arched her back and moaned. Desire rolled up his body, a gathering electric cloud that sent hot current shooting to his extremities. The way she writhed under his torso, he guessed she felt the same way. If he had any doubt, it dissolved when her hand grabbed his from under her breast and slid it down her body, up and under her skirt. She tucked his fingers between her upper thighs.

Cotton. He stroked and rubbed through the material while her hips worked against his hand and her lips melded with his. Her nails scraped down the back of his head and sank into the muscles of his shoulders. She dug in, deep enough he was sure she’d draw blood. He didn’t mind. He stroked the inside of her mouth with his tongue and moved aside her underwear. His fingers dipped inside.

God, she was wet. He entered her, thumb circling as he found a rhythm within her. She arched and bit his lip, her body bucking off the sofa, clinging to his neck as she rode out the aftershocks of the orgasm he’d given her. Fuck, she was an easy whistle to blow. It was almost like. Almost as if…

“Are you a virgin?” he asked into her mouth.

She pulled back, those haunting blue eyes searching his face. “Of course not,” she said, voice husky. “I’m almost five hundred years old.”

He smiled wickedly and returned his lips to hers. He planted a knee on the sofa between her legs, rubbing the length of his cock on one of her thighs. She was receptive and supple, but something was off. She didn’t reach for his fly. She was eager but quiet. Unsure.

He paused, bracing his weight on his elbows so he could see her face.

“Why have you stopped?” she asked softly.

“When was the last time you had sex, Polina?” He made sure his voice was kind, matter of fact. He said it through a smile.

She swallowed and stared at his chin when she answered. “About ninety-five years ago.”

Chapter Eighteen
Like a Virgin
 
“Ninety-five?” Logan squeaked. His throat had tightened, resulting in the high pitch. He pushed himself up to stand beside the sofa.

“Wha-what are you doing?”

He helped her up to a seated position and cupped her face in his hands. “You passed out at my door. Are you feeling okay?”

“I am fine. More than fine.” She leaned in, her lips brushing his.

“Would you like something to drink? A hot beverage?”

The muscles in her jaw tightened. “Yes. I suppose that would be nice.”

Logan planted a kiss on her forehead and wandered into the kitchen. As he pulled out milk, cocoa, sugar, and vanilla, all he could think was how sexually out of practice he was after two years. Polina had gone a lifetime without sex. He couldn’t just lay her out on the couch and take advantage of her.

He lit the burner under his favorite cast-iron saucepan and began warming the milk. The wooden spoon swirled at the same pace as the thoughts in his confused skull.

Polina’s hands wrapped under his arms and pressed into his stomach and chest. “Why did you stop, Logan?” she whispered in his ear. “I am willing, and I can tell you are ready.” Her lips pressed into his back.

Logan hesitated, flashing her a smile over his shoulder. He was more than ready. At the moment, his dick could cut glass. As much as he’d said he’d never date a witch again, he wanted her. The desire to bend her over the kitchen island was almost unbearable. But he needed more from her than ready and willing.

“When you left the other night, I didn’t think I’d see you again.” He added the cocoa powder and sugar.

She pressed her cheek against his back. “Honestly, I thought so too. But I can’t stop thinking about you. I almost hurt myself eating every bite of the chocolate cake we made. I can’t sleep. I can’t work. I see your face, constantly. I had to see you or—”

“I’d lose my mind,” he finished. “I’ve been dreaming about you too. Some nights, it’s almost painful.”

“It is painful. I ache for you, even now.” She placed a kiss against the side of his neck.

He scraped some fresh vanilla bean into the pot. The perfect cup of cocoa was a lot like love; you had to be patient to brew the perfect cup. Too hot and the milk would scald. Too cool and the sugar and cocoa wouldn’t thoroughly blend with the milk.

“Thing is, there’s so much I don’t know about you.” He removed the cocoa from the burner and poured it evenly into two mugs. “If I’m going to be the first man you’re with in ninety-five years, I want it to be perfect. I don’t want us to rush it.” He turned in the circle of her arms, a cocoa in each hand.

“But you’re human.”

“Yes. It seems like you won’t ever let me forget that fact.”

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll run out of time?”

He looked down into her eyes, her face close enough that an extension of his lips would touch hers. “I’d rather do it right once than do it wrong often.”

“You’re a gentleman.”

He snorted. “No. Not really. Just with you. For some reason, it’s more important to get it right with you.”

Her face softened and her mouth bent into a smile. “I’m so glad it was you.”

“Huh?”

Her eyes darted to the hot cocoa. “I… I’m happy it’s you.”

“Taste it.” He brought his own to his lips and took a languorous sip. Perfect, if he did say so himself. Over his mug, he watched her bring the cup to her lips. This is what he lived for. The first taste.

Polina closed her eyes and tipped the cup. “Mmm. How do you do it?” She looked at him from under hooded eyes.

“The secret is the fresh vanilla.”

“I don’t mean the cocoa.” The hint of a blush bloomed on her cheeks. “I mean, how you make me feel. You look at me like I’m the only thing in your universe.”

“You are a goddess,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

“Demigoddess,” she corrected. “You could have a hundred different women. I pushed you away. And still you treat me like…”

“I want to know you, Polina. I’m not interested in dousing the fire. I want to kindle it. I want to know everything about you. Again and again I’ve told myself to stay away. But I can’t. And if we’re going to do this, I want to do it right. I want you to be honest about what you want from me.”

“What happened on the couch was exquisite.” Polina licked her lips.

Logan gave a smug half grin. “You’ve never had an orgasm before?”

She stared into her cocoa. “Not like that.”

Logan almost dropped his mug. For the love of all that was holy, he wanted to tear that skirt off her hips and show her all the different ways he could make her come. It took all his will power to take her hand and lead her to his glass dining room table. “Before this goes any further, I need you to tell me something. I want you to be honest.”

“What?” she asked.

“Why tonight? What made you change your mind?”

Chapter Nineteen
Most of the truth
 
Polina couldn’t tell Logan about the positivity potion. Nor could she tell him about the connection they shared from her sorting his soul. If there was one thing she knew about Logan, it was that he hated to be influenced or controlled by magic. If she told him, he’d accuse her of being just like Tabetha. He’d never talk to her again. She couldn’t have that. Not now. Not when, thanks to the potion, he held her heart in his capable hands. Instead, she told him another truth, one she hadn’t shared with anyone but Hildegard in centuries.

“I was married once,” Polina murmured, taking a seat at the table.

Logan’s jaw tightened and he lowered himself into the chair across from her. To his credit, he did a decent job of hiding his shock, taking a drink of his hot cocoa before saying, “Go on.”

“In my village, people married younger than they do today. It wasn’t unheard of for a girl to marry at fifteen or younger if the union was political in nature. I fell in love with Ronin around that age. He was an apprentice blacksmith and I was the daughter of a laird.”

“A Scottish landowner,” Logan clarified.

“Yes. We owned our land, which was a blessing back then.” She smoothed her skirt over her knees. “Ronin and I married in the year 1532. I was sixteen, and I was human. My father gifted us a small acreage of farmland and we built a home on it with the help of Ronin’s clan and my father’s laborers. It was a beautiful place with small stone rooms and warm fires. We were happy for a time.”

“For a time.”

“The plague came. In truth, it had been spreading for years, although our homes were rural enough to spare us direct contact with the early cases. My mother died and then my father. My brother fought valiantly but succumbed. His family. My sister. And then it came for Ronin.”

“What did you do?”

“I took care of him. I expected to catch it. Everyone caught it. I didn’t care. I cared for him through the bleeding and coughing, the aching bones, the diarrhea, the boils. I kept waiting for it all to happen to me. I pictured us dying together.”

“But that didn’t happen.”

She shook her head. “Even before we become witches, potentials are rarely ill. The latent magic in our blood keeps us healthy. And I always had a knack for herbal remedies. I wouldn’t have called what I gave Ronin a potion back then, but it worked almost as well as one. I did not die and neither did he. Unfortunately, the time he took to heal was a time our farm went poorly tended. I simply couldn’t do it all myself. In 1532, you did not reap what you did not sow.”

Raising her mug, she took another sip of the cocoa. Was she scaring him away? Reminding him that her existence dwarfed his own? She pressed on. Logan must understand what she was, the good and the bad.

“We almost starved to death that winter,” she continued. “We survived on pottage and only because we raided the homes of the dead and took their stores of oats and turnips. Very few people survived. At the time, I didn’t understand why we had been the lucky ones.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “Only later would I find out it was my nature as a potential witch that protected us.”

Logan shook his head. “How did you become a witch?”

“I…” She paused. “Would you like to see? I can tell you, but I’d much rather show you.”

Logan blinked, probably considering his tolerance to participate in additional magic. “Okay. Show me.”

Polina crossed the room to the satchel that waited for her on the floor near the sofa and removed from it a small mirror, unframed and with a jagged edge. She returned to Logan’s side and placed it on the table in front of him. She passed her hand over the silver in a long arc. “Reveal.”

Chapter Twenty
The Becoming
 
Scotland 1538
 
“Somethin’s scarin’ the sheep,” Ronin said.

“Dinna worry ’bout it, love. Come by the fire. I’ve somethin’ to tell ye.” Polina smoothed her white shift over the mound of her lower belly and lowered herself into a chair near the hearth of their stone cottage.

The bleating grew louder, more urgent. Almost too much to bear. The animals sounded like they were screaming. “Not now, woman. I won’ have the year’s work end in the belly of a wolf.”

“But Ronin—”

He held up one meaty finger. With his thick mass of red curls tied at the base of his skull, Polina had a clear view of the scar on the underside of his jaw where she’d lanced a particularly large black boil six years ago. She reminded herself that they’d been through worse than whatever was scaring the sheep.

“Ye reckon ‘tis the wolves again?” she asked. They’d been wandering closer to the house lately, becoming braver with hunger.

“Aye.” He selected a hickory bark torch from beside the door and moved to the fire to light it. “Only one way to ken for certain.”

“Ronin, don’t. I’ve a bad feelin’ ‘bout this.” Polina clutched her stomach. “The spirits hound me tonight. My skin prickles.”

“Weel then,” he said through a smile, “I’ll just have to face their magic. No one, ghost or wolf, is taking those sheep.”

He slipped out the door into the night. Polina fretted, pacing before the fire. The sheep continued as loud as before, but it was the distant sound of Ronin’s screams that spurred her into action. Taking up another torch, she gathered herself and charged out the door.

The night was dark but warm, a waxing moon providing a touch of light. In the distance, down the glade from her stone house, Polina saw a dark figure holding a torch near the sheep’s pen. Ronin. She took off running, her slippers pounding the thick grass. But as she neared, she found it was a woman holding the torch, surrounded by seven deformed black dogs. At least, Polina assumed they were dogs. The closest thing she’d ever seen was a wolfhound. These were broader with fangs that protruded from their jowls. They circled the sheep, growling wicked and low.

“Who are ye?” Polina held the torch like a weapon between them.

The woman was tall as a man with long black hair that curled over the shoulders of her gossamer white gown. Her skin was visible through the body-skimming material. She may as well have been naked.

“I am the mother of night,” the stranger said.

“Have ye seen me husband?”

The woman pointed toward the pen. Ronin was there, frozen as a statue, hand still held high as if holding a torch that wasn’t there. The sheep ran to and fro in terror.

“Ronin!” Polina rushed toward him, scaling the fence to reach him. She shook his shoulder. “Husband. Wake, husband.” But Ronin did not even blink, such was his stupor.

The woman curled her thin mouth into an expression that couldn’t be confused with a smile. “He will not wake. He will remain thus until you’ve made your choice.”

Polina pivoted to face the woman. “Choice?” She patted Ronin’s cheeks and shook him again. His skin was cold, too cold. “What choice?”

“Six years heretofore, I answered your prayer and saved Ronin from death.”

Polina shook her head. “I did not pray to thee.”

“Not by my true name, but I could hardly hold your ignorance against you. Still, you called and I answered. Ronin lives because of my intervention.”

“What do ye want? Payment? A sacrifice?”

The dogs circled faster. “Of sorts. You, Polina, have my blood in your veins. It is time for you to embrace what you are and become like me.”

She shook her head violently. “What are ye? I know nothin’ of you.”

“Yes, you do. Look deep inside yourself. Like me, you are a sorceress of the dead, a witch, an immortal. Accept your duty and you will have the power to free your husband from my spell.”

Polina’s eyes filled with tears. The woman was obviously the evil spirit she’d feared. But what choice did she have? If she didn’t succumb to the witch, Ronin would die.

“Tell me what I must do.”

“Come here, child.”

Polina dropped her torch in the mud where it extinguished itself. On trembling legs, she approached the woman, who met her halfway, passing through the pen’s wooden barrier like a ghost. Polina wept with fear.

The spirit paused, her eyes focusing on Polina’s abdomen. “This is unfortunate. An immortal being cannot carry a child.”

Polina clutched her stomach protectively.

The woman tipped her dark head. “But this one will not live.” She shook her head. “The babe is ill. She will not survive another month.”

“A lass?” Polina asked, looking at her hands still gripping her abdomen.

“Yes, daughter. She is not meant to be born. Choose to join me and at least you will have your husband. Deny your rightful place and lose both.”

“But I… I cannot.” Tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Be wise, daughter. You know what you are. Your potions heal. You are never ill. Your presence can make a flower bloom. You are never cold. You are a witch, Polina, a Hecate. A daughter of the night. Accept it and take what is yours.” She pointed at Ronin.

Polina raised her eyes to the woman whose glow rivaled the torch she’d dropped. Swallowing hard, she gave one curt nod.

The spirit smiled, looking genuinely pleased. She reached above her head, closed her fist, and pulled. There was a tearing sound. Confused, Polina focused on where her hand had been but saw only a distant star.

“Eat this,” the spirit ordered, extending her fist and opening her hand. In the woman’s palm was a piece of the night. Black. Foggy.

Polina grasped it with the tips of her fingers. It vibrated in her grip like a living thing, like a bee held by the wings. But as she brought it to her mouth, the strangest sensation flooded her. She was not afraid. The woman was right; deep inside, hidden somewhere out of sight, she had known she was something more. There was a reason she hadn’t caught the plague. She was different.

She wrapped her lips around the slice of darkness in her fingers and swallowed. The texture was of cooked pear, but it tasted of rare wild game. When she pulled her fingers away from her lips, they were red with blood. “What’s happening to me?” Polina asked, pitching forward from the pain that had blossomed in her innards.

“You’re expanding,” the woman said. “Don’t fight it.”

Fight it? Polina simply wanted to survive it. She fell to her knees, cradling her stomach and wishing for death. The night spun. The stars circled in her vision even with her eyes closed. The scent of wet foliage filled her nostrils. Another wave of pain brought cold. Her entire body plunged into a frozen loch without moving an inch. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe. Her muscles tightened as tendrils of ice branched from her stomach and infected her limbs. But when she thought for sure that she would die, the pain stopped.

She raised her head. Had the sun risen? No. The moon was its same waxing self. Only, Polina could see in the dark. Every blade of grass, the hair on each of the hounds, the slither of a snake winding over the woman’s feet—Polina could see it all. She breathed deeply and got to her feet. Everything around her was connected, held together by invisible string, all part of the same tapestry. The stuff she was made of didn’t end at her skin. She continued on into eternity.

“Come, my daughter.”

Polina staggered to the woman’s side. “Ronin?” she asked.

“Face him, extend your hand, and call to him.”

She did as the woman directed. Ronin’s eyes fluttered. “Polina?” he said.

“I am here, my love. Come to me.”

“What is wrong with your skin?”

She looked down at herself. Her skin was indeed glowing in the dark; the light shone through her clothing. “Nothing is wrong, Ronin. I have become. I am a witch. I am a sorceress of the dead.”

Ronin stepped forward, pulling his dagger from his hip. “What have you done with my wife?”

“I am your wife,” she pleaded.

He rushed her, thrusting his dagger into her stomach. “Where is my wife!” he yelled.

Her lips parted in a silent scream as she spread her arms and looked down at the dagger protruding from her stomach. Ronin backed away. Slowly, agonizingly, Polina wrapped her hands around the hilt and pulled the knife from her flesh. The pain abated as soon as it was free of her flesh. She handed it back to Ronin. “I am your wife.”

He staggered then, shaking his head. She caught him before he could fall and started guiding him inside.

“Wait, daughter,” the woman said. “I have a gift for you.”

The earth under her feet began to quake, and to her horror, spit out a large book. The symbols on the front were unfamiliar but somehow she understood them. Elemental Alchemy.

“Practice. The knowledge will come to you in time.”

Polina nodded. The woman disappeared.

Step by step, she dragged the massive man back inside as he mumbled, “My wife is not a witch.”

Chapter Twenty-One
The Penthouse
 
As the mirror finished its story, Logan turned toward Polina. “After all of that, after losing your…” He couldn’t even say baby. The thought was too horrible. “Ronin didn’t believe it was you. He tried to kill you.”

“Yes,” Polina said.

Logan was conflicted over what he saw. On the one hand, he’d wanted to jump into the mirror and shake Ronin, to force him to listen to reason. On the other hand, he wanted to kill the already dead Ronin. Mine. From the moment Polina had appeared at his door, he’d considered her his. It didn’t matter that the man had lived over four hundred years ago. Just seeing him raised Logan’s hackles.

“What happened next? Did he come around?” he asked.

“We needed each other to survive. In time, he accepted our circumstances, although he would never accept what I was. We lived out our lives as a brother and sister might. I loved him dearly. He tolerated me. Still, he would not accept a cure from me when he contracted smallpox in 1585. By then, he was old and I hadn’t changed at all. He died in the fall, and I buried him on our land.”

“Polina…” Logan’s face betrayed his sympathy for her.

“Ronin made his choice. I could have cured him, but he refused me. Some part of him believed I was wicked to the very end. So, you see, when I left you in the kitchen that night, it was because I know what happens when a human and a witch fall in love. The human dies, and the witch is never the same.”

“I understand why you left, but it doesn’t have to be that way.”

“It doesn’t?” Polina scoffed. She leaned her elbows on the table. “What way can it be?”

Logan took her hands in his and kissed her fingers. “First difference is, I know what you are, and I don’t think you’re wicked.”

“Do you think you could trust me after what happened with Tabetha?”

“I trusted you enough to invite you inside.”

She laughed. “I’m not a vampire. It doesn’t matter.”

“No. After Tabetha, Grateful placed a protective enchantment around my apartment. Nothing supernatural can come in without an invitation. It’s why I didn’t invite you in the first night you came to my balcony. When I carried you through the door tonight, I was letting you in.”

“Oh, Logan.” She pressed her fingers into her lips. “Thank you.”

“Trust is built over time. We’ll never know if this is real unless we give it a chance. I’ll take a chance on a witch if you take a chance on a human.”

“Take it day by day and see where it leads?”

“Exactly.”

She searched his face, the pull of the positivity potion driving her toward him. “I don’t think I have a choice. You asked me what changed, why I came here tonight. It’s like someone has tethered me to you. The longer I’m away, the tighter the tether becomes until I can’t stand the tension. I have to be near you. Can you feel it? This thing, drawing us together?”

He nodded, swallowed hard.

She rose from her chair and walked around the table to stand in front of him. Hiking her skirt up, she straddled his lap. Logan inhaled through his teeth with a hiss. He was instantly hard. If he made it through the evening without coming in his pants, it would be a miracle. She wrapped her arms around his neck, her breasts grazing his chest. He closed his eyes in an attempt to try to keep it together.

“Make love to me, Logan.”

“We should wait,” he murmured. “Shooting stars burn out fast.” He couldn’t risk it with her. He wasn’t sure what was happening between them, but he had the sense it was gravely important. It would take will power, but in the long run it would pay off.

“You don’t understand. I’ve got this hunger in me,” she pleaded softly in his ear. “I won’t be able to function unless it gets fed. I can hardly hold a thought. Please.”

He lifted both hands to cup the sides of her face and searched her eyes for any hint of uncertainty. There was none. Fuck will power. Just this once, Logan was going to have dessert first.

Chapter Twenty-Two
First Time
 
Polina could feel the moment the wall came down between them. Logan had been holding back, fighting the attraction. She sensed he was afraid of it, afraid of her. The remnants of Tabetha’s folly, she assumed. But she had almost a century of pent-up sexual need and after the appetizer she’d experienced on the sofa, she was ready for the meal.

Sure, what Logan said about shooting stars and taking things slow might be true. She didn’t know. Frankly, she couldn’t focus long enough to consider it. The fire deep within was blazing out of control and all her blood and thoughts had settled low, like a two-ton weight of need between her legs.

His kiss was harder this time, wanting. Her teeth tapped his as their tongues maneuvered for position. Fingers dug into her hair and tugged gently at the roots, the slight pain a counterpoint to the pleasure, salt against sweetness, a sharp edge, an intensity that made her pull him in tighter.

He stood then and guided her through the penthouse, into his bedroom. She had a moment to admire the upholstered headboard and pale gray comforter before he lowered her to her feet.

“Hold that thought,” he said. Leaving her, he moved to a closet and pulled out three thick white candles, still in their plastic wrappers. “I keep these for emergencies. I’m designating your pleasure as one worthy of their use.” He smiled and unwrapped them, arranging them on the nightstands and the dresser. “Matches,” he said, opening and closing his drawers.

“Incindia,” she whispered, and the three blazed to life.

He straightened, turned from the flame. “Handy.”

She shrugged.

“Um, I just realized…” He pointed to his drawer.

She narrowed her eyes.

“It’s been over a year.” His cheeks blazed red. “Birth control.”

A smile broke out across her face. “I’m immortal. I can’t get pregnant or carry disease. But thank you for your concern.”

He inhaled sharply. “I am the luckiest man alive.”

She stepped in closer and reached for the drawstring on his athletic pants. With one tug, they fell from his hips. The bulge behind his briefs made her take pause before she shimmied out of her skirt.

“How do I do this?” He ran his fingers along the front of her corset. His voice broke.

“It ties in the back.” She turned on her heel to give him access.

His breath quickened as he loosened the laces. She pulled the corset over her head, along with the peasant blouse. Her wand dropped from its holster and she leaned over to pick it up, teetering on her thigh-high boots. Logan grabbed her hips and pressed himself against her as she scooped it up and placed it on the dresser. And then he was kissing her back, between her shoulder blades, and down each individual vertebrae.

Her breath caught.

“These boots are sexy as hell,” he whispered. He groaned, took the back of her cotton briefs in his teeth, and slid them from her body.

She stepped out of them and then turned to face him, wearing nothing but her tall boots. He looked up at her from his place kneeling on the floor, as if she were his whole world, his own personal goddess. And didn’t that just make her wet? It had been a long time since anyone looked at her like that.

He grabbed her hips and pulled her forward. Worshipping one hip, then the other, his mouth moved lower. Would he dare kiss her there?

He did, licking up her center and sending her through the roof, the sensation so intense she thought she might pitch over the edge. He seemed to sense her pleasure. Shifting his torso, he hooked one of her legs over his shoulder. She braced herself, digging her fingers in his hair. His tongue picked up the pace. His mouth alternated between sucking and flicking her most delicate flesh. The warm, wet flutter tipped her over the edge, almost immediately. She fell forward, bracing herself on his shoulders, unable to support her own weight as the pleasure rocked her.

He laughed softly, scooping her up and laying her out on the bed. She watched him remove the rest of his clothing, his erection punching out from his body in a way that sent her flying again. He parted her knees with his hands and prowled to hover over her.

“Tell me if this hurts. I’ll go slow,” he whispered, pressing himself against her.

She wrapped her fingers around the base of his neck and pulled him to her. He kissed her as he entered her, and it did hurt, just a little. But the pain didn’t come close to the pleasure. She raised her hips to meet his.

All she could think, through endless sensation, through ecstasy and skin on skin, was he fit. Logan fit her. Every part of her. They came together in one soul-shattering moment. She was still wearing her boots.

After a moment, he pulled back and helped her out of them.

When he tucked her into his bed and curled around her, nuzzling into her neck, she realized she’d vastly underestimated how this encounter would change her. As she slipped into sleep, it was clear the positivity potion had given her exactly what it had promised, and the thing she’d feared most of all.

She was falling in love with Logan.

Chapter Twenty-Three
Breakfast
 
Polina woke to the smell of bacon. She reached over to Logan’s side of the bed, still rumpled and warm but empty. He must be making her breakfast. She pulled his pillow to her nose. His scent permeated the cotton. She couldn’t help but smile.

Her body was blissfully sore, arms and legs aching from a late night of lovemaking. They’d done it more times than she could count, in ways she’d never imagined possible. She had no regrets. Logan turned out to be a careful and sensitive lover, unselfish, a man worthy of her affections. She hoped to the goddess that she was worthy of his.

In between lovemaking, they’d talked about everything: childhoods, education, hobbies. She’d spent the better part of an hour answering his questions about her time living in England and France, her trip to the New World on a pirate ship, and life among the colonial settlers. He’d told her about culinary school and motorcycles—he hadn’t ridden one since he totaled his bike the day she’d saved him. She’d grilled him about the human concept of heaven and being a medium. And through it all, until the second sleep had overcome her, she unraveled Logan like a ball of twine and then rewrapped him carefully around her heart.

Climbing out of bed, she discovered that he’d left a T-shirt on the corner of the bed for her. The words “Imagine Dragons” scrolled in white letters across the chest. She pulled it over her head. In the process, she caught a glance at herself in the mirror above the dresser. Ruined makeup. Knotted hair. This would not do. Reaching for her wand, she focused and said, “Renova.” A swirl of sparkling pink energy started at her toes and spiraled up her body and over her head. When it dissipated, her red hair fell in perfectly formed curls to her shoulders. Her face held a hint of light makeup, perfectly applied. Her teeth were brushed, and she smelled slightly of lychee fruit, bright and sweet. She hurried from the room.

Logan was standing at the stove, wearing nothing but a pair of gray cotton shorts. His hair stuck up in the back and out one side, all sandy-blond sexiness. She’d mussed it with her fingers. For a moment, she held perfectly still, watching him crack eggs into a bowl of dry ingredients and whisk the concoction with a fork. Wires hung from his ears, and he sang something under his breath, dancing to the beat. He almost dropped the bowl when he noticed her out of the corner of his eye. He tugged an earbud from his ear.

“You look stunning. Did you find everything you needed?”

She lifted the corner of her mouth and held up her wand.

“Oh… great.” He looked flustered. Polina frowned. She shouldn’t have used magic. He’d made it clear it made him uncomfortable. She set her wand on the table and crossed into the kitchen in time to watch him pour batter into a pan.

“What are you making?”

“Berry crepes with crème fraîche.”

“Mmm.” She ran her hands around his waist and squeezed him from behind. “I can’t remember the last time I had a crepe.”

He turned his head and raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never had crepes until you’ve had mine.”

Her lips parted. After an awkward pause, she laughed.

“Oh crap,” he said, flipping the crepe. “You’re going to make me burn breakfast. Damn, woman!”

She planted a kiss on his cheek but was distracted with a barrage of flapping from the balcony. Hildegard knocked her head and wings into the glass. “My familiar,” she said. “Something must be wrong.”

Polina jogged to the glass doors and popped the lock. “What is it Hildie?”

“Out all night! No message. No enchantment to ensure your well-being. That white mare from the positivity potion left me in its dust in Vermont! I had to go back home and try to conjure something in the mirror. Imagine my surprise.” She lowered her voice. “There are some things you can’t unsee!”

Polina darted a glance toward Logan, who was plating the crepes and bacon. Of course, he couldn’t understand Hildegard. No one could, aside from her. Still, her face burned with embarrassment and a niggling guilt rooted in her gut. If Logan knew that last night was the result of magic, she wasn’t sure what he’d do.

“Is everything okay in the ward?”

“Yes. The gargoyles managed. Nothing serious.”

“Good.”

“But the wolf pack is up to their tricks again. Partying all night with the humans. Calling attention to themselves.”

“What?”

“A human police officer was called into camp. Of course, the cause of the complaint was concealed within the boundaries of Silver Sparrow by the time they arrived.”

“Too close. We don’t need that kind of attention.”

“Aye. I don’t trust them, my lady. The alpha didn’t take you seriously enough yesterday. I’m afraid there’ll be killings before he does. You must speak to the alpha again, before the full moon.”

Polina nodded. “I’ll meet you at home and see to it.”

Hildegard took to the air through the glass doors and disappeared from sight.

“Sounds serious,” Logan said, placing a plate of crepes and bacon in front of her on the table.

“It is.” Pensive, she cut herself off a section and took a bite. The sweetness of the berries was perfectly balanced within the savory crepe. She moaned and closed her eyes. “Goddess, I could get used to this.”

He grinned with pride. “I hope you will.”

She took another bite.

“I can’t understand your owl. Are you going to tell me what that was all about? Or is it top-secret witch stuff?”

“She came to tell me that the new pack of werewolves in my territory is causing trouble again. Their alpha isn’t taking the impending full moon seriously.”

“Werewolves?” Logan said. “Has Silas contacted you?”

“Who?”

“Silas Flynn, the detective I was with at Grateful’s wedding. He’s a werewolf.”

“Oh… No, I haven’t heard from him. Truly he’d have no way to reach me unless he went through Grateful. Why?”

Logan looked down at his plate for a moment. “The night after Lucas’s baby shower, a werewolf from Silas’s pack was found in the dumpster outside of Valentine’s. He was murdered.”

Polina inhaled sharply. “Oh no. Does Silas know who’s responsible?”

Logan shook his head. “Not yet, but he suspects an escaped convict, a werewolf who has it in for his alpha. A new pack shows up and causes trouble in your ward around the same time a werewolf is murdered? Maybe it’s not a coincidence.”

“But in Vermont? I’ve been watching the pack since they moved in six months ago. They’re mostly young wolves. A few old. A few sick. They like to drink and get into trouble, but it’s hard for me to picture any of them being capable of coordinating a murder in another state. And the alpha is barely more than a kid himself. These wolves seem hardly able to care for themselves.”

“Silas is working to find the killer. I told him you were with me that night. He said he might contact you, to see if you’d seen or heard anything.”

“He hasn’t yet, but I’ll speak with him.” Polina shoveled in the rest of her crepe in an extremely unladylike fashion and washed it down with the cup of coffee he’d provided. “I’ve got to go.” She hugged him around the neck and kissed his cheek before reaching for her wand and satchel.

“When will I see you again?” he asked.

She ducked into his bedroom to gather last night’s outfit. “Soon. The full moon starts tomorrow night and lasts three nights. I won’t be able to leave my realm. Let me handle this thing with the werewolves and I’ll be in touch.”

“Can I call you?”

“I don’t have a phone.”

“How do I contact you?”

She reached into her bag and retrieved the small mirror, the one she’d used to show him her past. “Use this mirror. If you need me, pass your hand across the top and call my name three times. I’ll come to you as soon as I can.”

“Will it work for me? I’m not magic.”

“It will work for you.” She stepped in closer, lowered her voice and cocked a brow. “And, I beg to differ. You are magic.”

He kissed her then, a deep lingering kiss that tasted partly of crepes, coffee, and sleep. She didn’t mind in the least.

“Well, it’s not the size of the wand, but the magic you can make with it,” Logan said with a laugh.

“Oh, I have no problem with the size. Your wand is quite adequate.”

“We are talking about my penis, right?”

“Yes.”

“I knew that. I just wanted to hear you say it.”

She kissed him again, then released a handful of gold dust over her head. She came apart in a shower of gold that blew from his lips and melded into the metal frame of the building.

Chapter Twenty-Four
The Very Good Day
 
Around three o’clock in the afternoon, Logan strutted into Valentine’s with a spring in his step and a song on his lips—some hip-hop number from the radio. He whistled the melody as he passed Dustin to get to the kitchen. The guy didn’t ask, but the look said it all. Logan never whistled.

After Polina left, he’d finished his crepes, then spent another hour milling around the house and thinking of her. For a good stretch of time, he laid in bed, reimagining every moment of their night together. He refused to wash her plate. At one point, he got to his knees to smell his goddamned couch.

As weird and obsessed as his actions were, his behavior was a sign of something else. Logan was happy. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt like this. Totally content. Like he fit in his own skin for the first time ever. He’d never felt this way with Grateful or with any of his girlfriends before her. This thing with Polina, as complicated as it was, felt as natural and right as breathing.

“You’re in a good mood,” Jonah said.

“It’s a good day. A very good day.”

“Sounds like someone got lucky last night,” Jonah said through a smile.

“You have no idea. I feel like the luckiest man alive.”

Jonah plated the burger he’d been working on and slid it under the warmer. He’d handled the lunch rush with ease. The place was running like Logan never left for the night.

Logan tied on an apron and got to work. When it came to cooking, he was comfortable with almost anything. Valentine’s served mainly American fare, with the occasional French cassoulet or German schnitzel, depending on the season. But it was the Italian side of the menu that lit his fire. His clam linguine was the best in the business, and his homemade meatballs were so delicious they were known to make grown women weep.

The hours passed like minutes. Not only was Logan doing his favorite thing, cooking, but he was still high from his night with Polina. Around eight, Dustin shouldered open the door. “Logan, someone wants to meet the chef. Table five.”

“Got it.” He washed up, hoping this was the good kind of meeting and not a complaint. But when he got to table five, it was Grateful and Rick, all dressed up. Lucas sat in his carrier on the table between them. Grateful had an empty plate in front of her with remnants of his clam linguine. The spot on the table in front of Rick was empty, like he hadn’t eaten at all.

“What brings you three in tonight?” Logan asked, smiling and shaking Rick’s hand.

“Dinner date. We tried your linguine special. It was fabulous, as usual,” Grateful said.

Rick added, “Even I tried a bite. The best I’ve had in centuries.” He gestured toward Grateful’s plate.

“You didn’t want your own?” Logan asked.

Rick shook his head, but it was Grateful who answered. “Rick doesn’t need to eat like we do.”

All at once, Logan remembered. Caretakers didn’t gain nourishment from food. Their witch’s blood and sex were their primary sustenance.

“Did you leave room for dessert?” he asked Grateful. “I have a special tiramisu that couples well with an espresso, or maybe a slice of chocolate cake?”

Grateful groaned and held her stomach. “Are you kidding? I couldn’t eat another bite.”

Rick grinned at her. “She’ll regret passing it up at midnight. One tiramisu and one chocolate cake, boxed to go, please.”

“You got it.” Logan leaned across the table and lifted Lucas from his carrier. “And what about this guy? Did he get something to eat?” Lucas blinked saucer-sized blue eyes at Logan and smiled.

“He’s just on rice cereal for now. He’ll have to wait for chocolate cake,” Grateful said.

Seemingly in response, Lucas began to fuss and then sneezed in Logan’s arms. Flash. The lights blinked. Logan looked up and then at Lucas, who started laughing. Rick cleared his throat.

“You better check your fusebox, Logan,” Grateful said.

Logan’s gaze darted to Rick, who gave one curt shake of his head. Gently, he returned Lucas to his carrier. “Yeah. I’ll do that. Okay. Two desserts, coming up. You know, Polina and I had our first date over chocolate cake.”

He wasn’t sure what made him say it. Maybe it was the awkward pause in conversation after the flashing lights. No. That wasn’t it. He had to share because the joy he housed over his new relationship with Polina was ample enough to spill over the cup of his soul. He wanted to talk about Polina. He wanted everyone to know she was his. That’s how he thought of her. His. He knew it was premature. Sex didn’t mean commitment, but he couldn’t help himself.

“You went on a date with Polina?” Grateful asked.

Logan nodded. “More than one.” Technically they’d never been on a real date, but he considered the cake baking and last night as counting as dates for practical purposes. “I think things are getting serious.” He laughed a little. There was more than a little wishful thinking in his statement.

“Hmm.” Grateful’s eyes shifted to Rick’s. “Logan, can I speak to you alone for a moment? It’s important.”

He didn’t like the sound of that or the timing. “Sure,” he forced himself to say. “In my office.”

He led the way, his stomach sinking. Grateful was a good friend. She’d saved his life more than once. He trusted her. So why was his intuition kicking like a rodeo bull? He took a seat behind his desk.

“What’s going on?” he asked, pretending he didn’t suspect this was about Polina.

Grateful bit her lip. “Polina told me that she helped you after your accident.”

Logan nodded. “She found me on the side of the road and called the ambulance. I guess when she tried to heal me, she had to send my soul to your attic so that I wouldn’t die.”

Grateful nodded. “For lack of a better way to explain it, she moved your soul prematurely into the sorting queue, effectively putting your body into a coma. She wasn’t sure what would happen. She hoped it would give you a few more minutes, time enough for the ambulance to reach you. She also thought you would go to her magical place, her room of reflection, but instead you came to my attic.”

“She saved my life.” Logan nodded. “That was why we seemed familiar to each other the first time we met.”

“Right.” Grateful chewed the corner of her lip again.

“You’re killing me, Grateful. Just spit it out.”

“Remember when you were in my attic, and we had feelings for each other?”

Logan furrowed his brow. “I remember.”

“But those feelings weren’t real.”

“No. They weren’t.”

“We had those feelings because I was responsible for sorting your soul and a witch can’t touch the soul of a human and not share a connection with that human. A strong connection that can be mistaken for love if those involved don’t know any better.”

Logan froze. A wave of nausea washed over him, and he raised a knuckle to his lips.

“It’s just, Polina told me she had feelings for you at the christening party, and I warned her it could be the effects of the magic. I never thought she would act on those feelings.”

“She knew?” Logan asked. “She knew that this could be an issue?”

Grateful winced. “We discussed it. She swore she’d stay away from you.”

Logan felt dizzy. He held his head in his hands.

Grateful bound around the desk and hugged his shoulders. “Logan, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know or I would have warned you earlier. I don’t want to hurt you. I just felt like you had the right to know if she hadn’t told you.”

He nodded. “I should have known. The way it was… it was too perfect. Only magic could be responsible for a feeling like that.” His voice cracked when he spoke.

“Oh… Fuck. You have it bad, huh?”

Logan nodded slowly. “You know what’s the worst part? She knew and didn’t tell me. She used it to get what she wanted from me. She used me.”

Grateful shook her head. “No, Logan. It’s happening to her too. She likely thinks it’s as real as you do.”

“But you told her. You warned her.”

“I did. But maybe she couldn’t resist the temptation.”

Logan balled his hands into fists and shook his head. “I made it clear to her that I detested being manipulated by magic. She had every chance to tell me the risks. No. This is inexcusable.”

Grateful frowned. She backed to the other side of the desk.

“Thank you, Grateful. It couldn’t have been easy for you to tell me this. I appreciate it.”

Both of her palms hit the desk in front of him with a slap. “Not every relationship has to be the one. If Polina makes you happy, there’s no harm in letting the relationship run its course. She’s single. You’re single. The magic will fade in time. It did between us.”

Logan stared at her, eyes seeing right through her. “After Tabetha, I’d rather avoid prolonging the inevitable. Artificial feelings are no better than artificial ingredients. I don’t use any when I cook. It’s a lie, and in the end the customer gets cheated. I’d rather not cheat myself out of something real when it comes to love. Every moment living the illusion is a moment I’m not moving on to something better.”

The corners of her mouth dipped. “I’m sorry I hurt you once again.”

“Don’t be. This was necessary.”

Grateful stood and moved for the exit. “I better get back to Rick.” She opened the door but paused. “Logan, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Do you think Lucas is, um, normal?”

Red alert! As much as he owed Grateful the truth, this felt like a landmine.

“What do I know?” he said. “I couldn’t tell you what a normal baby is like. Never had one.” He shrugged his shoulders. It was an honest answer.

Grateful nodded. “Thanks.”

She walked out the door, leaving Logan to pull himself together.

Chapter Twenty-Five
Bloodright Pack
 
Some days are magic. As Polina glided through the thickly treed forest of Silver Sparrow mountain, joy surrounded her in a visible golden aura. She felt physically stronger for having spent the night with Logan, like she lived in a world where nothing bad could ever happen.

It was a sunny day. A perfect, beautiful day.

And then the forest opened, and she saw what Hildegard had seen. The Bloodright pack. To her horror, the pack had grown again. No less than thirty werewolves milled around the caverns, some in tents, some huddled around small campfires. She scanned the crowd and found Alex talking to a waif of a girl who looked barely eighteen. She was nursing a nasty wound on her shoulder that was still bleeding.

Polina strode up to the alpha from behind and grabbed his upper arm.

He jerked from her grip and turned violently, baring his teeth. Alex advanced on her, human hands swiping at her head.

Polina dodged the attack and raised her wand. “Alex, we need to talk.”

The werewolf took three big breaths before reining in his rage. He turned to the girl. “Give me a sec, Carla. I need to deal with this.” This was Polina. Without another word, he led the witch to the edge of the wood, away from the rest of the pack.

“What do you want?” he asked through his teeth.

“What’s going on here? I warned you about the risk of shifting so close to the new human campsite and instead of taking precautions, you tripled the size of your pack?”

Alex lifted his faded blue Cubs hat and scrubbed his head. “Pack business.”

“Your pack is on my land. Now it’s my business.”

He puffed out his cheeks and blew a mouthful of air in her direction. “The timing isn’t the best, I agree, but it couldn’t be helped. See, my pack had to absorb another pack that lost its alpha family. They had nowhere to go. I gave them sanctuary here.”

Polina frowned. “What happened to their alpha family?”

Alex shifted from foot to foot. “Murdered.”

“Murdered!” After what Logan had told her about the werewolf found dead behind his restaurant, this couldn’t be a coincidence. “Where was their home before this?”

“Catskills, New York.”

“And they couldn’t stay there? There was no one to take over leadership?”

Alex’s expression morphed to something sinister, then recovered. The naive young man act snapped into place fast enough for her to question if she’d been mistaken. Was the darkness ever there at all?

“They were afraid and asked to join us. This place is safer.”

“Because of me. Because of my spell.”

“It’s very possible that a human was responsible for the deaths of their pack royalty.”

“Bullshit. No human could take out a family of werewolves.”

“I’m not sure. Like I said, I was just trying to help. They’ve decided to be sworn into our pack today.”

“Is that why the girl’s shoulder is wounded? Was her pack symbol removed?”

“It’s customary.”

Customarily brutal, Polina thought.

“They’ll be integrated. Every new member will have a sponsor. The men will form families.”

“Families? Like they’ll choose wives?”

He nodded. “Sometimes. Wolves mate for life, but until they’re mated they can have up to five females they, uh, are domestic with. Others become like children. Everyone will be taken care of.”

“How do you plan to keep them away from the humans when they shift tomorrow night? They look young. They’ll have no fear, Alex. Twenty human families are camping down the mountain from you, some with children.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “You’re the witch of the realm. Cast another spell to keep them safe.”

“Cast another—” She balled her hands into fists and rested them on her hips. “You fail to understand where I’m coming from, Alpha. This is my ward. You are allowed to stay here under my good graces. If you don’t bring your pack to heel… if we have another incident with the human police… not only will I send anyone involved to hell, but I will evict you.” The ground under his feet rumbled with her anger. There was a reason Polina made the Green Mountains her home. The mountain rock got its distinctive green color from minerals, minerals that held a high concentration of natural metal.

“You’ll kick us off the mountain?” Alex chuckled under his breath, not at all flustered by the small earthquake going on below him. His eyes flicked up and down her body. “Okay, honey. I understand.” His patronizing tone made her skin crawl.

“If you understand, then tell me what actions you will take to ensure the safety of those humans.”

Lifting the corner of his mouth, he said, “In addition to giving them my alpha command, I’ll walk the pack a few miles up the mountain before sunset and string up some chickens. Fresh meat, along with the natural quarry in that area, should keep our wolves more than busy.”

She gave him a curt nod. “Do it. I will reinforce the border. Tell your pack that if one hair on a human’s head is harmed, they will have to answer to me.”

He raised two fingers to his forehead and saluted her, the gesture dripping with sarcasm. Turning, he wandered off toward his pack.

“Asshole,” she said under her breath. She took one last look at the men and women gathered in front of the caverns. Something didn’t add up. The new wolves were young, painfully thin. Surely this wasn’t the entire Catskills wolf pack. But where were the rest of them? And more importantly, who was responsible for killing their alpha?

Moving toward Aurorean House, Polina made a decision. It was time for her to get better acquainted with werewolf society. And her first stop was detective Silas Flynn.

Chapter Twenty-Six
Silas
 
Polina arrived at the Carlton City Police Department at a quarter till noon the next day. As she walked into the busy station house, a young woman in a blue uniform paused to assess Polina’s appearance. Polina was wearing the same thing she’d worn when she went to see Alex, a sleeveless blue linen gown with silver buttons down the front—Roman denarius coins she’d found on a pirate ship in the 1700s. The dress had two slits, one for each leg, that came to mid-thigh and showed off tall boots.

The young woman assessing Polina wasn’t human, although what she was remained a bit of a mystery. Her aura and the slightest point to her ears suggested elf, but her height and shape bespoke a human or two in her lineage.

“You want office 104A. It’s back there.” She pointed around the corner.

“How did you know?”

She tipped her head and lowered her voice. “Silas is the only supernatural detective that serves your kind on this force.” She said it matter-of-factly, like there was no disputing Polina’s status as a witch. Ah well, she’d never tried particularly hard to fit in. She nodded her head in lieu of thanking the girl and proceeded to Silas’s office.

Silas hunched over his desk, staring into an ancient leather tome with yellowed pages. He was engrossed enough that he didn’t seem to notice when Polina walked in his open door. His wolfish appearance was especially severe today, no doubt due to the forthcoming full moon. He already had a fully developed five o’clock shadow and his nose twitched in a canine sort of way.

“I’m not ignoring you, Polina. Have a seat. Give me two minutes.” He scratched a series of notes on a yellow legal pad. Sitting brought Polina’s face closer to the pages, and she noticed the book was in a different language, one she did not know. With a straight back, she folded her hands in her lap and waited patiently.

He scribbled a few more feverish notes, then sat back and placed the pen down. “What can I do for you?”

“Logan told me about the werewolf that was found murdered behind his restaurant. He said you wished to speak with me about it.”

“I did, at first, until I realized you couldn’t possibly know anything about the murder. The report came back from forensics. Time of death was twelve thirty that afternoon.”

“That was—”

“During Lucas’s baptism. I was sitting right behind you in the church.”

“But then it happened in broad daylight.”

“Strange, right? Very few supernaturals would be bold enough to attack during the day, and fewer still could tear apart a werewolf.”

“Rules out vampires and ghouls. I’d be tempted to think it was a witch, although Grateful or I would likely have sensed the presence of another Hecate. An ordinary practitioner of witchcraft might escape our sight. Maybe a type of fae?”

Silas tapped his thumb on the back of his opposite hand. “It’s unusual for someone to come to see me about a case when I haven’t invited them here. Is there something you want to tell me?”

Polina nodded and shifted in her chair. “A pack of werewolves have taken up residence in my territory. They are a young group. Some of them look like they’ve rarely, if ever, shifted before.”

“Not unusual. When werewolves are born, they look and act exactly like humans. Their parents teach them what will happen when they grow up. They tell them they’ll shift. But it doesn’t happen until puberty. Once the teenage hormones kick in, you get the combination of common teenage rebellion and wolfish rage. It leads to a high rate of runaways who tend to join up and support each other.”

“Right. Although I haven’t had many werewolves come through my woods over the centuries, I do know something about your kind. I presumed this was a young, inexperienced group as you suggest. Only, their pack is growing at an alarming rate.”

Silas’s eyebrows shot up, two fuzzy brown caterpillars arching toward his hairline. “Growing? From where? There aren’t that many werewolf families in Vermont.”

“First there were three, then twelve, and now thirty. Their alpha told me they absorbed the members of a pack from the Catskills who lost their alpha family.”

The detective froze, his face paling. “He told you the alpha family of the Catskills is dead?”

Polina nodded. “Yes. He was very clear on that. And the young wolves he took in needed a home.”

“Excuse me.” Silas pulled out his phone and made a call. Polina could hear ringing. When no one picked up, Silas made another call and another, his face growing more and more grim with each unanswered ring. Finally, around call number eight, someone answered. Silas exchanged words in another language and hung up the phone. He covered his mouth as if he might vomit.

“The alpha family of the Catskills leads the Crescent Star pack.” He pulled up his sleeve to reveal a phoenix tattoo. “Do the new wolves have a tattoo like this, only with a crescent moon?”

“The new wolves have wounds on their shoulders where their pack tattoos used to be.”

“Fuck!”

“I’m guessing that’s undesirable?” Polina frowned.

Silas tore off a piece of paper from his yellow pad and placed it in front of her with a pencil from his drawer. “The alpha who told you this, did he have a pack tattoo?”

“Yes.”

“Can you draw it for me?”

She quickly sketched the harvest moon with the three claw marks ripping through it. She handed it to Silas. “He told me they call themselves the Bloodright pack.”

Silas bolted out of his chair, digging his fingers into his hair. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck no.”

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

Silas walked around Polina to stick his head into the hall, look both ways, and then close the door to his office. “The werewolf that was murdered and found in Logan’s dumpster wasn’t just a member of my pack. He held a position called Zafka. It’s a security position. He was a decoy for … the alpha of my pack.”

“What?” Polina’s fingers gripped her wand tighter.

“The alpha family of the Catskills carry the last name of Maldivess. I know them well. They are werewolf royalty. There are seven members of that family. Seven extremely strong wolves. None of them answered their private lines. None of them have checked in with the werewolf council before the full moon. I’ve sent a member of my pack to their homes to check on them. The pack tattoo you just drew for me isn’t a known pack. They have no representation on the council. ”

“He said his name was Alex.”

Silas snorted with anger. “Fucker is using his real name. Alex was cast out of the society three years ago after he killed his parents. He was imprisoned but last year he escaped. This whole time I’ve operated under the assumption that he was here, in the city.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t find him because he was hiding in your realm. I’m afraid for you, Polina. This guy could be the most dangerous werewolf that ever lived.”

“You’re telling me that a werewolf that other werewolves call the most dangerous of their kind is living in my realm?”

“I’m afraid so.” Silas crossed his arms over his chest. “Alex isn’t just a werewolf. You need to understand what you are up against.”

“I’m listening.”

“Five years ago, Alex was a member of the Lycanthropic Society—the high werewolf council. The Lycanthropic Society consists of representatives from the twelve alpha families.”

“Twelve? There must be more packs than twelve in the world.”

He nodded. “Of course there are, but all families are descended from the primary twelve. Unlike what you see in the movies, werewolves are born, not made. If I bit you in this form or my wolf form, there would be no consequence aside from the physical wounds of the bite itself. Werewolfism is a dominant gene. Over time, werewolves have mixed with other creatures and races, humans, other shifters, etcetera, but even a drop of werewolf blood in your heritage will make you a werewolf. It is said that all werewolves descended from twelve purebloods that originated at the beginning of time.”

“That far back?”

He shrugged. “Are we here to talk origination stories or about the danger you are in?”

“Sorry. Twelve purebloods equal twelve alpha families.”

“Exactly. Careful records have been kept to determine which families have the highest concentration of pure blood. My family is an alpha family. We are descendants of the Fireborn pack.” He tapped the skin beneath his tattoo. “Alex was the son of an alpha family just like me.”

“The Bloodright pack.”

He shook his head. “The Nightstar pack.”

Polina looked at him, confused.

Silas continued, “Alex was always a difficult child. Never knew where to draw the line, you know? Impulsive. Reckless.”

“A bad dude. I get it.”

“When he was of age, he met a dragon fae named Nickelova Rallinth, a princess of her people, while traveling in Siberia with his parents. She fell in love with him.”

“Dragon fae? I didn’t even know there were any left.” Dragon fae channeled the magic of dragons. Since dragons had been hunted practically to extinction, dragon fae were likewise rare.

“Few, but a powerful few. He led her on, used her. He convinced her that he would marry her if she provided him with a dowry, a token of her love. She made him an amulet from dragon’s scale, a powerful magical object no one had possessed before. Once he had it, he left her. He broke her heart.”

“I like this guy less and less each minute.”

“You’ve heard the expression: Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned?”

“Of course.”

“Well, a dragon fae scorned will make you beg for the fury of a woman. She did not go gentle into that good night. Nickelova contacted Mondo Ravien, Alex’s father and alpha of Nightstar pack, and demanded the return of the amulet. Mondo apologized for his son and ordered Alex to return the magical item.”

“Let me guess. He didn’t.”

Silas shook his head. “It isn’t simply rebellious when the son of an alpha disobeys a direct order. It is impossible for a pack member to act against the alpha’s wishes. But Alex was one of the rare exceptions. Because his father had mated with his purebred mother, Alex’s blood was stronger than most, and being the oldest son of an alpha, he was next in line for the throne. He was able to resist the alpha bond and challenge his father for the role with the help of the amulet.

“He broke our oldest and most sacred law. No wolf of any pack can disobey a Lycanthropic Society alpha without punishment from the rest of the society. Alex did. He murdered his father, then used the power of the amulet to transport himself to a place or places unknown, and left the rest of his family to face the wrath of Nickelova.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

“It wasn’t. With the amulet gone, Nickelova flew into a rage and accused the Nightstar pack of stealing it. She burned Alex’s mother alive, along with his younger brother. His older sister survived only because she was away at college at the time and had stayed behind in the States.”

“For the love of the goddess…”

With a deep sigh, Silas spread his hands on his desk and hunched his shoulders. “The sister mated a high-ranking male in Nightstar and saved the pack by providing an alpha family. She helped us find Alex. He was hiding near his family’s home in a suburb of Chicago. But he’d already hidden the amulet by that point. We never found it. Alex was tried, found guilty, and sentenced to life. He was sent to the supernatural wing of a maximum security prison in Illinois.”

“How did he escape?”

Silas shook his head. “We don’t know.”

Polina stiffened. “So he escaped without notice and is taking his revenge on society families?”

Silas scratched his cheek, his beard seeming to grow by the minute. “I think it’s more than that.” He reached for Polina’s drawing of Alex’s tattoo. Flipping through the tome in front of him, he found a page and turned the book to face her. “This is the symbol of the Nightstar pack.”

The image in the book was of a simple harvest moon. “No claw marks.”

“Alex is calling his pack Bloodright. He’s wearing a symbol of a divided moon. I think he’s trying to return to the society that rejected him. Only, the society as it stands would never allow him back. He’s trying to change it. A few strategic murders and enough wolves behind him, and he might be able to force his way back into leadership.”

“I’m guessing that would be bad.”

“Terrible. Alex never liked the rules. He thought of werewolves as the superior species. With him in charge, it would be chaos.”

“Then I’ll have to stop him. I’ll sentence him to the hellmouth immediately.”

“No. You can’t!” Silas held out his hands desperately. “If you leave the new pack without an alpha before the full moon, they’ll lose their minds. I’m not speaking figuratively on this. Most, if not all, will go insane. You’ll have a bloodbath on your hands. They’ll tear apart anything they see.”

Polina shifted nervously in her chair. “But the full moon is tonight. Surely you aren’t asking me to babysit a killer and his pack. There are human families mere miles from their camp. I’m not sure any spell can hold back that many wolves. I’ve never done that type of magic before.”

“That’s exactly what I’m asking you. We need to know where he is so we can apprehend him. He’ll have a Zafka, a decoy. All alphas have them. It is imperative that my people are able to find and apprehend the true Alex Ravien and successfully transition his pack to a new alpha.”

“Oh hell,” Polina cursed, rubbing her head. She rose and tapped her wand on her palm. “I’ll do what you ask, but you better move on this, Silas Flynn. I can’t control these wolves forever. I’ll do my best, but if it’s not handled by the second night of the full moon, all bets are off. I’ll handle things my way, even if I have to send them all to the grave.”

“I understand. But Polina?”

“Yes.”

“There’s something else.”

“You’re kidding.”

“The amulet was never found. Alex picked your realm because no magical being can detect him there due to your enchantment. There’s too much magical interference. He feels safe there. His guard will be down. But it’s also likely that the thing that drew him to your realm in the first place was the amulet. He may be looking for it, and if he gets it, with the number of wolves you say he has in his pack, it would take a dragon to stop him.”

“That doesn’t make sense. If Alex hid it, wouldn’t he know exactly where to find it? Wouldn’t he have found it by now?”

“Not necessarily. The same enchantment keeping him safe could be interfering with him tracking the talisman. Even if he were working alone when he hid it—and we don’t know that for sure—magic can be very disorienting.”

Polina shook her head. “It’s impossible. I would know if a magical object crossed the border of my realm.”

Silas let out a deep breath. “He would have hidden it a little over two years ago.”

Polina froze. “But that’s when—”

“When you were buried under Tabetha’s persigranate trees, and she was controlling your realm.”

Chapter Twenty-Seven
The Misunderstanding
 
Polina left Silas’s office feeling overwhelmed. She needed to get back to her realm and fast. It would take a stronger spell than she’d ever performed to keep the Bloodright pack where she wanted them. She had serious doubts there was enough time to execute it successfully, if at all. With a pinch of gold dust between her fingers, she prepared to sweep home and reference her grimoire about the task. There was too much at stake. She could not fail.

In a fog of spinning thoughts, she almost rammed into Grateful, who had turned a blind corner from the foyer.

“Oh!” she said. “Polina, what are you doing here?”

“Meeting with Silas,” she said.

Grateful frowned. “Me too.”

“I’ll leave you to it.” Normally, Polina might chat about the problem with Grateful, but the time pressure she was under meant she’d have to leave the explaining to Silas. She raised the gold dust above her head.

“Wait.” Grateful caught her wrist. “I want to talk to you about Logan.”

“Logan? Is he all right?” Polina forgot her rush and searched Grateful’s face.

“Certainly not. He’s in love with you! I warned you, Polina. You touched his soul. He couldn’t help but be attracted to you. How dare you take advantage of him?”

Polina shook her head. “You think I used him? What, for sex?”

Grateful scoffed. “I don’t know what you used him for, but you knew the attraction wasn’t real and you acted on it. He’s only human. You’ll break his heart.”

“I didn’t.”

“Of course you did! I saw him at Valentine’s last night. Logan told me what happened between you.”

Polina shook her head. “No. I mean, it wasn’t what you think. I used the positivity potion and it led me right to his door.”

Grateful stiffened. “No…”

With a nod of her head, Polina explained in quick, breathy spurts. “I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I was obsessed. I used your spell, like you suggested. All I wanted was the endless yearning to cease. But when I drank the positivity potion, it led me straight back to him, Grateful. I love him. I never thought I could say that again, but goddess help me, I do. I’m so glad it was him.” She grabbed her chest. “I wasn’t using him. I just couldn’t deny my feelings for him a moment more.”

“Oh no.” Grateful pressed her fingers into her lips.

“What did you do?”

“I told him.”

“What?”

“I told him about the residual soul magic.”

“How could you?” Polina yelled. “He’ll never forgive me. He’ll think I used him like Tabetha!”

“I didn’t know! I thought you had.”

“Was he very angry?”

Grateful’s face screwed up. “I can fix this. I’ll explain everything. Logan will listen to me.”

Unbidden tears spilled over Polina’s lower lids. “You don’t understand. Logan will never love me if he thinks I used magic. Any magic. It’s over. He’ll never trust me again.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

Polina raised the gold dust over her head. “I have to go. People’s lives are at stake. But I’m not sure I can forgive you for this, Grateful.” She sobbed, then caught her breath. “Strike that. Maybe I should thank you. We all know how it would end eventually. Maybe you’ve just accelerated the inevitable.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? It’s true. Humans die. Humans leave. Maybe it’s better it ends before it ever begins.” She released the dust, Grateful’s devastated expression dissolving as Polina blended into the pipes of the water fountain in the hall. It was more than her molecules that came apart. Her soul shattered with her body. Somehow, she had to find the strength and will to pull herself together. She didn’t have time to grieve the loss. There was work to be done.

Chapter Twenty-Eight
Over
 
The weight in Logan’s heart seemed to grow heavier by the minute, as did the fire in his blood. Twenty times today he’d picked up the mirror Polina had given him, intending to break up with her. She’d violated his trust, manipulated him like some sort of toy. The only thing that stopped him was he wanted to do it in person. He wanted to see her face when he told her he’d figured her out. He knew what she’d done. Would she deny it? Regret it?

A flash of blue almost knocked him out of his chair. “What’s happening?” He positioned the silver squarely in front of him.

The mirror melted into a reflective pool of metal. Like a stone dropped in a puddle, concentric circles rippled from the center to the edges of his reflection. The movement blurred his image and then morphed into one with delicate features and full lips. When the reflection smoothed out again, he was looking at Polina.

“Logan, I just spoke to Grateful. I can explain—”

“You knew that the soul magic was the reason for our attraction, and you didn’t tell me,” Logan snapped. “You used me.”

“No. You don’t understa—”

“I understand that you took advantage of a side effect of magic to get what you wanted from me. I understand that you are just like every other witch. You take what you want, when you want it, and don’t worry about how you hurt anyone else in the process.”

“No, Logan, I love you. I wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Stop lying to me!” A hot swell of anger balled Logan’s hands into fists. He would not allow this to happen again. “My heart is not a toy for your entertainment. It’s over, Polina.”

“No! No, Logan. Listen to me!”

“I’m done. I warned you not to use magic on me. You used me and you lied.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

Logan slammed his fist on the table, sending a ripple through her reflection. “It’s over!” He ground his teeth together. “You’re no better than Tabetha.”

Polina’s reflection morphed from desperation to outright horror. He was almost convinced he’d hurt her, but then he remembered that a mere human could never hurt a witch.

In anger, he picked up the mirror and hurled it at the floor. It shattered, the pieces melting and seeping through the floorboards.

“Fuck. Good.” He stood and paced his penthouse condo. “I am done with the lies. I am done with the supernatural mess. Fuck it all.” He grabbed his keys off the counter and headed for the elevator, desperate for a fresh start.

Chapter Twenty-Nine
Shattered
 
Polina’s heart stopped as Logan’s face disappeared from the lucubratus. The way the reflection had frozen, then cracked, she was sure he’d shattered the mirror and with it, her heart. He’d ended it. The worst part was he hadn’t given her a chance to explain or apologize. He hadn’t believed her feelings were real.

She staggered backward. The crushing realization that once again she’d been left, abandoned by a human, plowed through her. Her mind raced. The room of reflections, the seat of her power, returned everything she was sending out. A million visions of Logan came back to her in the diamond-like facets of the room: the way he looked at her the first time they’d met, their first kiss, the night they spent together.

A large fragment of mirror directly in front of her replayed the night she’d come to him on his balcony. He’d wanted so badly to prove to her that he was not a fragile human. As her tears turned to silver, carving trails down her cheeks and staining her shirt, no part of her thought of him as fragile. If anything, he was dangerous. He’d ruined her. She collapsed to her knees.

“My lady?” Hildegard soared into the room and landed on the floor in front of her. “Is there anything I can do?”

“No,” Polina rasped. “Again. It happened again! They leave. They always leave.” She spread her hands. “Five hundred years, Hildie. Am I not worthy of love? Will I never know what it is to be truly loved?”

The wise old owl hopped closer. “Of course you are worthy. And you are already loved. I love you. It’s not the romantic type you were hoping for, but it is real and it is forever.”

Polina let out a deep sob and cupped her familiar’s feathery face. “I love you too, sweet bird.”

Hildegard sighed. “You took a risk. You gave him your heart and it didn’t work out.”

Liquid metal spilled from Polina’s stained cheeks. “Yes.”

“But life goes on.”

“Yes, it does,” she whispered. “Mine goes on forever. And suddenly, forever seems longer than it did before.”

“I am sorry, my lady. And I do hate to push, but the hour grows late. You must start the potion to protect the humans right away. There’s no time.”

Polina wiped her face, absorbing the liquid metal through her skin, and forced herself to stand. Her stomach churned, but she closed her eyes and centered herself. With a slow swipe of her wand, Logan’s image disappeared from the mirrors around her. She cleared her throat.

“Let us begin. We have work to do.”

Chapter Thirty
Desperation
 
Logan strode into the Carlton City humane society with a singular purpose. He needed a pet, another living creature to focus on and occupy his time. With Jonah helping out at Valentine’s, the restaurant would survive without him for a day or two while he licked his wounds. He was too depressed to cook. Silas had suggested a dog could be family. He needed that right now. He needed something, anything, to help fill the gaping hole in his chest.

“What type of pet are you considering?” The woman behind the counter’s nametag read Carol. She wore a black polo and khaki pants but did not smile. Instead, she seemed size him up for pet ownership, more than willing to censure him and his plans if necessary.

“I’ve always considered myself a dog person.”

“What kind of dog?”

“Labrador, golden retriever. You know, a bigger breed that likes to play.”

“You got a fenced yard?”

“Uh, no. I live in a penthouse condominium.”

She burst into laughter. “You will not be bringing home a large dog.”

Logan rubbed the back of his neck. “What kind of dog do you recommend then?”

“For you? I don’t recommend a dog. How about a guinea pig or a rabbit?” She opened the door to a room of cages containing small animals.

“Not what I had in mind,” Logan said, staring at a pair of hamsters. “I just need something that’s going to engage with me, you know? I don’t want an animal that’s in a cage all day.”

“Rabbits can be litter trained.”

Logan shook his head.

“Well, how about a cat? Certain cats have personalities similar to dogs. Some can even learn to play fetch.”

Considering it, Logan gave her a small smile. “Yeah. I think a cat might be good.”

“Come this way.”

He followed Carol through a door labeled Cat Room. Every imaginable type of cat filled the four walls. A humungous orange tabby with a pushed-in face clawed at him from a carpeted stand.

“Don’t mind Oscar. He’s grumpy.” She lifted a calico kitten from the floor. “This one here is just a couple of weeks old. Easily trainable. Good disposition.”

Logan pulled the kitten into his arms and scratched it behind the ears. It leaned into his fingers and closed its eyes. It was an agreeable animal. Perfect in some ways. He was sure Carol was right; this cat could adapt to almost any environment. But as Logan looked at the tiny feline, he felt no connection with it. For some reason he didn’t fully understand, it just didn’t feel right. He bent over and put the kitten down.

Carol frowned. “Well then, let me see…” She pressed her pointer finger into her chin and looked around the room. Logan did too. As his eyes fell on cat after cat, he discounted each one. Too old. Too hairy. Too mean. Too sleepy. And then his gaze fell on something interesting.

Crouched low and ready to spring, a white shorthair prepared to jump to the next carpeted tower. A patch of brown fur over one eye made him look like a pirate. Logan noticed a thin hairless scar behind his left ear. When the cat leapt, it hit its head on the opposite post and fell to the floor, crying.

“Oh, Bonny girl, when will you learn?” Carol picked the cat off the floor and placed it on the platform it was targeting. It was a her, not a him. Hmm. Logan took a closer look. Where the cat’s tail should have been was nothing but a stump, and to his surprise, she only had three legs. He hadn’t noticed before because the good leg was facing him, hiding what was missing.

“What happened to that one?”

“Hit by a car. Barely survived, the poor girl. We named her Bonny after the pirate Anne Bonny because of her patch. Maybe we can get her a peg leg, huh?” Carol laughed.

“I’ll take that one,” Logan said.

Carol shook her head. “You don’t want this cat. She’s special needs. She loses her balance all the time. Cries incessantly because she can’t do the things she wants to do. And she gets depressed. Sometimes she hardly eats. To be honest, I’m not sure how long she’ll make it.”

Logan stepped over to Bonny and scooped her up into his arms. She laid her head on his bicep as if she didn’t have the energy for anything more and blinked up at Logan. He rubbed circles over the scar behind her ear. The purr she rewarded him with seemed too loud to come from such a small body. All he could think was that this cat was like him, a survivor. He could relate to this cat. “She’s perfect. I’ll take her.”

Carol shrugged, eyeing Bonny in his arms. “Okay. Why the hell not? Come on up to the counter and I’ll ring your adoption fee. She’s on a few medications. I’ll get you a list and instructions. Oh, and she needs a special litter box because she has trouble getting into the ones with the higher edge.”

He grinned and kissed Bonny’s head. “It’s fine. Whatever she needs.”

Chapter Thirty-One
Preparations
 
“Hildegard, bring me the wolfsbane.”

Polina huddled over the cauldron, stirring with two hands. She had to. The potion within was thick with molten silver and twenty-five other rare ingredients from her stores. The heavy mixture had taken her hours to create. Long hours she spent weeping over her work.

Logan was gone. The only good thing about her broken heart was it drove her to try harder, and it had paid off. This was the most potent wolf repellent she’d ever made. She’d surround the human campsite with it, then warn the campers of a wolf attack in the area. She’d tell them they shouldn’t venture out at night. With any luck, the humans would stay on their side of the line, and the wolves would avoid the campsite altogether.

Hand to the back of her nose, Polina breathed through her mouth as the repellent neared completion. It smelled of a cross between raw sewage and a chemical treatment plant. Hildegard coasted over the pot and dropped a talonful of wolfsbane into the mix. Bubbles formed like a rich head on a freshly poured draught beer. Polina stopped stirring.

Copper-orange fumes rose from the potion. “It’s ready.” Polina pulled a glass decanter from a rack in her kitchen and ladled in the syrupy brew. She filled another and another.

“Not a moment too soon. The sun is setting,” Hildegard said. “I am worried about you, crying all day over the human. Will you be strong enough to do this?”

“I’ll have to be. What good is being immortal if you can’t push the boundaries of existence every now and then?”

“Hmm.” Hildegard flapped her wings disapprovingly.

“Let’s get on with it. Help carry these out front.” Polina grabbed her wand and charged out into the front yard. She cast her eyes up to the three gargoyles who guarded her home, perched on the Tudor’s gables. The sun hadn’t fully set yet. It would require magic to wake her three guardians early.

“Excitae,” she commanded, raising her wand. The green-stained copper above her twitched and then the metal-on-metal sound of colliding swords rang out with the stretch of gargoyle wings. “Nicodemus, come.”

With his great curled horns and demon-like face, Nicodemus was a frightening sight to behold but a loyal and faithful guardian. He soared down from the eastern gable and bowed to her. “What is your command, mistress?”

“Take your brethren and distribute this potion evenly around the human camp. There are twelve of these.” She handed him the decanter. “Be discreet. It won’t do to frighten the humans.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Skogal coasted from the center gable and landed on her left.

“Good evening, Skogal.” The gargoyle’s tongue lolled from the corner of his mouth. “Follow Nicodemus and do as he does.”

The gargoyle bowed low enough for his snout to touch the dirt. He grasped the decanter Hildegard brought from the house and focused on Nicodemus with the intensity of a trained dog.

Rohilda yawned as she landed and waited while Polina brought her another decanter.

“Do you understand what you must do?” Polina asked her.

The female gargoyle nodded her metal head, her keen eyes shifting toward the human camp.

“Very well. I will leave the rest here on the stoop for you. I will check your progress at sundown.”

Polina watched as the three took to the air and glided south toward the campground. She ran into the house and grabbed the other containers, placing them outside her door.

Hildegard landed on her shoulder. “You’d better have the gargoyles keep watch on the border tonight.”

“Oh, I plan to. But you and I are going to do better than that. We are going to spy on the wolves and go where they go.”

The owl ruffled her feathers. “I don’t like this. Wolves eat owls, you know. Couldn’t we just use the mirror?”

“We’ll be careful. I don’t trust them, Hildie. My mirror will show us any acts of harm the wolves might attempt tonight, but I want to know more. I want to see the shift. It might hold a clue to the pack’s intentions. If the alpha, Alex, is after the dragon fae amulet as Silas fears, following him will be our best chance to intercept it.”

“As you wish,” Hildegard said, her tone reluctant and longsuffering. “Don’t listen to the wise old owl. Force us both to death’s door.”

Polina grimaced. “It’s our responsibility. It’s why we’re here.” Squaring her shoulders, she led the way into the woods.

Renegade Caverns came into view just as long purple clouds chased the sun from the sky like the fingers of a closing fist. Following Polina’s command, Hildegard took to the trees as Polina morphed into the reflective metallic form that made her virtually invisible. She silently navigated her woods, stopping behind the broad trunk of a pine tree near the clearing to spy on the gathering wolves. Not that she was surprised, but Alex hadn’t kept his promise about taking the pack farther up the mountain, and there was not a chicken carcass in sight.

Alex stood on a massive stump at the center of the pack, naked, as were all the other wolves. Polina supposed if your body would shift, it didn’t make sense to rip your clothes. The stump serving as alpha’s stage hadn’t been there yesterday. Around the bottom, faces of wolves, claw marks, and harvest moons were carved into the wood. A totem pole of sorts… and a pulpit.

“Our time is coming,” he said to them. “For some of you, this will be your first shift. It will be painful. Don’t fight it. If you fight the change, chances are you’ll lose your mind as well as your body. The pack needs your mind.” Alex removed a square of fabric from his pocket and handed it to a man on his left. The man sniffed it and passed it to the woman next to him. “When the shift comes, I want you nine to head up the mountain.” He pointed to a group of men and women beginning to stretch and groan in front of him. “You eight go east. You eight, west. And the rest of you, come with me.”

Polina eyed Alex and the remaining four. There was only one direction left to go, toward the humans. What were his intentions? If Silas was right, they were looking for the amulet. She’d have to keep her eyes open and intervene if they found it. If she was capable of intervening. She was already exhausted, and her first priority was the humans at the border.

Above her, the darkness finally took hold, the full moon shining like a beacon from the night sky. Human screams mixed with beastly howls, a horrible din that made Polina want to cover her ears. The snap of breaking bones echoed around her. Her jaw clenched as Alex’s ears extended up the sides of his head. He pitched forward, hands landing on the stump in front of his feet like a game of Twister gone wrong. Fluid oozed from the alpha’s temples, glinting in the light of the moon, while his jaw popped and extended, teeth protruding past the lips, face lengthening. Claws ejected from his knuckles and hair sprouted along his spine.

By the time a dark red tail sprung from Alex’s backside, she thought she might be sick. The shift wasn’t quick and certainly wasn’t painless. And then the unthinkable. Alex turned to face her. He sniffed the air, looked directly at her, and growled.

Could he see her? No. But he could smell her. The two leathery bellows of his wolf nose collapsed and expanded with his sniff. Fuck. Polina retreated into the woods as quietly as she could. It wasn’t quiet enough. Alex, now in the form of the huge red wolf, stalked toward her, his golden eyes narrowing.

She broke into a run. So did he. And he was faster.

Chapter Thirty-Two
Just to Clarify
 
“This is what they told me to get, but it doesn’t look very appetizing.” Logan placed a dish of dry kibble on his dining room table in front of Bonny the pirate cat.

She sniffed the food and blinked up at him disapprovingly.

“I didn’t think so.” He removed the offending dish and rummaged through his cupboard. “I save this for when I’m in the mood for some East Coast fixings. I think you’ll approve.” He opened a can of lump crabmeat and tipped it over the dry kibble.

Bonny meowed and paced, sniffing the air as he approached. He was impressed at how well she got around with just the three legs and a missing tail. This was definitely his cat. Scarred. Damaged. Just like him.

As soon as he set the dish down on the placemat he’d put out for her, she dug in. Yes, he was going to let her eat on the table. Why not? It’s not like anyone else would be eating across from him. Ever. He was finished with women. Heart officially crushed.

“Why couldn’t it have been real, Bonny? You know, when I found out Tabetha was messing with my emotions, I let it go pretty easily. She was an evil witch who did a wicked thing. You expect evil to be evil. But this, this is the worst. Thing is, I believe Polina was hoodwinked too. But she knew. She knew about the effects and she didn’t warn me. She didn’t ask me if it was okay if she toyed with my heart.”

Bonny licked her chops and walked across the table to arch her back and stick her butt in his face. Obligingly, he gave her back a scratch from shoulders to stubby tail. The cat purred like a lawnmower.

“She felt it. I know she felt it too. But she also kept the truth from me, manipulated me. And it was perfect. Too perfect. Even now, I want to forgive her. I want to just go with it, real or not, and allow myself to be happy for a while. Maybe I should. Maybe I should pretend Grateful never told me about the soul magic. Does it matter, really, why I feel the way I do?”

He wished he could call her. Talk to her. Take a tiny sip of the intoxicating poison.

Brrrng. Brrrng. His phone vibrated in his back pocket. Weird. Who was calling tonight?

“Mr. Valentine?” It was the doorman.

“Yes, Fred.”

“There’s a Grateful Knight here to see you, sir.”

“Send her up.” Grateful? What did she want? To rub salt in his wounds? He knew that wasn’t exactly fair. Her heart was in the right place. But it was hard not to resent the person who ruined you, even if she had good intentions.

Logan scooped Bonny into his arms, afraid she might try to jump down from the table and hurt herself. He plastered a smile on his face and opened the door just as Grateful was getting off the elevator.

“Grateful—”

“I need to talk to you.” She was not smiling. In fact, she seemed downright disturbed.

“Where’s Lucas?” Logan asked, sticking his head in the elevator.

Grateful smirked. “I didn’t leave my infant son in there if that’s what you’re wondering.”

He rolled his eyes. “I thought Rick might be with you.”

“No. He’s watching Lucas to give me a chance to talk to you.” She sighed deeply.

“Well, come on in. Tea? Chocolate?”

“I’m not going to turn down your famous hot chocolate.”

Logan placed Bonny on the floor and headed for the kitchen.

“Who’s this?” Grateful asked, squatting down to scratch Bonny behind the ears. “And what happened to her?”

“Bonny. She was hit by a car. I adopted her today.”

“She’s sweet.”

“Well, I needed something to distract me after our conversation last night.” He stirred the milk in the pot, adding the other ingredients one by one. After a stretch of silence he mumbled, “I needed somewhere to put it all.”

“Oh god, Logan. I made a mistake.”

Logan stopped stirring and looked at her over his shoulder. “What kind of mistake?”

“I ran into Polina today.” Logan dropped the spoon with a clang against the pot and spun on his heel.

“Where? When?”

“Outside Carlton City PD. Silas asked me to come by to talk about the werewolf murder that happened behind Valentine’s. She was on her way out at the same time I was on my way in.”

Logan started stirring again. “What were you mistaken about, Grateful?” The chocolate wasn’t hot enough but he poured it into two mugs anyway, sliding one across the counter into her hands.

She licked her lips. “I told you your attraction to Polina was due to soul magic, and initially it was.” She paused.

Logan made a gimme motion with his hand.

“Polina used a positivity potion to try to forget about you.”

“What the fuck is a positivity potion?” Logan’s body was a lit match. Emotion flared near his middle and fanned out, threatening to consume him.

“A positivity potion attracts you to the perfect match for you, like a magnet. It doesn’t create love and it doesn’t force the person to love you back, but it leads you to the person with whom you have the greatest potential for true love.”

“And?”

“The potion led her here, Logan. I made that potion for her, but when I spoke to you before, I hadn’t realized she used it. Her feelings for you are real. Your feelings are real. They may have been influenced at some point by the soul magic, but they are not anymore.”

Logan’s brows shot skyward. “Are you fucking with me, Grateful?”

“I would not fuck with you about this.”

“The magic doesn’t cause it?” He narrowed his eyes on her.

Grateful shook her head. “I’ve been a complete ass. I should have spoken to her before I talked with you. I’m so sorry, Logan.”

He could hardly hear her. Blood pounded in his ears. Part of it was anger, but that part was swiftly overcome by an intense joy that worked its way through him.

“There’s something else.”

Inhaling sharply, he turned toward her. “What else could there be?”

“Do you remember that day at the Red Mound motel in Washington when you helped me by channeling your mother?”

“I remember that day. I don’t remember what I channeled aside from what you told me.”

“I remembered something she said to me right at the end. She said, ‘Tell my son he’ll soon be given a choice, and I…”

“And I what?”

“She didn’t finish. You woke up.”

Logan smacked his forehead. “How is that helpful?”

“If you take just the words, it isn’t, which is why I forgot about it and never told you.”

“Why are you telling me now?”

“I had this feeling when she said it. I had a feeling that how it was supposed to end was ‘he’ll be given a choice and I’ll love him no matter what.’”

Logan shook his head. “What choice? What choice am I supposed to make?”

“Maybe you’re supposed to be with Polina. Maybe your mom was trying to tell you that after all of her warnings and all of the craziness and swearing off witches… Maybe she was trying to tell you it was okay to choose Polina.”

There were only a few moments in Logan’s life that he experienced with absolute clarity, from the light in the room to the smell on the air and everything in between. The day he learned his mother died was one. His first day working at his own restaurant was another. And now, this. The smell of chocolate hung in the air over Grateful’s contrite expression across the counter. Bonny purred at his feet. The glow from the full moon spilled over the porch railing and through the window, blending with the light from the kitchen. And Logan admitted he loved Polina.

He checked that Bonny’s food and water dishes were full and set them on the floor. “Can you let yourself out, Grateful? There’s something I have to do.” He grabbed his keys and was out the door before she had a chance to answer him.

Chapter Thirty-Three
The Smuggler’s Notch Witch
 
Sprinting as fast as she could, Polina screamed as the red wolf accelerated and attacked. His front claws sailed toward her head. Polina plunged her hand into her leather satchel and tossed a pinch of gold dust. She dissolved between his paws, sinking into the mountain and traveling through the layers of minerals below. She emerged on the edge of her realm, near the human campsite.

Nicodemus, Skogal, and Rohilda heard her unspoken call and landed close by. Nicodemus, the largest of the three, bowed and arched his wings. “The barrier is complete, mistress.”

“Excellent.”

Hildegard landed in a branch above their heads, panting hard. “By the goddess, that was close. Why didn’t you strike him down?”

“Alex is wanted by the werewolf council. I promised Silas I would wait until they had a chance to bring him to justice. Taking out an alpha and leaving thirty pack members in chaos is counterproductive. Besides, he’s trying to find a dangerous talisman on my mountain, and I need to stop him.”

“What now? Wait for them to get here?”

“I’ll take the border with Nicodemus. Hildie, you follow the northward wolves. Skogal, go east. Rohilda, west. Don’t interfere unless a human life is at stake. Be prepared to report back to me everything you see. If the wolves find a magical object of any kind, I want to know.”

Hildegard twisted her body toward the north but kept her head facing Polina. “Take care. An agreement with the werewolf council is far less important than remaining a whole and functioning witch.”

Polina nodded her head and smiled. “Do not concern yourself. You’ll have your witch at sunrise.”

Hildegard took to the air without another word.

The rustle of branches from deep inside the woods indicated the wolves were close. Polina motioned for Nicodemus to take to the sky. With a flick and a muttered incantation, she masked herself from view, and this time, she did not forget to mask her smell, although the stink of wolf repellent potion was probably enough to do it without magic.

The beast or beasts barreled closer, the sound of panting breath causing her heart to flutter. Aside from the sheer size of a werewolf, their durability made them difficult to incapacitate without finishing the job in the form of killing them or sending them to the hellmouth. Her best bet was to avoid engaging at all if possible.

The beast broke from the woods. This one had a thick white coat and slightly smaller frame than Alex’s wolf. Perhaps a female? She thought back to the group of four outside the clearing and remembered the woman. She hoped she wouldn’t have to hurt her.

The white wolf stopped short, sniffing the air in front of Polina’s face. The wolf’s teeth, long and sharp, hovered close to her cheek. Polina held her breath. With a snort, the wolf pawed at her snout and shook her head. The potion was working.

Come on. Come on, Polina thought. Turn around.

Finally, the wolf’s giant body pivoted and jogged deeper into the woods. “It worked,” Polina whispered. “The potion is working.”

Nicodemus made a grunt of approval from his hiding place in the tree above.

“Come on,” she whispered, following the wolf. “Let’s hope she leads us to what we’re looking for.” And doesn’t kill us first.
Chapter Thirty-Four
Resistance
 
Smuggler’s Notch was a two-hour drive from Carlton City, but Logan made it in just over an hour. He sped toward Polina’s realm like the ass of his car was on fire. He had to see her. He had to talk to her about the positivity potion, why she’d kept it a secret. The only way this relationship was going to work was if he cleared the air between them, got everything out in the open.

He pulled into Smuggler’s Notch State Park and drove as deep into the forest as he could before he parked. A short trail led to the campground she’d mentioned a few times. The place was pretty quiet, but then it was late, past midnight.

“What you doin’ out here this time a night?” a man said to him. Logan hadn’t noticed him sitting quietly outside his tent in the dark.

“Out for a walk,” Logan said. “Couldn’t sleep.”

“You stayin’ in camp? Thought I’d met everyone here.”

“I arrived late.” Logan moved toward the woods. Logic suggested that Polina’s home would be up the mountain a ways. There’d have to be a path, wouldn’t there?

“Don’t wanna go that way,” the man warned. “Ranger says there was a wolf attack in these woods. A girl’s leg was damned near bit off. We’ve all been told never to venture in that direction. I’m not always one to follow the rules, but even at high noon that part of the forest gives me the heebie-jeebies.” The man pointed down the mountain to a sign at the head of a well-worn trail. “There’s some terrific hiking trails back there. Completely safe.”

“Thank you.” Logan turned as if to head to the trail then paused. Of course Polina would protect her home and privacy by keeping the humans away. If he wanted to find her, he needed to head in the direction that humans weren’t supposed to go. He made a one-eighty and headed back up the mountain.

“Hey! Did you hear me, boy? Don’t go that way!” the man called.

Logan ignored him and pressed on. The man had been right about the foreboding nature of the woods. Everything about the situation told him to hightail it back to his car. It was dark, dreary, and an evil fog seemed to linger over the ferns and plants of the forest floor. His stomach twisted with unease. His heart pounded thinking about what might attack him from the darkness. But worst of all was the smell. The pungent odor reminded him of a mix of outhouse and burned plastic. He covered his nose and breathed through his mouth. It was all an effort to keep him away, along with the other humans, but Logan had enough experience with witches to know he was headed in the right direction.

He forced his steps forward, foot over foot, deeper into the forest. At one point, the desire to run was so great, he became ill all over a birch tree, but he didn’t turn back. No way. He pointed his body in the direction where he felt the most resistance and kept moving. Finally, as if he’d passed some invisible barrier, the woods changed. The fog dissipated, and a path, although not well worn, appeared before him. He set foot to it and began to climb the mountain, trusting his gut to guide the way.

The dense woods were dark despite the full moon, and Logan pulled out his phone to use his flashlight app. The beam of light bobbed in the foliage as he progressed, revealing flashes of fallen logs, odd-shaped mushrooms, and the trunks of lichen-covered trees. A rustle came from his left and he twisted to see what it was. His light fell on an opossum that hissed and arched its back at Logan’s interruption.

“Holy shit, you scared—” Logan was cut off by a set of too-large-to-be-real gray jaws that clamped around the hissing opossum, choked it to the back of its throat, and swallowed it whole. A wolf. A fucking huge wolf, the size of a bear. “Holy shit!”

Logan sprinted. The thing barreled after him, shouldering through trees and underbrush like a living bulldozer. Hot breath hit his neck. A paw shredded the lower leg of his blue jeans, slicing open his calf. He howled in pain, leaping over a fallen log to escape the wolf’s bite as blood pooled in his shoe.

He had the sense that the wolf was toying with him. Judging by its sheer size and speed, it might have taken him out moments ago. And then a horrific thought crossed his mind. Maybe this was a werewolf. He’d never seen Silas as a wolf. Could it be him? A member of his pack? Fuck. He didn’t know anything about werewolves. Now that he’d been scratched, would he turn into a wolf?

The wolf was on him. No way could he outrun this thing. He had to try something else. Dodging behind a tree, he ventured off the path and then stopped abruptly. At first the wolf’s momentum carried it past him, further down the path, but then the beast turned, spotted Logan, and lowered its head. The growl emanating from its throat was threatening and completely unnatural.

“Easy, big fella.” Logan held out his hands. “Who are you? I have a friend who’s a wolf. His name is Silas. Believe me, I realize you’re having a bad night, but you don’t want to eat me. You’ll feel terrible tomorrow if you do.”

The wolf stepped closer, stalking Logan with crouched limbs and peeled-back lips.

“Whoever you are, you’re better than this. Go on. There’s a forest full of snack-sized rodents up there.” He gestured one shaking hand toward the mountain peak.

The wolf flashed amber eyes.

“Please.”

No dice. Teeth and fur pounced. Hundreds of pounds of wolf flattened Logan to the forest floor. Jaws snapped and Logan curled to keep his head out of the bite, but it didn’t help much. The wolf’s razor-sharp teeth sank into his shoulder, impaling his chest and back.

Logan cried out. The overwhelming feeling that this was the end coursed through him, but as the blood sprayed across his face and his bones snapped, all he could think was that he was unfinished. This was wrong. It was too early. There was more he had to do. He fought and pushed and kicked and even bit the thick fur of the beast. It was no use.

And then there was a flash of light so bright it drowned out the surrounding woods. Logan saw a tunnel, and at the end of it was Polina. Heaven. This must be heaven. The wolf dissolved off him. The pain faded. And then she was gathering him into her outstretched arms. Her lips moved, but he couldn’t hear what she said. All he could do was smile at his Polina and in her arms go happily to his eternal rest.

Chapter Thirty-Five
Healing Grace
 
“No. No. No.” Polina gathered Logan into her arms. His blood smeared the front of her dress. A sickening crunch told her his shoulder was seriously injured. His left arm dangled as if the bones were shattered. Logan was a tall man, muscular, and heavy as a slab of stone, but she needed to get him home and treat his wounds before he bled to death.

“Don’t you die, you bastard.”

She dug in her satchel for a pinch of gold dust. There was hardly any left after her escape from Alex. Just enough to carry them both, she hoped. She sprinkled it over her head and focused on Aurorean House. They came apart. He was human and she was exhausted. The process was sluggish and jerky. His composition fought the elemental change, and she begged the goddess that she hadn’t made a serious mistake trying to move him by gold dust in his condition. Ultimately, the dust gave out in her front yard.

With supernatural effort, she carried him inside, into her room of reflections, her most personal and sacred magical space. The mirrors repositioned themselves to make room for her, and a soft bed was first reflected in them and then physically appeared in front of her. She laid him down, tried to make him comfortable.

His breath came in tiny sips and his complexion was a frightening shade of gray. It reminded her too much of his condition the first time she’d found him on the side of the road. Fisting his shirt, she tore it from the ugly wound with a resounding rip. Half his chest was a gaping, bloody hole. Shoulder crushed. Lung punctured.

Healing spells were slow and draining. She was not an accomplished healer. Neither her life, nor her element, had afforded her much opportunity for practice in the art. But by the goddess, she intended to become one if it would heal this man. At the shoulder, the site of the most damage, she pressed the crystal of her wand to his chest and repeated, “Reinchide velecluse moribidatae vialanium.” The chant had no English translation, but in the old language it was a plea for the goddess to rebuild his body from the inside out. She’d used it once before to keep Logan alive. Could she do it again?

She felt his soul rise to the surface. He was dying, on the cusp of giving up the ghost. “Don’t you dare!” she yelled through tears. With one hand she pressed his spirit back into his body and held it there.

The bleeding stopped. Unfortunately, as she continued her healing spell, his face took on a worrisome shade of red. He was burning up. Sweat beaded across his forehead.

Swaying on her feet, she repeated the spell. Bones snapped into place and his shoulder filled from within. Panting, she retracted her wand. She didn’t have much power left, even here with the mirrors focusing her energy. Something was wrong. If anything, he seemed worse. His red face had gone as white as the sheets and his fever had turned to shivering. She took a step back, supporting herself with her hands on her knees. Her eyes scanned Logan’s body from head to foot.

Fresh blood. His calf was shredded. Gathering herself, she rolled the bleeding leg slightly and parted the shredded jeans. “By the goddess, it’s a miracle you’re still alive.” She touched her wand to the shredded flesh and repeated her incantation. The bleeding stopped. She hoped it was enough. She wouldn’t let him die. She couldn’t.

Up until then, she’d told herself she could live without him. She was prepared to walk away if that’s what he wanted. But the fact that he came here, at night, when he knew the risks, must mean he still cared. And she couldn’t let him go without knowing how he felt. Without knowing why he’d come.

She stumbled toward one of the mirrors with a singular purpose. The reflection of the box appeared in front of her and then manifested in the space before her. She flipped open the small square to reveal the balm inside and carried it to the bed with shaking hands.

The caretaker spell was a three-step process. First came the mark, the spell was cast on the host. Second, the trigger, the spell was activated. Third, an element was given, binding the two souls. Polina told herself she would not complete the spell, but compulsively she dipped her finger in the balm, scooped out a generous dose and smeared it over his heart in the shape of a scythe. The spell would bind him to her life force if it came to that. She hoped it wouldn’t. He might never forgive her if it did.

Exhausted, she stepped back and surveyed her patient. He didn’t seem to be bleeding anymore, but she wasn’t taking any chances. She rolled him on his side and checked his back, ran her hands down each leg. She found no further wounds.

What was he doing here?

Thankfully, he was breathing more evenly now, although his skin was still frighteningly pale. Too exhausted to use magic, she removed his bloody clothing by hand. She stumbled, catching herself on the bed. Immortal or not, she was drained.

She collapsed on the bed next to him and everything went black.

Chapter Thirty-Six
Reflections
 
Logan woke to a thousand faces staring in his direction. No, a thousand versions of the same face. It took him a minute to realize the swollen, sweaty reflection was his. He tried to sit up but failed miserably. Pain shot through his torso. His head pounded. His mouth went dry as a stone. What the hell was this place?

He didn’t know where he was, but he knew who he was with—Polina. As perfect as she looked nestled in the puffy white bedspread, her usual princess-like demeanor was gone, replaced with obvious exhaustion. He let her rest. He was too sore to move to wake her up, anyway.

Aside from the bed, everything in the room was made of mirrors. The floor, the walls, the ceiling. Blue light came from some indistinguishable place and bounced around the room, giving him the distinct impression of being encased inside a diamond. And encased he was. He could see no door, no way out. Of course the layers and facets of the walls tricked the eye into feeling turned around and upside down. He closed his eyes, head throbbing from the effort of taking it all in.

He should be dead. The wolf’s jaws had clamped down on him and an angel had come to carry him away. The angel was Polina. She’d saved him. Again.

“Are you awake?” He opened his eyes to find Polina leaning over him.

“Sorry I woke you,” he croaked through his parched throat.

She frowned. “You need something to drink. You are dehydrated.”

He tried to smile but his face hurt too much. His eyes darted to the mirror behind her. She was not reflected in it. The only face staring back at him was his own. It was as if she wasn’t even there.

“Are you real?” he rasped.

“I’m afraid so.” She followed his gaze. “Oh, you mean because the mirrors swallow my reflection. It’s part of the magic of this place. It protects me, which means it hides me. Here. I’ll, make it easier for you.” She blinked her eyes and her reflection returned.

“What is this place?”

“My magical hearth. Um, the equivalent of Grateful’s attic. This is where I keep my grimoire most of the time and where I have the most power. And the place I sort lost souls occasionally.”

“Am I dead?”

“No!” Polina clarified. “I was able to heal you.” She helped him into a seated position, which was more painful than he expected. She propped him up in a nest of pillows.

“My head is killing me.”

“You’ve lost too much blood.” With a groan she crawled out of the bed and hobbled toward one of the mirrors as if her entire body hurt. “You need tea,” she said. “Ginger and horehound. It will help heal you.”

“You don’t have to—” But she was already gone. The silver swallowed her, the sway of her back receding in the reflection although she was no longer in the same room.

“Mindfuck if I ever saw one.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his head. He must’ve fallen asleep because when he opened them again, Polina was standing beside him with a tray. She rested the goods on a bedside table and poured him a cup of herbal tea.

“Here, drink this.” She brought the delicate floral teacup to his lips. He took a long sip and then another. The stuff tasted awful, like herbal shampoo in a cup, but he was thirsty enough to drain the cup dry. “Very good. It’s a potion, not a beverage. Tastes horrible but it will help, trust me. Now a scone.” She broke off a piece and held it to his lips.

He took a bite, chewed, and swallowed. The confection was tasty and did a good job of chasing the bitter tea from his palate. “Thank you,” he muttered, leaning his head back.

“Well, I can’t take credit for these. They came from Costco.” She grinned. “Right next to the—”

“Eye of newt,” he finished, laughing painfully.

Her smile faded and she lowered herself onto the side of the bed. “Coming here, especially in the middle of the night, was extremely stupid,” she chided. “What were you thinking? You couldn’t wait until tomorrow to berate me for using magic on you?”

“I didn’t come to berate you,” Logan said softly. “I came to apologize.”

Her eyebrows lifted and her chin dropped. “Apologize?”

“Grateful told me about the positivity potion.”

She shrugged. “Why should that matter? More magic. More reason for you not to trust me.”

He swallowed hard. “She said the positivity potion only attracts two people to each other if they have the potential to be soul mates.”

“Potential. That’s the keyword. It doesn’t make you fall in love.” She started to cry then, tears winding in rivers down her cheeks. Pink with embarrassment, she looked away, her red waves sweeping forward to conceal her face. Logan’s heart ached.

“But sometimes you do,” he said softly.

“Yes.” She swallowed and wiped her face with the bell sleeves of her dress. “I did. I fell in love with you, Logan. I couldn’t help it. I tried to stop myself, but it just happened. And I couldn’t tell you how or why because I knew when you found out that magic brought me to your door, you’d hate me.”

He propped himself up, feeling stronger, as a result of the tea or the rest or the adrenaline pumping through his veins, he wasn’t sure. Seeing her cry brought out protective instincts he didn’t know he had. “Polina, look at me. Look. At. Me.”

She blinked long dark lashes at him.

“Do you love me? Genuinely, without the aid of magic?”

She wrapped her long red hair around her hand. “You can’t bring about real love by magic. I love you, Logan. I know you don’t love me back. It happens sometimes. I knew the risks when I used the potion. A witch doesn’t cast her heart outside her body without knowing it might never come back. You must believe me. I never meant to hurt you.”

“Did you use the potion to try to control me? To use me?”

“Use you?” Polina shook her head. “Can’t you see? I’ve given you my soul. You own me, Logan. I’m yours. I’d do anything for you.”

“Anything?”

Her eyebrows pulled in and up. She nodded once.

“Put your hands on your head.”

“Logan…”

He raised his eyebrows.

She put her hands on her head.

“Get on your knees.”

She climbed off the bed and knelt on the mirrored floor, her red hair wild around her shoulders, her hands still on her head. With a grunt, he pushed himself up and crawled from the bed. He shuffled forward and gathered her hair in his hand, tugging her head back so she was looking up at him with wet eyes. Part of him hated to do this to her, to overpower her like this by force of will. But another part, an insistent voice at the back of his brain, had to do it. There was a difference between saying a thing and doing it, living it. He had to be sure what she said wasn’t just words.

“Will you tell me the truth about what magic you use on me?”

She swallowed. “Yes. I need to tell you… I…”

“You what?”

“I prepared you for the caretaker spell,” she blurted. “Just in case. I wasn’t going to use it without your permission. I was afraid you might die. I wanted to be able to save you if I had to.”

“The caretaker spell. You’d make me like Rick? Give me your immortality?” A chill climbed his vertebrae.

“Yes.”

“But you didn’t finish it.”

“No. It’s a three-step spell. I only did the first part.”

Logan blew out a deep breath in relief. “Why didn’t you finish it?”

“You survived on your own. Besides, I didn’t want to do it without your permission. I couldn’t bind you to me for eternity without it.”

“And you won’t use magic on me without my permission in the future?”

She shook her head.

He released her hair.

“Please, Logan, I swear to you, I’m not like Tabetha. Can’t you see that? I’m kneeling in front of you. I’m yours.” She gripped his hips, eyes pleading with him.

He grabbed her wrist. “I came here tonight to tell you something, and you’re going to listen to me.” He shook her gently. “I love you.”

Her lips parted, and she searched his face.

“I’ve loved you since the first night we spent together, maybe longer. I loved you the day I told myself I didn’t, even when I thought you’d manipulated the emotion out of me. I couldn’t help myself. I loved you when I left my condo to come here tonight, and even though I almost died because your life is a royally fucked-up trap for a human like me, I love you now.”

Her tears flowed freely, and goddamn it if he wasn’t a little shaken up too.

“Is this happening?” she asked.

He nodded. “It is. I think it’s time we both gave ourselves permission to take a chance on each other. We deserve a shot. Can’t we try to make it happen?”

Polina leaned forward and pressed her lips to his lower abdomen. He pulled her up off her knees and kissed her properly. “Polina?” he said into her mouth.

“Yes, Logan.”

“I know this isn’t romantic, but my face hurts. In fact, everything hurts. I think I need a hospital.”

“I’m sorry. It’s too dangerous. My forest is crawling with werewolves, and I’m too weak from healing you to carry you using gold dust. But if it is any consolation, I can tell you are not going to die tonight. Your soul is firmly entrenched in your body.”

He nodded. “That’s good news.” He looked around the room at the cold glass reflecting his swollen body from every angle.

“Can we get out of this room?”

She smiled. “Absolutely.” She threaded her fingers into his and led him toward one of the walls. Before he knew what was happening, he was walking through the silver, stepping into a normal-looking bedroom with warmer, homey accouterments. She guided him to pale gray sheets and climbed in beside him.

Pain or no pain, he welcomed her head on his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to her hair. As her breath evened out, he wondered at how easily she slipped into sleep. The night had not been easy for her either.

“God help me, but it wouldn’t be the worst thing to be bound to you for eternity,” he whispered. He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear, blinked twice, and fell back asleep.

Chapter Thirty-Seven
Morning
 
Polina awoke tucked into Logan’s side, her palm resting on his chest. The steady rhythm of his heart was reassuring. He was stronger, healthier. The swelling had gone down, although one side of his face was still bruised. Now that she was rested, she’d complete the healing spell. He’d be as good as new by the time she sent him home. And she would send him home. It wasn’t safe for him to be here.

Alex and his pack were going to pay for this. She planned to contact Silas and confirm the Bloodright pack was searching for the dragon fae amulet. With any luck, the werewolf council would find a way to collect him presently. She pushed herself up and reached for her wand.

“What do you plan to do with that?” Logan asked, his green eyes burning into her.

She trailed her fingers through his hair. “I was going to take care of that nasty bruise on your cheek.”

He pushed himself up on his elbows. “Were you going to ask my permission or simply shove your wand against my person?”

She balked. “It’s just a healing spell. The same one I used to save you last night. Nothing new. Completely innocuous.”

He sat up the rest of the way, pushing back the comforter. “Don’t you get it, Polina? It’s not that I’m not grateful that you saved me from the brink of death, and I do love you and trust you, but I want you to treat me as an equal. If you truly love me, you’ll respect that I have a choice and ask my permission before pulling the ol’ hocus-pocus. Even with the simple stuff, okay?”

She frowned. He was right. Even now, she had the strongest desire to treat him like a child, heal him, force him to eat a healthy breakfast, then wrap him in a protective spell and usher him to his car. But Logan wasn’t a child. Although his human state made him fragile, that didn’t give her the right to take away his free will. He wasn’t a pet or a slave. She’d promised him as much, and she’d meant it.

“Fine,” she said forcefully. “Logan, would you like to heal naturally, or will you accept my help to hasten the process?”

Logan blinked at her, eyes flashing over the nightgown she’d changed into while he was sleeping. It was a thigh-length cream-colored silk with spaghetti straps, comfortable but revealing now that she thought about it. He swallowed and licked his lips.

“I’ll take the magic,” he said.

She smiled. “Thank the goddess.” She slid to his side of the bed and wrapped her arms and legs around him from behind. He leaned back against her, the back of his head tucking in next to her cheek. Pressing her wand to his chest, she uttered the spell. Energy seeped from her skin, the magic wrapping around him, filling him. The side of his face changed from red-tinged purple to flesh colored. The remaining wound in his chest filled and faded, and an inconspicuous tightness in his torso softened. He sagged into her.

She removed her wand and slumped against the headboard.

“Are you all right?” Logan asked.

“I’m good.” She yawned. “The healing drains me. A witch draws on her own life force to heal. Just give me a minute.” She closed her eyes.

Logan shifted. His hand stroked through her hair and his lips pressed into her cheek. “Thank you.”

She opened one eye. “You’re welcome. I was hoping I wouldn’t have to watch you suffer for… I don’t know, how long would it have taken for you to heal?”

“Three weeks, maybe?”

“Hmm.” She closed her eyes again.

“How about I make us some breakfast?” he asked.

She roused herself and sat up. “Unfortunately, the scones you ate last night were the extent of what was in my cupboard.”

“Do you have staples? Eggs, flour?”

She shook her head. “I’ll go to the market once I handle this werewolf situation.”

“There’s more of a situation than what I saw last night?”

She nodded. “The pack in my realm is responsible for the murder of the werewolf they found behind your restaurant.”

“What?”

“The pack leader is the escaped convict Silas has been looking for. He’s dangerous, and the pack itself is growing larger than normal. Silas thinks the leader’s planning some kind of coup. I’ve agreed to keep them here until Silas can take down the alpha and assimilate the pack.”

“Fuck that!” Logan yelled.

“Excuse me?”

“Silas knows that you have a murderous escaped convict outside your back door and he thinks it’s appropriate to leave him here until he can get his act together? No fucking way. I don’t want you near that guy.”

Polina stared at Logan’s finger, pointed at her chest. “Are you concerned for my safety?”

“Yes! Aren’t you? Did you see that thing that almost ate me last night?”

“I did. And I sent him to hell. I’m immortal. You don’t have to worry about me.” Polina smiled sweetly, heart warmed by the idea he would worry about her.

“Tabetha was immortal and you and Grateful killed her.”

“True. I can be… dismantled, but it would take an extremely powerful magical creature to do it. Not a werewolf. Believe me, I have this under control. They can’t hurt me.” She stood and ran her hands down his outer arms.

“I don’t like it. I—”

Polina placed a hand on either side of his face. “Let me see if I can find a way to comfort you.” She kissed him long and slow until she could hear his heart pound within his chest. His hands smoothed over the line of her spine, cupped her thigh, and pulled her on top of him.

“You’re distracting me from my point.”

She ground against the hard length of him beneath her. “I think I found your point.”

He moaned.

“I have a suggestion,” she said. “How about a shower and then breakfast at the diner in Stowe?”

“Mhmm,” he said, roiling his hips and pressing himself into her.

Now that Logan was healed and hers, there were a few more distractions Polina had in mind.

Chapter Thirty-Eight
A New Day
 
Logan followed Polina into her bathroom but halted inside the archway that served as a door. The room gave new meaning to the term open concept. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered a clear view into the forest beyond where a grazing doe twitched her ears and stared at him inquisitively.

“Don’t mind her,” Polina said. “She’s after the blackberries.”

“This is… exposing.”

“The forest directly around Aurorean House is enchanted. No one can enter without my invitation, other than the natural wildlife.”

Aside from the wall of windows, the floor was stone as were the other three walls. A partition provided a natural separation to the room. He stepped deeper into the space and discovered the rest of the fixtures behind it. “So you shower and, uh, everything else, right here in the open, huh?”

She smirked. “Does that bother you?”

In fact, it did give him a mild case of the heebie-jeebies, but looking at her, the silk of her nightgown straining against her nipples, he wasn’t about to complain. He shook his head.

“Good,” she said with a smile. She approached the wall and placed her hand on a stainless steel pad. The shower turned on, water raining from a metal square in the ceiling. The spray misted across the ivory silk, revealing the petal-pink areolas at the tips of her pert breasts. His gaze drifted from her creamy shoulder to her elbow, the curve of her waist, the round and full mound of her hip, and the dark triangle of her sex barely visible through the fabric.

Everything inside Logan became singularly focused. Mine. His mind blanked and his legs carried him across the room to her of their own accord. Fingers digging into her hair, he cradled her neck. The kiss he gave her was hard, pressing, even invasive—a flag of ownership planted in the territory of her mouth. It wasn’t gentle, and he did not ask permission. She would be justified if she pushed him away.

But she didn’t. She melted into the kiss, sagging against his chest in surrender. Polina was a warrior. An immortal. She could crush him with a flick of her little finger. But all the signals she was tossing his way were the exact opposite of her nature. She made him feel like a king.

The thought made him desperate to be inside her, as if he could prove to her through physical prowess that he was man enough to be her mate. Unlike their first night together, when he’d been gentle with her, knowing it was her first time in almost a century, today he wanted to make her believe that, human or not, he was all the man she needed.

Warm mist from the waterfall wet his back. He moved his kiss to the corner of her mouth, around to her ear, and pulled her earlobe between his teeth. “I want to be inside you, in every way.”

She groaned. Her nails trailed over the outsides of his shoulders, scraping down his back. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his briefs and worked them off, over his erection. He was hard as a rock, ready for her. He bent over her petite frame to move his kiss to her shoulder.

She sank to the floor in front of him. “You said you wanted me on my knees,” she said.

He stared at her with hooded eyes. Before he could say another word, she took him in her mouth, opened her throat, and pulled him in deep.

Logan closed his eyes to keep from going over the edge.

“Fuck, what you do to me,” he said, the words laden with awe, worship in every syllable. Her warm tongue worked against his shaft until he thought he’d lose his mind as well as his resolve. “Not yet. Stop.” He tugged her to her feet.

She complied, her lids heavy with need. He lifted her nightgown over her head and cast it in the direction of his briefs. Hot damn. No underwear.

Dragging a knuckle down her abdomen, he stopped at the place where her thighs met and curled two fingers along her most sensitive flesh. She was wet and ready. A moan escaped her lips as his fingers entered her and began to stroke. Her head fell back and he caught her around the waist, her knees going soft.

She arched over his flexed arm, providing convenient access to her breasts. He flicked his tongue over her nipple as his fingers picked up the pace. He sucked harder on her breast, biting the nipple gently.

“Logan, mmm.” Her nails dug into his hair. He could feel the muscles inside her draw him in, her abdomen tense with pleasure as she worked herself into his hand. She was close. He wanted to watch her orgasm, see her shatter in his arms, but he needed to mark her as his own.

He removed his hand, smiling at her tiny whimpers at the absence of his touch. Hooking his hands under her ass, he bent his knees and lifted, spreading her legs and wrapping her thighs around his hips.

One step and her back was against the wall, his length sliding into her slick, wet velvet. Once fully inside, he paused, heart pounding and body enjoying the tight squeeze of her. He examined her face—hooded blue eyes, full, slightly parted lips, a hint of a smile tightening her cheeks.

“Tell me,” he whispered.

She opened her eyes a bit wider. She knew what he wanted. “I love you.”

He gripped her thighs, slid halfway out, and thrust back in. She gasped, squeezing her arms around his neck. “Whose are you?” His voice was breathy with restraint.

“I’m yours. I’m all yours.”

“I love to hear that.” He pumped into her again, slow out and sharp in, finding a rhythm and gaining speed. Her moans grew louder, echoing against the stone of the room, until finally he felt her clench around him. There was no holding back. He went over the edge, her sex milking his erection, clench and release, clench and release.

Only when she was completely spent, the last aftershock flowing from her body, did he lower her to her feet and pull her into the spray. The warm shower hit his sensitive skin, prolonging the intensity.

He reached for the bottle of shampoo on the ledge and motioned for her to turn around. As he took her wet hair into his hands and started working up a lather, he caught the eyes of the doe through the window. She was definitely watching.

“Berries, my ass,” Logan murmured.

“Huh?” Polina asked, eyes closed.

“Nothing.” He kissed her on the cheek and went back to lathering her red tresses. She eased into his touch. His. She was his.

And he didn’t take the responsibility lightly.

Chapter Thirty-Nine
Home Again
 
“I don’t like leaving you alone to deal with these werewolves. I know I’m only human, but give me a shotgun and some silver ammo and I can make a hell of a sidekick.” Logan sat across the breakfast table at the Stowe Diner dressed in his clothes from the night before. Polina had cleaned and repaired them for him, a spell she’d made him ask for twice.

She smiled and lowered her voice. “After this morning, I’m having trouble thinking of you as only human. In fact, I’d venture to say you’ve enchanted this witch.”

Logan’s chest visibly swelled, and he pointed his fork at her. “Please tell me you’re not just saying that.”

Blushing, she shook her head.

Logan tipped his face toward the ceiling. “Alleluia!”

The other restaurant patrons turned heads to look his way. A man with a long gray beard and leather vest pumped his arm and yelled, “Amen, brother!”

Polina snickered.

“So, you’ll let me stay and help you tonight?”

She shook her head. “Let me do my job, Logan. You have the restaurant.”

“I have a sous-chef. He can handle it.”

“You’re not one of those men who think women are helpless, are you?” she asked sternly.

“Of course not.”

“Then thank you very much. I appreciate your offer, but I will be managing my realm on my own. I promise I will call for you should I need help.”

“Call for me? How? The mirror you gave me is... gone.”

“I’ll make you another.”

“Wouldn’t a cell phone be more efficient?”

With a smug grin, she shoveled in a bite of hash browns. “The magic of the mountain interferes with cell service. You will become acquainted with the ways of magic over time. These things were strange to me at first, as well.”

“Believe me, between you, Grateful, Tabetha, and the water witch of Astoria—”

“Kendra.”

“Right, Kendra. Between the four of you, I think I’ve become adequately acquainted with the ways of magic.”

“I just mean…” She paused. “I should have introduced you to my gargoyles.”

Logan, who was about to take a sip of coffee, almost poured it in his lap. “Gargoyles?”

“Nicodemus, Skogal, and Rohilda. They live on the roof of Aurorean House. I would have introduced you, but it slipped my mind. Has anyone ever told you how distracting you are?”

He pressed the tips of his fingers together. “Not in a long time.”

“But once?”

He nodded slowly. “I was engaged once.”

She straightened. “You were?”

“Yeah.”

“What ended it?”

“She did. I found her in bed with someone else.”

Polina crossed her arms and leaned on the table. “She cheated?”

“Yep.” He laughed. “I guess nothing in life is permanent.”

“But why? You are a coveted human suitor. Why would she risk your alienation for pleasure?”

“I don’t think she shared your opinion of me. I worked too much. I wasn’t sensitive to her needs. She thought she deserved better.”

Polina furrowed her brow. “You seem adequate to me.”

Logan grinned. “Things are looking up. I’ve advanced from worthless to an adequate human.”

A slight blush crept from her neck to her cheeks. “You’ve changed my perspective. You’ve changed me,” she said softly.

“I try.”

Straightening, Polina asked, “Can I come to see you again, tomorrow when I’ve managed things here?”

Logan flashed a wry grin. “And the day after, and the one after that, until you are sick of me and send me away.”

“You may never go home.”

“Home.” Logan dropped his fork. “Shit! I am very sorry Polina, but I need to go. I have to feed my cat.”

“You have a cat?”

“I do now.”

He kissed her long and hard. “Tomorrow. Will you come to me, or should I come to you?”

“I’ll come to you,” she said, her eyes twinkling with what Logan hoped was anticipation. God, she was beautiful. He’d take her again right now if they weren’t in a crowded restaurant.

He paid the check, watching her walk out the door wearing a purple dress that would look at home in any Renaissance fair.

“Your change,” the cashier said. Logan turned to accept the money. When he turned back a moment later, Polina was gone.

Chapter Forty
Missing pieces
 
Polina arrived at Aurorean House more concerned about her realm than when she left. She’d been so caught up in Logan that she hadn’t even considered what Hildegard and the gargoyles had seen the night before, or the fate of the camp of humans. It did not escape her notice that her feelings for Logan were all consuming and dangerously distracting. She could still feel him moving inside her, filling her. It wasn’t just physical. His love was a warm blanket of affection that wrapped her in an encompassing embrace. He seeped through her skin, taking up residency in her heart. Even now, she felt swollen with it, blissfully heavy with wanting.

“There you are,” Hildegard said from an oak branch above her. “From the reek of man in the house, I take it you kept company last night while the rest of us were protecting the realm.”

Hand moving to her hip, Polina pursed her lips at the snowy-white barn owl. “The human was injured inside my realm. It was my duty to heal him. I saw him off, just a moment ago.”

Hildegard laughed. “It was Logan Valentine I smelled in the room of reflection when I went looking for you, and unless I’m mistaken, the type of healing going on extended beyond blood and bone.”

A giggle escaped Polina’s lips. “I never could swing anything by you, old girl. It was Logan Valentine, and I’m afraid this witch’s heart is all tangled up with his at the moment. Would you ever believe in all your years that I would love another human?”

“Nay, lady. I thought your heart had closed itself off to the possibility centuries ago. You’ve spent a long time alone.” Hildegard’s mirth-filled voice became soft and serious. “I’m glad to see the change. You look like an opening flower this morn.”

“Thank you, Hildie.”

“Don’t thank me yet. I have a fair bit of bad news to share with ye.”

Polina frowned. “What sort of bad news?”

Hildegard rotated her head on her neck. “This is a conversation better suited for the indoors.”

It wasn’t like Hildie to be needlessly cautious. Polina nodded her agreement and they passed into the house, under the gargoyles asleep for the day on the gables. Polina made her way to the big leather chair in her library. Hildegard soared past her to land on her carved perch near the window.

“What did you and the gargoyles see?”

“The gargoyles saw nothing. The wolves they followed hunted the local wildlife. Nothing unusual. Nicodemus confirmed that none of the wolves crossed the border into the human camp. He was concerned about you but he did his duty and guarded the human campsite until dawn.”

“Good. And you?”

“I did as you asked and followed the northward group. They made it almost to the peak of Silver Sparrow. After Alex’s red wolf tried to kill you, he circled around and joined the northerners, and let me tell you, he was on a mission. That wolf scoured the mountain with his nose to the ground.”

“What did they find, Hildegard?”

“I thought they’d run out of time. The sun had begun to rise and the lot of them risked shifting back and standing knee deep and naked in the mountain snow. But Alex sniffed and searched far past the time the rest of his pack abandoned him for lower altitudes. He found a cave. I dared not follow him inside, but there was a glow, my lady, an intense red glow that poured out the mouth of that cavern and lit up the night like a torch. I heard laughing, the wicked and twisted sort that makes your feathers stand on end. It was still dark, but Alex walked out of that cave on two legs with a dragon scale amulet hanging around his neck.”

“Naked? In the snow?”

“The cold didn’t seem to bother him any, and even if it did, he didn’t suffer from it long. He disappeared right in front of my owl eyes. You know, dear witch, my sight in the darkness is better than most any creature, but I’m telling you, he blinked out of existence like… like…”

“Dragon fae. He found the amulet.” Polina stood and paced the floor. “Silas was right; he must have hidden it here while I was buried in Tabetha’s garden. Hmm.” Polina stroked her chin. “Damn it. I need to tell Silas. We must find a way to neutralize this madman and his pack of orphans. That amulet will make him as powerful as any witch. Maybe more. No wonder he laughed at my threat to kick him off the mountain. He knew that in a matter of hours, he’d have what he needed to make sure I couldn’t.”

“If you plan to speak to the detective, may I suggest you do it sooner rather than later? I fear the clock. Alex is gaining power with every moment we hesitate.”

“You’re absolutely right. We’ll go now.” Polina grabbed her wand and headed for the kitchen where she kept her extra stores of gold dust. She’d be in Carlton City in seconds.

But the sight outside her kitchen window chilled her to the bone.

The doe that’d wandered her yard feasting on her blackberries hung limply, neck at an odd angle, over the arm of a man glowing with power. He stood where he should not be able to stand, over the protective enchantment around Aurorean House.

Polina reached for her gold dust but was seized by an invisible fist that held her to the spot.

“Oh no, Hecate,” Alex said. “You’re not going anywhere.”

Chapter Forty-One
Retribution
 
“A member of my pack, a wolf named Sam, has gone missing,” Alex said. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

The pendant around his neck held a carving of a twisting dragon with a red stone eye. The dragon’s body looked to be made of pewter, but Polina knew better. It was dragon’s scale, rare and powerful. The amulet throbbed with energy. Polina could feel its presence through the window like the warmth from a small sun.

Snap out of it, she ordered herself. Drawing power from the metal bones of her house and the dead beneath it, she mustered enough strength to break Alex’s hold on her and muttered a defensive spell.

“Where is my wolf?” he demanded.

“Your wolf almost killed a human last night. I sentenced him to the hellmouth.” Polina raised her wand.

“He attacked your human lover, inside the bounds of your territory. The man was where he shouldn’t have been. Hardly fair to blame Sam for that. Bring him back. Show me you’re on my side. If we work together, Polina, we could rule the entire northeast, and soon beyond.”

“I’m good with ruling my own realm, thank you. I’ve never been much of a megalomaniac. I see we differ in that respect.”

“Careful,” Hildegard said in that special language only Polina could understand. “The power coming off that thing is practically making me molt.”

Alex took a step closer and Polina reached for her gold dust again. The leaded glass between them was working to her advantage but Polina knew she had to get out of there. Silas wasn’t kidding about the strength of the amulet. With it on, Alex was as powerful as any witch.

“We’re not done talking.”

Polina released the dust over her head. But something went wrong. The dust didn’t fall. She tilted her chin up to see it hanging in the air. Alex stared at her, eyes pinning her like a butterfly to a display board. A step closer and a crack formed in the leaded glass. Another step and she couldn’t move.

“Hildie, fly!” Polina ordered, focusing all her energy on freeing the bird. The owl left her shoulder just as the glass shattered, blowing through the kitchen in sharp, fragmented waves. She screamed as it sliced her flesh and tore her wand from her hand. The wounds healed almost immediately, but the assault stung. Her body tumbled through the glass toward Alex, caught in the grip of his power.

“I hope you don’t mind, I detained your owl as well. I can’t have her interfering,” he said, as Polina struggled against the invisible vise compressing her arms to her sides.

“What do you want with me, Alex?”

“It’s not you. It’s never been about you, Hecate. It’s your realm. The enchantment you have around this mountain has done an excellent job of concealing and protecting my pack. It’s funny, when I hid the amulet here years ago, I had no idea it would be so difficult to find it again. But the magic of this place…” He shook his head. “It wasn’t the same under Tabetha’s rule. I had to find it the old-fashioned way, by smell. It takes a long time to smell an entire mountain.”

“So now you have it. Just go.”

“See, that’s the problem. Tabetha promised me this land in exchange for my help in your abduction.”

“Tabetha?”

“Have you ever wondered how the witch of Salem was able to get the best of you? You, the recluse of Smuggler’s Notch, who never left the security of her realm. I sniffed you out. I used the amulet to abduct you from your own realm before I hid it here. I upheld my end of the bargain with Tabetha, only she did not. You didn’t stay buried.”

“She didn’t have the right—”

“This is my home, and I can’t have you threatening to evict me or my pack every time we kill someone. And we need to kill someone, Hecate. Tonight.”

“Kill someone? Who?” Polina asked.

“Silas Flynn.”

“Silas? Why do you need to kill Silas?”

Alex laughed and rolled his eyes. “He never told you? Is he still propagating that story about his father being the true alpha?” Alex snorted. “Silas is the alpha of Fireborn pack and has been since the day I slaughtered his parents. He is the leader of the largest pack of wolves in North America. If I take him out, with the numbers I already have answering to me, I’ll not only restore my birthright, I’ll take control of the entire Lycanthropic Society. They will answer to me, or die. Silas would already be dead if not for his decoy. I killed his Zafka.”

“The werewolf you murdered behind Valentine’s was Silas’s double?”

Alex nodded.”

A haunting tension spread across Polina’s body. This man was dangerous. Not just a murderer, a gangster. “And what do you intend to do with me?”

“You’re immortal. I can’t kill you. But thanks to this”—he pointed to the dragon talisman around his neck—“I can incapacitate you, permanently. One thing Tabetha taught me is that a captured witch is better than a dead witch. No replacement. No weakening of your protective enchantments. I plan to keep you safe and sound for all eternity, a prisoner in your own realm.”

She glanced to the gargoyles on her roof but in full sun and without her wand, they were useless.

“Come, Hecate. Let me show you to your new room.”

Chapter Forty-Two
Valentine's
 
“Good kitty,” Logan said, scooping Bonny up in his arms. “You used the litter box. Nothing chewed. What a good, good kitty.” He made kissing noises as he scratched behind Bonny’s ears. Digging into his pocket, he flipped a can of Yummy Vittles Chicken Flavor in the air and caught it. “Look what I picked up for you on the way home.”

He carried Bonny to the kitchen where he dug out a can opener and, setting the cat down, twisted the crank to cut the food open. He tipped it onto a small plate. Bonny meowed and paced the granite island with her trademark irregular gate. Logan slid the plate toward the cat, who dug in without pause, then he retrieved the water dish from the floor.

“So, what did you do all night while I was gone?” Logan scratched along the cat’s back starting at her shoulders. Bonny rounded her back as she ate, pressing her soft fur against Logan’s fingertips.

“You’ll never guess what I did,” Logan said. “Spent the night at Polina’s. Yeah, it was weird. She’s definitely not human. But strangely, I don’t care. She’s not like anyone. I trust her. I even love her.” He folded his arms into a pillow and laid his head down on the counter. “How’s that for a surprise? I never thought I’d love a witch again.”

Bonny finished her breakfast and proceeded to lick her front paws, purring like a lawn mower.

“You like this stuff, eh? I’ll have to get more.” Logan looked at the can. “Huh. It says here I was only supposed to give you half the can. I guess this is your lucky day.”

“Logan.” His mother’s voice made him jump. She stood in the great room, glowing like a lantern, her dark brown hair curled to her shoulders. The sleeves of her pale pink cardigan were pushed to her elbows.

“Mom?” He hadn’t seen her in months. Not since the dream where she’d told him about how Polina had rescued him.

“Polina needs you, Logan. She’s in trouble.” Her voice reverberated in the open space.

He shook his head. “I just left her.”

“Find Silas. You’ll need him.”

“Silas? Does this have to do with the werewolves? The sun hasn’t even set.”

His mother’s translucent head turned toward his front door. “Trouble.”

One knock, then two. “Logan?” a man’s voice called through the door. “It’s Jonah. I need to talk to you about Valentine’s.” His voice was firm, matter of fact.

“Do not go with him, my son. They’ve come for you. Do not take the bait.”

Logan crept to the peephole and peered out into the foyer. Jonah waited. He wasn’t dressed for work, but the restaurant didn’t open for another three hours. The man raised his fist and knocked again. “Logan! It’s important, my man. You in there?”

Maybe it was important. As much as he trusted his ghostly mother, he couldn’t abandon his restaurant.

“Don’t,” his mother said again, shaking her translucent head.

“I can smell you in there, Logan,” Jonah said.

An odd thing for a human to say. Logan’s eyes narrowed. Jonah’s wavy dark blond hair was wilder than normal and the stubble on his face was almost long enough to be called a beard.

He looked at his mother’s ghost again. She unraveled from the inside out and disappeared. Logan cracked the door. “You can smell me? I’ll have to change my cologne.”

“Thank the goddess. You’ve got to come with me. There’s something I have to show you.”

“What? Tell me.”

Jonah balked. “It’s hard to explain. It’ll be better if you see for yourself.”

“Try.” Logan’s gaze flicked to his threshold, hoping that Grateful’s enchantment was all it was cracked up to be.

Jonah’s face fell. His hand shot out toward Logan in an attempt to push through the door, but his knuckles hit the invisible barrier between them, the magic rippling faintly purple.

“What the fuck?” Jonah asked.

Logan’s eyes drifted to Jonah’s shoulder, to a tattoo of a harvest moon with three claw marks ripping through it. The placement was high on his shoulder. Had the man been wearing his uniform, he would have never seen it under the sleeves. It was an odd tattoo, and he’d only seen something like it one time before.

“You can’t come in because you’re a werewolf. Why are you here, Jonah? Full moon tonight. Don’t you have something better to do with your time?”

Jonah’s smile melted into a sneer. “Don’t fight me on this one. You’re a nice enough human but there are bigger forces at work here.”

“What kind of forces?”

Jonah shook his head and took a step back from the door. “You made friends with the wrong werewolf, bro. It’s not you we’re after. You’re just the bait. Cooperate, and I’m sure the alpha will release you when it’s all said and done.”

Logan remembered what Silas had said about the leadership of his pack. This was obviously some sort of pack war. Which reminded him of the dead man in his alley. “Who killed that werewolf they found in my dumpster?”

“A simple case of mistaken identity. I thought he was Silas. That was his job, you know. He was a decoy.”

Logan didn’t understand. Silas had said the man was a decoy for the alpha. “I’m not coming with you.”

“I can wait here all day, brother, and if I’m still here when I shift tonight? Well then, we are going to find out what a three-hundred-pound wolf can do to your foyer.”

“Wait, you shifted last night. Who managed the restaurant?”

“Closed it down before sunset. You’ve got some angry customers.”

“You bastard.” Logan slammed the door and locked it for good measure.

“What do I need to do?” he asked the empty space next to his coffee table.

His mom appeared again. “Find Silas. Show him how to get to Polina. Trust your heart. The time has come for you to make a choice. You have my blessing either way, my son.” She faded away. Bonny meowed at the fade-to-black routine, and continued to stare at the space where his mom had been.

Was it too much to ask for his mother to provide him a few details? Maybe explain how he was supposed to get out of his own apartment with a werewolf watching the front door. But no. An explanation was not forthcoming.

Not sure how much Jonah could hear standing in the hall, Logan texted Silas.

Where are you?
Just woke up. Recovering from last night.

Trouble. Meet me in your office in twenty?
What kind of trouble?

The kind my dead mother thinks is important.

Oh fuck. See you in twenty. Be careful.

Logan bolted into his room and changed into mountain gear: jeans, steel-toed work boots, a T-shirt, and jacket. He packed some necessities in a backpack, then rushed to the window in his spare bedroom. There was a fire escape, although the thing hadn’t been used in decades. Logan didn’t even think it was technically operational. It was more the type of thing that had remained due to the building’s historical significance.

Praying the rusty hinges would hold, he unlocked and pried the window open, then stepped out on the rickety piece of metal. At eighteen stories up, the narrow stairway to the alley below seemed indefinite. But nothing was going to keep him from helping Polina. Leaving the safety of his condominium, he gritted his teeth and started down.

Chapter Forty-Three
Away
 
At the top of Silver Sparrow mountain, where the snow never melted and the air was thin from the altitude, Alex forced Polina and Hildegard into a dark cavern. Polina had never encountered power like the amulet’s. It wrapped around her, holding her fast, and caused a worrisome red glow around Hildegard. Alex dropped her and her owl in the back of the cavern. Finally free, Polina called on the metal of the mountain below her for help, but she couldn’t connect.

“Don’t bother,” Alex said.

There was no door or walls, but Polina discovered she was locked within a six-foot cube of energy. She could feel the magical force buzzing around her. It made her skin prickle. She banged on the invisible wall with her hands. “Let me out! Alex, you must know you can’t get away with this. Other witches will come. They’ll find me.”

“Like they did before? They may come, but they won’t find you. Not here. Ironically, the same enchantment that masked my amulet will mask you. You know, when you refused to return Sam from your hellmouth, I knew what you deserved. This is your own personal hellmouth. Enjoy your eternal prison. Goodbye, Polina.”

His footsteps receded with the light he’d carried. A bend in the cavern and they were plunged into total darkness. All went quiet aside from the howl of the wind outside the entrance to the cavern.

“Can you free us?” Hildegard’s small voice asked in the darkness.

Polina flattened her hands against the force that walled them in and shook her head in the darkness. “Not an ounce of metal in this enchantment. I can’t even make contact with the other side.”

“I can’t see,” Hildegard confessed. “An owl can see in the dark, even with a new moon. In order to blind me, this place must have no light. None at all.”

Polina backed away from the wall. “He means to bury us alive.”

“Aye,” Hildegard said.

Polina’s heart started to pound. The memory of the year she spent as a prisoner under Tabetha’s tree came back to her, and then being buried alive with Grateful in Washington. The walls closed in. There wasn’t enough air. She pounded her fists against the inside of the container. Screamed and then screamed again. Sprinting, she threw her weight against the wall. It didn’t budge.

She jumped and punched the roof to no effect. Shoulders, feet, head, and hands were fruitlessly ineffectual. All she managed to accomplish was to bruise herself to the point of pain. Defeated, she slid down the side of the prison, buried her head in her hands, and cried. There was a flutter of wings, and then Hildegard’s feathers pressed into her side.

“Don’t worry yourself, my lady. When Poe notices I’m missing, he’ll tell his witch. Grateful will come.”

“Do you think she’ll be able to find us?”

There was a long pause. “I don’t know.”

A horrifying realization had Polina grabbing her stomach. “Logan expects to hear from me. What if he comes looking for me? What if they hurt him?”

“He knows better,” Hildegard scoffed.

“He most certainly does not,” Polina said. “I could hardly get him to leave this morning. For someone with only one life, the man is foolishly brave.”

“You love him.”

“Yes.”

“A foul time to be buried alive.”

“Yes, it is.” She stroked Hildegard’s wing. As she pulled her hand away, a clump of feathers fell off into her fingers. “What’s happening, Hildie? You’re molting.”

Hildegard coughed. “I’m not sure. I feel strange. I feel…”

Polina’s familiar toppled onto her side, her body suddenly rigid. Polina gathered her into her arms. “Hildie? Hildegard? What’s happening?”

But Polina knew what was happening. Hildegard was dying. She could feel the life force drain from the tiny body in her arms. There was more than one way to torture and kill someone, even a witch who couldn’t physically die. It wasn’t enough for Alex to bury her alive. He’d ensured the loss of the one thing she had left, the living creature she’d shared the bulk of her existence with. He’d cursed the familiar she loved.

Chapter Forty-Four
Silver Sparrow
 
“How long until sunset?” Logan asked, staring up at the sky above Smuggler’s Notch.

“Four hours.” Silas had his gun drawn and was following Logan away from the marked path. “Are you sure this is the right way?”

“Positive.” Logan plowed into the thick fog.

“The smell is… indescribable.” Silas covered his nose with his sleeve and breathed through his mouth.

“You called Grateful, right?” Logan asked.

“Yeah, but she didn’t answer her phone. I had to leave a message.”

“Fuck.”

“I have backup on the way from the supernatural police force and the Lycanthropic Society.”

“Should we wait? It sounds like this guy wants you dead,” Logan said.

“No. We’ve waited long enough. Alex is dangerous. We’re going to find Polina and then we’re going to take him down.”

Logan nodded. “Man, I wish just this once my mother was wrong and Polina is okay.”

“Hmm.”

Logan navigated between the trees. This was the way. As long as he kept heading uphill, he should run into Polina’s place, Aurorean House, eventually.

“So, you and Polina, eh?” Silas asked. Unlike Logan, who had to watch every step, Silas navigated the woods like he was born to be there. As a werewolf, maybe he was.

“Yeah,” Logan said. “I think she could be the one. I know it’s crazy, but I’ve never felt this way before. It feels, I don’t know, destined somehow.”

Silas laughed. “Or it could be the sex.”

Logan paused and looked back at his friend. “Excuse me? I’m over thirty years old. I think I can tell the difference between love and lust.” He hooked a hand around a birch tree and pulled himself up a steep incline.

“Yeah, but that was human sex. This is magic vagina. Magic vagina can tame the wildest of beasts. Take Soleil and me. I thought we were forever, then she dumped me like a hot rock.”

“Love isn’t always forever. I get it. But I intend to enjoy it while it lasts.” Logan ran a hand through his hair and continued up the mountain.

It took almost an hour for them to reach the front yard of Aurorean House and ten seconds to notice the blown-out front window. “Whoa. What happened here?” Silas drew his gun again.

Logan sprinted over the lawn and through the door that hung open on its hinges. “Polina? Polina?” He yelled her name and scoured the house. “Fuck. She’s not here. There’s glass all over the kitchen. He has her. I know it.”

A preternatural growl came from the front yard, followed by two gunshots. “Silas!” Logan rushed to the door. A man had Silas pinned to the ground and was kneeling on his arms.

“What the hell?” Logan charged at the attacker only to be stopped in his tracks by an invisible force.

The man turned to face him. He looked a hell of a lot like Jonah, enough that Logan did a double take. There was a slight difference in the length of his hair and he was dressed differently than his sous-chef had been just hours ago. Two gunshot wounds gaped in his chest. As Logan watched, the holes filled themselves in.

“Run!” Silas yelled.

Logan couldn’t move from the neck down.

“You must be Logan,” the man said with a wicked smile. “I’m Alex, alpha of the Bloodright pack. I believe you’ve already met my Zafka, Jonah. You’re in my territory.”

“Why can’t I move?” Logan asked.

“Oh, that. You should know, I’m not like other werewolves. I’ve evolved.” He lifted the dragon amulet that hung around his neck. Logan had seen a similar talisman around Tabetha’s neck once, a scarab beetle that accentuated her power.

“Yeah? Who gave you that pretty necklace?” Logan asked, voice thick with ridicule.

Alex’s smile morphed into a sneer. “I should thank you for leading Silas here. See, I recently marked this realm as my own, and when an alpha assaults another alpha, like me, inside their territory, werewolf law says I have the right to take his life.”

“Silas isn’t an alpha,” Logan said.

Now a genuine smile slid across Alex’s face. “Is that what he told you? He’s always so careful to protect his position. Let me educate you. Silas Flynn has not only been the alpha of Fireborn pack since the day I murdered his parents, he’s also head of the Lycanthropic Society. And now, I have the legal right to kill him and usurp his position in his pack. Oh, and with the size of the pack that will give me, the Lycanthropic Society will have no choice but to install me as their new leader.”

Logan looked at Silas, who had calmed beneath Alex, eyes dulling and staring right through Logan. At once he knew it was true. Silas was the alpha. A deep well of guilt rose within him, and his mind filled with questions. Why had Silas lied? Why had his mother told him to bring Silas when she must have known the truth? And worst of all, what had Alex done to Polina to mark her realm as his own?

“I’m sure you two can come to some arrangement,” Logan said. “Maybe, if we all sat down and took a deep breath, we could work something out without anyone getting hurt.”

“You’re thinking like a human. That’s not how werewolf culture works. Here’s what’s going to happen. I am going to take Silas here to my pack’s camp. As custom dictates, I’m going to chain him to the sacred totem of my people. Tonight, when the pack shifts, they’ll eat him alive. It’s how it’s always been done, and it’s how it will be.”

Logan’s eyes shifted toward the human camp.

“I hope you’re not counting on the other alphas to come to his rescue. They can’t. He gave up all rights to their protection when he crossed into my territory. Of course, he probably couldn’t smell my marking over Polina’s enchantment. That witch is the gift that keeps on giving.”

Bile rose in Logan’s throat. “What have you done with her?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

A sharp pain exploded at the back of Logan’s skull and then everything went black.

Chapter Forty-Five
A Light in the Darkness
 
It must have been a terrible nightmare. As Logan slowly came awake, he was aware that the room was all too dark but that Polina’s fingers were stroking his face. He could smell her too, that spicy sweet scent that was distinctly her own. Only, the pain at the back of his head was real, and whatever he was laying on was terribly uncomfortable.

“Logan? Logan, wake up,” Polina said, her voice raw and broken.

Logan blinked in the darkness, then pushed himself up. “Where are we?”

She hesitated. “We’re prisoners inside a cavern on my mountain. Alex took my wand.” She spread her hands. “Witches manipulate the elements. The only thing here is air, and that isn’t my element.”

“Do all supernaturals underestimate humans?”

“I hardly think this is the time for barbs or trick questions.”

Logan exhaled. “I just mean, he left my backpack on.” He pulled the pack from his shoulders, felt his way to unzip the zipper, and retrieved his flashlight. Click. The bulb blazed to life.

Polina’s face was a mask of pain, pale and streaked with mascara. Her arms were covered in bruises and her hair was a tangled mess. Logan didn’t say a word; he pulled her into his arms as a fresh burst of sobs bubbled up her throat.

“Shhh. Shhh,” Logan cooed in her ear. “This is bad, but we can figure it out. I have more things in my bag. Maybe there’s something we can use.” He’d never seen her like this. Distraught and beaten down. If he hadn’t known better, he’d think she’d lost weight. She felt like a skeleton in his arms, all poking joints and frail bones. But that was impossible. He’d been with her only hours ago.

With a long, rattling inhale, she steadied herself. “Hildegard.” The word was hardly audible but the sense of dread she communicated with it came across clearly.

Logan moved his flashlight along the floor of their cell. The light caught on a tiny, naked body. He could only tell it was once the snowy owl by the talons on its feet and the tufts of feathers still clinging erratically to its hide.

“What happened to her?”

Polina shook her head. “Some kind of magic or poison. The amulet Alex is wearing is very powerful. He means for this to be my torture. He hurt her to hurt me.”

Pressing two fingers against Hildegard’s chest, Logan felt a faint heartbeat. “She’s still alive,” he said.

“She can’t die as long as she’s bound to my life force.”

Logan looked back at Polina. “You’re keeping her alive?” he asked, eyebrows pinching above his nose. He hadn’t been mistaken. She was definitely thinner, her complexion sallow.

“I have for hours. But I have no elements to draw on here, so I can only feed her on myself… the magic that makes up my body. Alex knows I will eventually run out of power. Once I’m drained, our connection will fade. She’ll be cut off and I’ll be forced to watch her die. He put you here so that I’d have to watch you die too. And then I’ll spend eternity in this box with both of your decaying corpses.”

Logan’s mouth dropped open. “Fuck. That. This asshole does not get to win. I’m going to get us out of here, and you are going to find a way to save Hildegard.”

Polina’s eyes flicked to the floor.

“Do you think I’m weak?” Logan asked.

“No,” she whispered.

“Helpless?”

“No.”

“When I say I’m going to get you out of here, I mean it. Tell me you believe in me.”

She nodded weakly in the light of his flashlight.

Logan dumped out the contents of his backpack. The water bottle was empty. “Plastic,” he said disappointedly. “I should have switched to aluminum.” He put on the hooded jacket. “Aha!” Out of the pocket, he pulled a small Swiss army knife, holding it out to her in his outstretched palm like it was a great prize.

She took the knife, weighing it in her palm. “Let me see the flashlight.”

He handed it over.

“Almost nothing. The batteries might help but not enough to make a difference. Not worth losing the light.” She stood with the knife and limped closer to him, touching the zipper of his coat. At once, the metal teeth and slider melted from the cloth and soaked into her hand. Logan might have been mistaken, but he thought he saw some color come back to her cheeks. “Anything else in there?”

“Money, bandages.”

She shook her head. “The zipper on the bag?”

He held it up to her. She made short work of it, then turned toward the wall of the container. “Shine the light over here.”

He pointed the flashlight in the direction of her voice. “The magic sealed itself once he moved you inside, but maybe, if I can find a crack or seam, I can get us out of here.”

She ran her hands along the wall, twirling the pocketknife between her fingers. The metal morphed into a living thing and inched its way along with her. A small river of liquid silver.

“Well?” he asked as she arrived at the place she’d begun.

“There’s no seam,” she murmured. “Not even an area of weakness, as far as I can tell.”

Logan balanced the flashlight on its end to evenly spread light across the small area. He stood up and started running his hands along the invisible barrier. He was six feet two inches tall and could easily reach the ceiling. The box they were in was barely longer than it was tall. In minutes they had searched every square inch.

“It’s sealed,” Polina said. She turned toward Logan, the upward-facing light giving her face a ghoulish appearance. The blob of metal re-formed into his pocketknife and she handed it back to him.

“What else can we try? If you absorb this, can you blast us out of here?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t blast us out of here when I was at my strongest.”

Logan slid down the wall, digging in the empty pockets of the backpack and flipping the bottle and knife over in his hands. He refused to accept that there was no way out.

“They’re going to kill Silas,” Logan said.

“Alex has him?” Polina asked.

Logan nodded.

“Then perhaps it’s best we die in here. If Alex takes control of all werewolf packs and has the dragon fae amulet, no witch or supernatural being, short of Hecate herself, will rival his power. And humans…” She shook her head.

“Grateful and Rick will come. Silas called them for help.”

“Silas spoke with Grateful Knight?”

“Well, no, he left her a message.”

Polina licked her lips and paced the cell. “Poe will notice Hildegard is missing. They’ll come, but it will be too late for Silas. If they have him, he’s probably already dead.”

“No. Alex said there was some ritual. He had to wait for the pack to shift and then they would… eat Silas.”

“I’d forgotten about that ritual.”

Logan shrugged. “When is sunset? Alex did not leave me my phone, and I don’t have a watch.”

“We have less than an hour,” she murmured. “I can feel the coming of night, even in here.” She folded her hands against her heart and stared at the wall.

Panic rose in Logan’s chest. The sight of Hildegard dying on the floor, Polina wasting away before his eyes, and the thought that he would die in here, in this box, was so unfair. For the first time in his life, he loved someone and felt loved in return and before he could even enjoy it, it was over. Everything was over.

He rubbed his chest, his heart beating so hard it ached. His mind wandered to Rick, to that scar on his chest, and to Polina, kneeling on the floor in the room of reflections, admitting that she’d prepped him to become her caretaker, just in case, in order to save his life if she’d had to.

A chill calm came over Logan. Flashes of suffering and scenes of elation coursed through his brain, the faces of friends, past lovers, people he knew through the restaurant. Everything he was, had been, would be, washed into him all at once. The tide had come in on the edge of a storm. In the eye of the hurricane, in the center of the swirl of emotions as he considered the end of his life, all he could see was Polina. All he could feel was dread at the thought that he would die but she would go on and on, an eternity of suffering. He couldn’t have it. He wouldn’t.

“Change me,” he said.

“What?” Polina asked, turning from the wall, her eyes wide in the dim light.

“Make me your caretaker.”

Chapter Forty-Six
Changes
 
“You don’t mean that,” Polina said. She wasn’t sure what she feared more, that he might be serious or that he wasn’t.

“I do mean it. I’ve seen what Rick becomes, and he could bust out of this place just by shifting. You’ll change me, I’ll shift, and we’ll be free.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking. This isn’t like a marriage, Logan. It’s not till death do us part. We will be bound for eternity. Mountains will fall and rivers will turn to dust and still we will be bound.”

“I’m willing.”

“But you’re not ready. How could you be? I’ve lived almost five hundred years and I’ve only begun to wrap my head around what forever means. It’s as much a curse as a blessing.”

“I choose this. I have the right to choose.”

“You’re a chef, Logan. You won’t want to eat anymore. Food will give you little joy. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

That gave him pause. Food was his livelihood, his passion. After a moment, Logan stood to approach her. “But I do know what I’m saying. When I met you, I thought the last thing I needed was another witch in my life. I wanted a normal relationship. A house, two kids, a dog in the yard. But you know what? I recently had a chance to adopt a dog and I found out I’m a cat person.”

“What does any of this have to do with you adopting a cat?” Polina asked in frustration.

“A three-legged cat with no tail. See, I didn’t know what I wanted until it was right there in front of me. If you had asked me if I’d wanted a three-legged cat before I met her, I would’ve said no. But I knew the moment I saw her. See, I’m damaged—”

“You are not damaged.”

“I am damaged. I’ve been dead. Do you think any human woman is ever going to understand and accept that not only do I live with my mother, she happens to be dead and visits me occasionally with warnings about the future? No. They’re going to run from me like I’m Norman Bates. I’ve been a ghost, Polina. I’ve slipped under someone’s skin and seen them from the inside out. I’m not normal. I’ll never survive a normal life.”

“You could. It is possible.”

“It’s not possible, because I love you. I risked my life to come here tonight to save you. That plan went completely and totally wrong, as wrong as it could go, actually. But I knew the risks, and even if I knew then what I know now, that I’d end up in this box with you, I would have tried anyway. My life may have worked before you, Polina, but there was no magic in it. I was dead on the side of the road. You resurrected me. My second life was yours from the beginning.”

She was crying now, chest aching. “There’s no going back from this.”

He stepped into her, placed his hands on her shoulders. “All those years, all my life, I’ve struggled to fill the hole my parents made. I worked for security, to create some semblance of family among my friends and my occupation. I’ve been hungry and lonely, loose in the world. I built Valentine’s as a kind of home. A security blanket. Fuck, I’m not making any sense, I know, but just listen. Then there was you. For the first time I felt safe, not because of your power but because of your love. Your love feels endless. It feels true. It fills me. I wouldn’t dream of going back.” He cupped her face and lowered his forehead to hers.

“Come on, Polina. I’m as good as dead. Do what you do best. Save me. Change me. I’m not asking; I’m demanding. Change me now.”

Polina closed her eyes. It was his choice and, goddess help her, she wasn’t strong enough to turn him away. She needed him too much. Putting space between them, she nodded. “Last chance to change your mind.”

“I want this.”

She pointed one hand at his chest and, gathering what power she had left, uttered the incantation, “Akmut ghut rae mud ed tyn.” Caretaker of the light, always.

A forked tongue of lightning flew from her hand, plowing into his chest and sizzling as it wormed into his heart. For a moment, he looked wounded. His face begged her for relief from the pain. She cried out his name, desperate to help him, but there was nothing she could do. The spell had to run its course.

Logan collapsed on the floor seizing, his muscles rigid. Polina knelt by his side. A lock of her hair dropped from her head and fell across his chest as she leaned over him. Her bones ached from the power draining from her.

The immortality she was giving Logan had to come from somewhere. She doubted Logan had realized the implications and was glad her fate didn’t play into his decision. This way, his choice to become her caretaker was about him, not her. Still, as the life force bled out of her like the release of a deeply held breath, her eyes and shoulders drooped. She couldn’t give in to the fatigue. There was one last step. One last part of the spell. She had to give him an element.

A caretaker couldn’t have the same element as his witch, although using the pocketknife would have been the natural solution for her. No. The rules of making a caretaker required sacrifice at every turn. Using another element would further drain her, a demanding price. But which to use? The dirt on the bottom of Logan’s shoes might work for earth or she might be able to shake a drop of water from the bottom of the water bottle. Both of those options would have required her to move, a feat becoming more and more improbable. There wasn’t a sliver of wood to be found. But there was one element close at hand. She pinched Logan’s nose, tipped his head back. Eyes closed, she took a deep breath and blew into his mouth.

As the air filled his lungs, Polina felt the last of her immortality leave her along with a tiny piece of her soul. A twinkle of light exited her mouth and entered his. Her death seemed probable now. The only other person she knew who had done this was Grateful and her first incarnation had died, burned at the stake the day she changed Rick. Polina figured her fate was sealed, but she trusted Logan would find a way to bring her back, eventually.

Logan was quiet now, lying perfectly still on his back. Why wasn’t it working? She didn’t have the energy to consider the question. Instead, she lay down beside him and slipped away.

Chapter Forty-Seven
Awakening
 
Logan had underestimated the pain. When the lightning bolt from Polina’s hand plowed into his chest, fire spread from his heart to his toes, searing his veins, frying his internal organs. His brain boiled inside his skull, and his skin bore the excruciating agony of being stripped from his body without actually going anywhere. His muscles seized and his body thrashed on the floor.

Kneeling by his side, Polina hunched over him as if she carried a sandbag on her shoulders. Something was wrong with her. Maybe the spell wasn’t working. Maybe he was dying.

And then she kissed him. His lungs filled with her air and right at the end of the breath, a warm glowing thing advanced down his throat. It tasted of light and life with the spicy sweetness he’d come to associate with Polina. Whatever she had given him chased away the pain. It did something else, as well. It killed him.

Logan stopped breathing. His cells blinked off one by one. Those little workshops that kept his body running simply went out of business. His heart stopped beating. His stomach stopped growling. A stillness he’d never experienced came over him. And then the flashlight burned out, or maybe his vision stopped working, although his eyes were still open.

He’d been cold a moment ago. Now there was no cold. But there was a warm spot where Polina’s shallow breath hit his cheek. He focused on that, in and out, in and out, the shallow flow of air that gave her life. His own lungs gave it a try. He could do it. He could breathe.

But, with marked curiosity, he realized he didn’t need to.

He flexed one hand, then the other. With each blink, his vision washed in, a red wave that adjusted to his surroundings. The flashlight hadn’t burned out; it had fallen over and rolled against the wall. In its current position, it gave off only a sliver of light, but Logan could see clearly.

Hinging at the hips, he sat up without the assistance of his arms and stood in a way that defied gravity, with only the slightest flexion of his knees. This was new. He’d never moved like that. Once on his feet, he noticed something else. The muscle of his bicep strained against the fabric of the jacket he was wearing. It hadn’t before. Not that he needed the jacket anyway. He stripped out of the hoody and looked down at himself.

“Holy shit! Move aside, Captain America; there’s a new Avenger in town.” He turned toward Polina. “Hey, look at this. I think it worked.”

She didn’t move. A heavy ache started deep within his chest. She was still breathing, but when he lifted her in his arms, clumps of her hair fell out and drifted to the floor. “Polina? Polina?” She wouldn’t rouse.

Dread turned to anger and the skin of his forearm began to bubble ominously. He’d seen that happen to Rick. “Oh shit.”

Carefully, he set her down at the far side of their prison and placed Hildegard in her arms. He backed as far away from them as he could. The pain was back, this time radiating from his bones. Boils swelled and popped along his back, and his stomach strained. He pitched forward to try to vomit and watched his jaw extend instead. His hands hit the floor, talons sprouting from the knuckles and red scales climbing up and over his arms.

By the time he noticed he’d sprouted a tail, he couldn’t think at all. The roiling pain and the expansion of his body took all his concentration. He needed to get bigger, but something was blocking him, holding him in. With a roar and a stretch, the thing around him shattered and he reared up, flapping the gigantic red wings that had sprouted from his back.

Logan had no idea what he’d turned into, but if the taloned paws, spiked tail, and red scales were any indication, it was dragonlike and humungous. He practically filled the cavern they were in.

Clumsily, he gathered Polina into his paws. His talon tore her dress, but he managed to cradle her and her familiar in his scaly red palms. He used his back legs to walk them out of there. At the opening, he stepped into the snow, the icy wind coursing over his scales. The sky held the bright pink and purple hues of a recently departed sun.

The night sky invited him to be part of it as sure as if a hand reached out from the clouds to welcome him. He smiled, his lips drawing against unfamiliar fangs. She’d given him the air. The element surged in and out of his lungs, strengthening him. The night opened like a fast friend, and he spread his wings and flew.

Chapter Forty-Eight
Mortal Beloved
 
Polina had doubted he could do it at first. Surely flying was something that took practice, especially while holding a dying woman in your hands. But Logan slipped into the sky like he was a piece of the night. He’d transformed into a beast that could be described as a red dragon, although caretakers usually had a decidedly more doggish appearance in the face, and he was no exception. Along with tufts of golden hair that grew out between his scales, dragonlike did not equate to dragon. He was beautiful, magical, and completely deadly.

She smiled at the curve of his chest that merged into the long, graceful neck. The tips of his wings were barely visible in her peripheral vision. A flashback to King Kong came to her. She was Ann Darrow, clutched in the claws of her own personal monster.

A raucous of howls and breaking bones came from below, and her stomach dropped as Logan descended. He landed on the edge of the clearing in front of Renegade Caverns. The lack of noise he produced, his large body gracefully slipping between the trees, was almost miraculous. He set her down at the base of a beech tree and sniffed her face. With Hildegard nestled in her arm, she placed a hand on the side of his giant leather nose.

“Go save Silas. I won’t be able to help you. I’m sorry.” The nostrils snorted, blowing her hair back. Logan pulled away and silently coiled through the forest toward the Renegade Caverns clearing.

At first, she resolved to stay where she was, but curiosity got the best of her. She pulled herself up on a tree trunk and limped toward the clearing, using the trees to prop herself up and cradling Hildegard in one arm. After what felt like miles but was surely much less, she could see the pack.

Silas had already shifted and his black wolf lay like a sacrifice across the totem she’d seen Alex stand on yesterday night. The thick chains crisscrossed the wolf’s neck and chest, threading through openings in the sides of the carved wood. Silas’s black wolf seemed resolved to his fate, staring straight ahead and waiting peacefully for his end.

Alex had already shifted as well. Polina assumed this had to do with the age and experience of the werewolf, because the younger wolves still writhed in agony under the full moon. The red alpha paced the clearing, waiting for the masses to finish shifting, the amulet hanging from his neck like a dog tag. Where was Logan?

With a yelp, Alex’s body lifted from the ground and twisted in the air. The amulet glowed red, and Logan appeared, hovering over the clearing. He spit out Alex like a bitter pill, his dragonlike head and body shedding invisibility as if he’d been wearing the night as a cloak. Alex lowered his growling snarl. His ears flattened against the sides of his head.

With a roar worthy of a massive reptilian beast, Logan’s talon sliced through the chains holding Silas. The black wolf came to life, squirmed from the totem. He charged into the woods behind the dragon. The other wolves gave Logan plenty of room as he positioned his spiked body between Alex and Silas.

She couldn’t be sure, but she thought Alex’s wolfie features looked surprised. But then, there was no way the werewolf could have foreseen that Polina would have prepped Logan with the caretaker spell. A dark heart such as his wouldn’t expect or understand a spell based on true love.

The amulet glowed again and Logan hopped back as if he’d been burned. Rearing, he took to the sky, flying straight up as Alex leapt and snapped and sparks flew from the amulet. But Logan’s dragon scales repelled the worst of the onslaught. He circled above them, coiling like a snake with its tail in a trap, and with the speed of a rattler’s bite, snapped jaws on the back of Alex’s neck. The amulet glowed again, but whatever Alex meant to do didn’t seem to happen. Logan’s teeth severed the chain and the amulet dropped to the dirt.

Massive jaws flipped the red wolf deeper into the beast’s mouth. Logan shook Alex like a rag doll until his wolf body let out a loud snap and the red wolf yelped in pain. Had he broken the werewolf’s spine? It certainly looked that way. The alpha’s legs dangled listlessly from Logan’s teeth. And there was blood. Lots of it.

With a flurry of flapping, Logan carried the wolf away and disappeared into the night sky. Silas didn’t waste a second. He scooped up the amulet in his jaws, then jumped on top of the carved pack totem. This must have had social significance among the pack because all the other wolves lowered their heads. No challengers approached Silas, but Alex had built his pack out of the weakest, most submissive pack members, whose alphas he’d murdered. As far as Polina could tell, the entire pack welcomed Silas’s leadership. With thirty werewolves bowing in a circle around him, Silas dropped the amulet between his paws, raised his head, and howled.

Polina smiled weakly. She was so tired. Her pallor made the skin over her boney fingers seem to glow in the dark. She looked down at Hildegard in the crook of her arm and gasped. The owl hadn’t been conscious in hours but for the first time, Polina couldn’t detect a breath or a heartbeat.

“No…No… Hildie!” She shook the bird gently. The owl didn’t respond.

Polina ached to her bones, but she forced herself through the woods, hooking her free hand on the trees to help herself along. The house was just over a mile from the caverns, but what used to be a short stroll felt like a jungle trek. She pushed herself, desperate to get to her spell book and help Hildegard.

When she reached Aurorean House, Nicodemus sailed down from the gables to meet her. “What has happened, my lady?” he asked.

“Help me to the door,” she pleaded.

The gargoyle scooped her up and bound to the front stoop.

“Thank you.” She wriggled down and placed a hand on his cheek. “Good and faithful servant, guard the house well tonight. No one but Logan gets in.”

“Logan? The human male?”

“He is no longer human.”

The gargoyle nodded his head. Polina navigated the house to her bedroom. She fell through the cheval mirror and stumbled to the center of her most magical space. Unable to conjure a bed, she collapsed on the floor of the room of reflection and looked up at the ceiling. She was a corpse, skeletal and nearly bald. Hildegard was featherless and motionless in her arms.

Hot tears stung the corners of her eyes.

“Please don’t die, Hildie. I’m not giving up on you. It’s going to be okay. Just stay with me.” Her hoarse throat felt red and swollen. She laid her head on the floor, too weak to do anything more and gave herself over to the darkness.

Chapter Forty-Nine
The Return
 
High above Silver Sparrow mountain, Logan accepted that Alex was dead. The werewolf hadn’t moved or fought back in miles and his body hung limply from Logan’s bite. He’d succeeded in snapping the wolf’s neck, he was sure. He released the red wolf high over the mountain, Alex’s body falling into the woods below him. Let the forest have him. He’d be nothing but bones in a matter of days.

Logan circled back to the clearing, but Polina and the wolves were gone. Her scent was like a beacon to him now. The spicy sweetness that was Polina, a faint whisper when he was human, now was all encompassing, a lighthouse that drew him to her. It wasn’t just the smell. He could feel her nearby as if his heart was attached to hers by a rubber band. No, he had that wrong. It wasn’t his heart that was connected to hers; it was the piece of her soul trying to find its other half. With fascination, he focused on the small light that had taken root in his chest. Her immortal soul. The idea that he now housed a piece of her inside of him made him both swell with pride and internally recoil from the weight of the massive responsibility. Was he ready? Was he up to the task?

He landed in the yard of Aurorean House. The pull in his chest told him she was inside, but there was no way he’d fit through the door in his dragon form. He paced, trying to relax, to change back to himself.

A gargoyle from Polina’s north gable flapped its metal wings and soared to his feet. The twisted demon face pulled back its lips in a fanged smile that Logan would find creepy if everything about that night hadn’t been so strange already. Animated copper gargoyles. Polina had mentioned them once. After the werewolves and the shifting, he just rolled with it.

“Master Logan,” the gargoyle said, “Nicodemus, at your service. The lady awaits your arrival inside. May I suggest you change into your human form first?”

Logan wanted to say, No shit, Sherlock. All he could manage was a roar.

“Concentrate on your heartbeat, sir. The heart is key.” Nicodemus worried his hands in front of his tarnished copper chest.

Logan closed his eyes and focused. Lub dub, lub dub. He meditated on the sound, shifting his attention to the center of himself. His head pitched forward and the pain came again, only this time the change happened faster. His talons and tail retracted, red scales shed exposing human skin, and when he thought he couldn’t stand the snap of his bones breaking for one more second, he unfolded… completely naked.

“Er, thanks,” he said to the gargoyle, sprinting for the entrance. He stopped short when he remembered something important. “Nicodemus, Polina’s wand is missing. Can you search for it?”

“Until dawn.” The gargoyle bowed low and then motioned to his friends on the roof, who swooped down and followed him into the forest.

Logan didn’t waste any time getting his naked self into the house. He was aching for a shower and needed to make sure Polina and Hildegard had recovered safely. There was a cold spot at the center of his chest and he rubbed the uncomfortable feeling as he made his way down the hall, searching for her.

“Polina?” he called. When he reached her bedroom, he stepped up to the cheval mirror he’d gone through before. Of course she’d be in her room of reflections; she would need the power to heal herself. Tentatively, he reached toward the silver, breathing a sigh of relief as his hand passed through. The rest of his body followed.

Inside the passageway to the heart of her sanctuary, a million tiny reflections surrounded him from every angle. He took a step forward and smacked into polished silver. Turning, he tried again. This time he moved three steps before bonking into the next mirror. “Okay,” he murmured. Holding out his hands, he skimmed the wall with his fingers, closed his eyes, and reached out with his other senses. He allowed the light behind his heart to move his body. He trusted it to guide him to her.

It didn’t take long to find her this way, and he wondered if the mirrors had adjusted for him as they once had for her. When he opened his eyes, a stiff panic flooded through him. He rushed to the place she was crumpled on the floor and gathered her into his arms. Her skin was gray. Her lips blue.

“Polina? Polina?” He shook her gently.

Lowering his lips to her forehead, he began to tremble. Her skin was ice cold. He was afraid to check, but he was pretty sure the owl, tied to the crook of her arm with her bell sleeve, was dead. And what of Polina? He couldn’t find a pulse.

“Come on. This isn’t right. This isn’t how it’s supposed to be.” But even as he said the words he remembered Grateful. Rick had to reconnect her soul to her body after she was reincarnated because she could die and he couldn’t. The horror came to him all at once. Polina had given him her immortality, and now she was dying from whatever curse that fucking werewolf had placed on her and Hildegard before he’d boxed them up.

He hugged Polina to his chest and rocked, tears flowing. He couldn’t accept this. Never. He didn’t care if every witch who ever made a caretaker had died in the process, he wouldn’t allow Polina to go. He’d reverse the process somehow. Give her back what he’d taken from her.

And then it came to him. Rick had given Grateful back her power through blood and sex. Polina was in no shape for the latter, but maybe, just maybe, his blood would do the trick. He cradled her in his arms.

“Polina, I need you to do something for me. You’ve got to wake up.”

No reaction.

He raised his wrist to his teeth and bit. It was physically painful but nothing compared to the cruel punishment his emotions were drilling into him at the moment. Blood bubbled to the surface, and he pressed it to her lips. When she didn’t open her mouth, he tugged her jaw down and tipped her in his arms. The blood pooled in her open mouth.

“Swallow,” he begged her. “Just one swallow.”

Chapter Fifty
Witch
 
Witches don’t die easily. Polina’s last thought as she passed over on the floor of the room of reflections was that, had she been human, she never would have made it this far. It was clear to her now that Alex had cursed Hildegard with a wasting disease. He knew the familiar would either die or drain Polina’s energy, rendering her as good as dead in his makeshift tomb. Only Polina had done something Alex hadn’t expected. When she had made Logan her caretaker, she’d given up her immortality. At that point, the wasting disease had spread from Hildegard to her.

An hour ago, she may have still had the strength to cut Hildie loose and save herself, but she was too far gone for that now. By the time she realized she wasn’t just being dragged into death by Hildegard but had caught the curse and was dying herself, it was too late. Her only solace was that Hildegard would return to Hecate’s garden, the place all familiars came from, and Polina would be reincarnated. She’d return to Logan when her new incarnation reached adulthood. Rick would help him until then, she was sure. She’d be with Logan again, someday.

With the image of her love firmly etched in her mind, she allowed herself to drift away. It was okay. She’d slide into the beyond and let the universe handle the particulars, her soul to join eternity. With her last breath, her soul filtered through her skin and hovered above her chest.

Unexpectedly, a glorious taste filled her mouth, and in that flavor was the song of her soul. Her spirit sank back into her body, winding through her veins to dance with its newly discovered partner. Painfully, her heart contracted in response to the flow. She swallowed and swallowed again, gasping around the tide of blood down her throat.

Strong arms cradled her body and their warmth infused her, seeping through her skin and sinking into bone.

“That’s it. Drink.” Logan’s voice. But something was wrong. He sounded upset. Distraught. She tried to open her eyes but failed. “You’re okay. You’re safe. Just drink.”

She did. She snuggled into his embrace, eventually raising her hand to hold his wrist to her mouth. Why hadn’t she thought of this before? As the vessel of her soul, Logan’s blood could heal her. It could break enchantments too. As she drank, the warmth permeated her stomach, then branched outward, worming its way through her arteries and veins, spreading to the tiny capillaries that fed her muscles and her skin.

Her strength returned slowly, but it did return. Once she couldn’t hold another drop, she stopped drinking and opened her eyes. She gazed into the tear-stained face of the man who was both her love and her life.

A shaky sigh of relief broke his lips. “Thank the goddess.”

“Hildegard?” she asked.

He sat her up against his chest, and together they unwrapped Hildegard’s body. The bird looked dead, pale and almost featherless. But Polina had never given up on her friend and familiar, and she wouldn’t now. They were bound metaphysically, which meant if Polina was alive, some part of Hildegard must be too.

Holding the bird out in her open palms, she uttered the healing enchantment she’d used on Logan. “Reinchide velecluse moribidatae vialanium.” She didn’t have her wand, but here, in the center of her element, it wasn’t strictly necessary. Drawing on the strength Logan had given her, Polina fed her owl everything she had to give.

Blue light flowed from every reflective surface and plowed into the bird in her hands. Behind her, Logan turned his face from the force of the magic. The tiny body twitched, then twitched again. And then Hildegard’s head rolled. Polina stopped the spell and pulled her familiar closer.

“Hildegard? Speak to me.”

The tiny, bald bird blinked gigantic yellow eyes at her. “The things I go through for you. Do you know I was practically dead? And because of a werewolf I told you to get rid of weeks ago.” Her beak smacked her disapproval.

“Glad to have you back, Hildie.” Polina hugged the bird against her chest.

“All right, all right. Don’t smother me.” She flapped her featherless wings and went positively nowhere, then wiggled herself onto her own two feet. “I suppose you’ll be around more,” she said to Logan.

“I plan on it,” he answered.

“You can understand her?” Polina asked.

Logan nodded. “She has a slight Scottish accent. Cute.”

“I like him,” Hildie said, shaking her downy stub of a tail and looking at it forlornly. “Now what am I to do? I’m bald. I cannot fly without any feathers. You’ll have to carry me everywhere. Can you fix this?” she asked Polina.

Polina frowned. “I can try. I’m sure you will recover, but it will take time. All of us need to rest and get stronger.”

“What am I supposed to do until then? I can’t have anyone see me like this. What about Poe?” She whispered the last as if her love affair with the raven was some well-kept secret.

Polina shrugged. “I could knit you a sweater?”

Hildegard looked positively disdainful.

“Come on, old girl. Let’s see if I can recover my wand and help you out.” She stood with the bird in the crook of her arm.

“Uh, Polina?” Logan said, pointing in the general area of his nakedness.

“Hmm? What, dear?”

“I’m naked.”

“I see no problem with this.”

Logan placed his hands on his hips and growled his disapproval.

“Oh!” Polina took a step backward. “All right, if it means that much to you.” She snapped her fingers and sweats and a T-shirt appeared on the floor.

He pulled them on. “That’s it? A stern look and you give in?”

“You didn’t see your eyes,” Polina said, sliding an arm around his waist and coaxing him toward the looking glass entrance. “I’m afraid, as of today, you officially wear your heart on your sleeve. It’s become very easy to tell when you’re angry.”

Chapter Fifty-One
Guests
 
As it happened, Nicodemus hadn’t found Polina’s wand before sunrise. Luckily, someone else had. No sooner had the sun broken the horizon than Silas plodded from the shelter of the branches, wearing cut-off shorts that couldn’t possibly be his and a dragon amulet. In his teeth was Polina’s wand. Logan held the door open for him, and Polina motioned for him to take a seat at the table. Silas returned her wand, and Polina pulled him into a quick hug.

“Thank the goddess you’re safe,” she said.

“I want to thank you two for stopping Alex. If you hadn’t, I’m not sure if the supernatural community would ever recover.”

“Agreed,” Polina said, gripping her wand with both hands. “What do you plan to do with the amulet?”

“It will be returned to the Siberian dragon fae. It’s where it belongs.”

Logan cleared his throat. “Why didn’t you tell me you were alpha of your pack? All this time and you never let me know.”

Silas lowered his eyes and ran his fingers over the table. “For your safety, Logan. The Fireborn wolves are the oldest and most established pack in the country. We rule the werewolf presence in North America. The man who was killed and stuffed in your dumpster was my decoy. He attended all werewolf events as me, just in case. He gave his life for me, but once he was dead, Alex knew the truth.”

“How?”

“My pack didn’t acknowledge him as their alpha. The connection between alpha and pack is metaphysical. If he’d killed me, they would have to bow down to him, no questions asked. It would have been possible for one of my siblings to challenge him for the position, but as long as he had the amulet, the effort would be fruitless.”

With one hand rubbing circles over Polina’s back, Logan narrowed his eyes on Silas. “Well, now you’ve told us, so I hope you know you can trust me.”

Silas’s eyes shifted between him and Polina. “And you, me. But I need to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“What did you do with Alex’s body?”

Logan shook his head. “I broke his spine and dropped him on the side of the mountain. He’s dead.”

“Has to be,” Silas said. “If he wasn’t, his pack wouldn’t have reverted to me as their alpha.”

“My sous-chef, Jonah, was working for him. I think he was the one who actually committed the murder.”

“Don’t worry. Wherever he is, Jonah will find himself with new priorities. Polina, can I have your permission to recover the body from your property? It’s a pack thing. There are traditions we follow.”

“Yes. As long as you need.”

Silas nodded. “Then my work here is done. Something tells me you two will want to celebrate your new relationship.”

Logan grinned, noticing Polina’s cheeks redden. He opened the door to let Silas out, only to find Grateful and Rick on the other side.

“Oh thank the goddess! Are you all right?” Grateful eyed the shattered glass Polina had swept to one side of the kitchen. “We got your message and came as quickly as we could.” Grateful pulled Logan into a hug and then wrapped her arms around Silas.

Grateful’s raven familiar swooped through the door, barely evading their heads. “Hildegard? Oh my dear Hildie. What happened to you? Are you well?”

“Don’t look at me, Poe. I’m hideous!”

“No, of course you aren’t. You are as beautiful as a newborn chick.”

“Really?”

“Oh yes.” He cuddled against her on her kitchen perch. “A specimen to behold.”

Hildie rested her head on his black shoulder. “You are a terrible liar, but the feathers will grow back.”

Poe didn’t say a word, but the look he gave Logan portrayed something along the lines of thank the goddess.

Logan scratched the side of his head. The others were still staring at the two birds with various expressions of mild amusement. “Refreshing when love overcomes adversity.”

The others mumbled their agreement.

Polina took a deep breath and put on her most genuine smile. “Well, come on in. I’ll put on a pot of tea, and we’ll catch you up on the happenings of last night.”

Grateful stared at Logan, her eyebrows sinking over narrowed eyes. She reached out and poked her fingers directly into the area of his T-shirt that covered the brand-new scythe-shaped scar on his chest. “Yes. I think you both have some explaining to do.”

Polina lifted a teapot from the top of the stove and plunged it under the faucet.

“You may want to fill that pot,” Silas said, eyes fixating on the window. There were six men standing in the front yard, each of them disheveled and wearing hastily obtained apparel. “It looks like my backup from the Lycanthropic Society finally decided to stop by.”

Polina placed the full teapot on the burner and lit the fire underneath. “Welcome them in. I only want to have to tell this story once.”

Chapter Fifty-Two
Balance
 
Once the story was told and told again, all parties agreed the young werewolves would be split up and adopted by the remaining alpha families and given more appropriate living arrangements. Silas bid them farewell and ushered the werewolf alphas to Renegade Caverns to lead Alex’s remaining pack members from Polina’s realm.

“I’m sorry things went the way they did, but I’m happy for both of you,” Grateful said, kissing them both on the cheek. “We would have been here earlier but we were in Sedona visiting a Native American healer about Lucas.”

“Whatever for?” Polina asked.

“I wanted her to tell me if he is normal,” Grateful said.

“What did she say?” Logan asked tentatively.

“She said his potential is unlimited even if it is unnamed.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means the woman is five hundred dollars richer for telling us our child will grow up,” Rick said through a wry grin.

“Rick!” Grateful nudged him with her elbow but smiled sweetly as if part of her agreed.

“I’m sure you’ll love him just the same, no matter,” Polina said.

Grateful nodded. They said their goodbyes and departed, along with Poe and Hildegard. The latter had recovered enough, after a few rounds of Polina’s healing magic, to go hunting with Poe’s help.

“That kid’s definitely a warlock,” Polina said once the door was closed behind them.

“Definitely,” Logan agreed.

She turned to him and laughed.

“What now?” Logan asked.

“I should survey the damage to my realm. I’m sure the mountain trolls aren’t happy with the happenings of last night.”

Logan nodded. “I should check on the restaurant and feed Bonny. Plus, I want to pick up some groceries. You don’t eat enough.”

“Will you cook for me?”

“Every night.”

“Will you make me chocolate cake?” Polina asked in a husky whisper. The words rolled off her tongue and across her lips in a wave that went directly to Logan’s erection.

“Any time. The secret ingredient is mayonnaise.”

“Will you have to kill me now?”

“Only if you tell.” He stepped into her, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her against him. The move was faster than humanly possible. As light as air in his arms, he spun her around, his thigh sliding between her legs and her back arching over his arm as his chest pressed into hers. For a moment, her face registered something he wasn’t expecting, the slightest degree of fear.

“What’s wrong?” But as he asked he knew. His canines had dropped, the sharp tips rubbing against his lower lip. He touched his face, felt the hard bones jutting under the skin, the elongated jaw. He must look terrifying.

She placed her hands on his cheeks. “You’re beautiful. And it’s natural; You’re hungry. Before you feed me, let me feed you.”

Chapter Fifty-Three
Connection
 
Polina led Logan to the bedroom and through the looking glass to her sanctuary where she commanded a bed to form at the center of the room of reflections. She would give him what he needed, and she’d enjoy every minute of it.

Logan untied her corset. His breathing hastened as her breasts spilled out of the stiff black material and strained against the thin white cotton of the shift underneath. His beast was close to the surface, his eyes dark and a hint of red scales shimmering along the skin of his shoulder.

Her fingers found the bottom of his T-shirt and pulled it over his head. As she cast it aside, she paused to run her fingers over the scythe-shaped scar on his chest. It was healed but fresh, still slightly pink. “Does it hurt?”

“No.” His stare was aching, hungry. Fragile, human Logan was gone. The thing she was attracted to from the start had replaced him. The strength of will that had kept his heart beating the day of his accident now ruled his immortal being.

“You’re hungry.” Polina helped him out of his sweats and wrapped her hand around his shaft. A swift inhale whistled through his teeth.

Goddess help her, she could feel his need. It was a living thing, a pulse between them, a connection as real as if he was in her head. Logan grabbed her around the waist and carried her to the bed. Her shift didn’t make it all the way there. He tore it from her body and cast it aside.

After seating her on the edge of the bed, he crawled onto the mattress so he was kneeling behind her. His fingers trailed her back, then traced her ribs. Methodically, his touch stroked over her belly button before moving south to wedge between her thighs.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Let me see your reflection.”

She concentrated and made it so. He met her gaze in the mirror she was facing, the reflection gave her a gorgeous view of her naked body framed in his. While she watched, he spread her knees wide.

“Logan,” she said, cheeks growing hot. She closed her legs and turned her face over her shoulder, reaching for him. He gently grabbed her chin and coaxed her to face the mirror again, running his fingers under her breasts, cupping their heavy weight before pinching the nipples while she watched. She squirmed at the sight of herself, pale and thin against his massive chest. He met her eyes in the mirror and a wanting grin spread across his lips. Again, he pulled her knees apart.

With a gasp her gaze trailed down her body, from the full breasts that Logan kneaded and teased, to the curve of her waist, to her thighs, and eventually lower. She was wet with need for him. He grabbed her right hand and guided it down her stomach to her most tender flesh and pressed her fingers into herself. She moaned as his fingers coaxed hers in circles.

Eyes never leaving the mirror, Logan’s lips found Polina’s neck, pushing her red hair aside with his nose and chin. She picked up the pace, rubbing herself in earnest under the pressure of his hand. Logan’s lips worked along her jugular. With supernatural grace, he slid his legs around hers from behind on the bed, then lifted her by the waist and lowered her onto his lap.

He worked inside her, his moan of pleasure vibrating against her neck. His hand tangled in her hair as she moved, and all the time he watched her in the mirror. She bobbed and stroked herself, arching against him in pleasure. She was close, and he was right there with her.

His reflection turned dark, teeth extending, eyes bleeding to black. He almost broke the rhythm. She could tell he was hesitating; he didn’t want to hurt her. Only Polina knew what he needed. She grabbed the back of his head over her shoulder and pulled his face toward her neck.

The scent of her blood under the surface of her skin must’ve been too much to resist. Logan struck, his teeth sinking into her flesh. The bite wasn’t painful. Her flesh moved aside just for him. Logan’s pleasure echoed through Polina as he drank. Three long pulls and she shattered. Her muscles tensed and released, pulsing against him until he joined her, pitching over the edge.

Eyes open and lips sealed around her neck, Polina reveled in Logan’s reflection from every angle in the mirrored walls as she writhed on his lap. He gripped her waist to keep her from falling. The orgasm went on and on, much longer than his human orgasm. The air around them grew thick with power, her skin taking on a faint purple glow.

When he’d had his fill, he closed the wound with a lick and helped her off of him and into the bed. Her limbs felt loose, worked out, and a blissful smile broke the curtain of her red hair. He snuggled in beside her.

“Do you think you can stand doing that forever?” she asked, her eyes tucked into the crook of her elbow.

He sighed facetiously. “I suppose, if I have to.”

She giggled.

“Polina?”

“Yes, Logan?”

“Since we have to spend eternity together anyway, will you marry me?”

Polina removed the arm from her face. “You’re asking me to marry you… now?”

He shrugged and laughed. “Seems as good a time as any. Are you holding out for a ring? I’ll buy you one as soon as I get to town. I’m guessing you won’t need it sized.”

“Oh please. Don’t waste your money. I’ll make one.”

“Then, will you… Marry me?”

She placed a firm kiss on his lips. “Yes. I think since you’ve given up your mortality for me and joined with me for all eternity, the least I can do is become Polina Valentine.”

“You’d take my name?”

“You’re not going to change the name of your restaurant.”

“Do you think I can keep the restaurant?”

“Of course!”

“I just… I thought you’d need my help here.”

“I’ve gotten by for almost five hundred years without a caretaker. I suspect I’ll need your help on occasion, but no need to make drastic changes.”

“Where will we live?”

“A witch has to stay with her cemetery.”

He nodded. “Here is fine.”

“I think you’ll find you need much less sleep than you used to.”

He placed a hand on her arm. “I’ll move Bonny here right away, so she doesn’t have to be alone during the day until I can sell my place.”

She nodded. Rolling so that she hovered over him, she asked, “It can work, right?”

He smiled at her, eyes hooded. “It already has.”

“But if you live here, you’ll need a way to commute to work.”

He frowned. “I have a car.”

Polina straightened and took a deep breath. Focusing on the floor of her sanctuary, she worked the liquid metal like clay, creating the gift she’d wanted to give Logan for a long time. Magic and metal swirled and peaked before receding. When the fog cleared, a Harley-Davidson softail was parked in her sanctuary.

“Is that…?” Logan stiffened behind her.

“Did I get it right?”

“It looks perfect, exactly like the one I wrecked. How did you do that?”

“I pulled a piece of it out of you. I absorbed the metal. That type of thing leaves an imprint, a memory.”

“Will it work?”

“I think so, but there’s only one way to find out.”

“What time is it?”

“Around ten, I think.”

He frowned. “Already dark.”

She laughed and hugged him around the neck. “You can see in the dark, darling. You have superhuman reflexes. And even if you crash, you’ll find you are more… resilient than before.”

Logan stumbled out of bed and pulled on his clothes. “How do I get it out of here?”

Polina waved her wand and the bike disappeared. “It’s waiting for you out front.”

He grabbed her face and kissed her, hard. “You ready to go for the ride of your life?” he asked.

She grinned. “I wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

Chapter Fifty-Four
Binding
 
Beneath a canopy of russet, gold, and evergreen, Logan waited for Polina at the end of a row of white folding chairs. It was September 23, the fall equinox and the day of their wedding ceremony. A witch stood next to him. Not a Hecate like Polina, but a practitioner of witchcraft. She wasn’t a demigod like his soon-to-be wife, but Logan sensed magic in her, a positive energy that leached from her blood-colored robes and infused the air around them.

A chorus of hollow sounds began from behind him. His gaze darted to the group of forest fae that made up the orchestra. They were long limbed, fair skinned, and had gossamer wings that made it impossible to mistake them for human. He didn’t know the names of the instruments they played. There was something that looked like a flute but was made of wood; a long, straight horn with an upturned end; a board with strings; and a drum made from a rotting stump. The melody enhanced the sense of belonging to the living mountain—earth and wind and wood coming together in unison.

His gaze wandered over the guests. Grateful and her family, Silas and his brother and sister, Logan’s restaurant manager Dustin and his wife, some folks from the restaurant. He’d invited his father, but the man was too busy to come. Just as well.

And then his heart stopped. Polina stood at the head of the aisle wearing a dress that looked like Mother Nature had sewn it for her. The material was thin and textured with leaf-shaped cutouts that revealed a shiny layer underneath. Layers of white feathers started mid-thigh and flowed outward to the runner that covered the dirt path. As she drew closer, he could make out threads of gold embroidered into the torso. That’s what gave the material its texture. It was lined with gold.

Polina’s red waves were swept up into a neat set of curls that proved a backdrop for the tiara that adorned her head. There was no veil. She smiled and took his hand.

Truthfully, he felt unworthy of her in his common black tux, but then he remembered that not only was he worthy, he was responsible. He was the vessel of her soul. The carrier of her light. He could heal her, make her stronger, care for her in a way no one else would ever or could ever. He was her perfect match.

“We come together to celebrate the union of Polina Innes and Logan Valentine. Do you both come of your own free will?” the officiant began. Her voice sounded older than her physical appearance, raspy as crumpled parchment.

He answered affirmatively and Polina echoed his sentiment.

“Know now that you enter into a binding of heart and soul. Come with full awareness to this table of elements, for what is done cannot be undone. You have marked each other’s souls. Parting will not break this bond, nor reverse what change it brings in you today. Do you consent to this union in full knowledge?”

“Yes, we do,” they answered.

The witch retrieved a cord from a small table behind her. It looked to be about nine feet long and consisted of five silken threads of different colors braided together. She grabbed his right hand and firmly placed it palm to palm against Polina’s.

The officiant tossed one end of the cord over his wrist. “We call on the air, pure and white, to send new hope and dreams to this couple.” Under and over Polina’s wrist, she wrapped the cord in a figure eight pattern. “We call on the earth, signified by the brown, to ground you in each other.” She wrapped again, the cord forming an infinity symbol around their wrists. “We call on the metal element, silver, to help you be mirrors to one another, reflecting the truth of who you are and who you will be. We call on wood, represented by green, to bless you with new growth, for that which does not grow and change withers away.” She wrapped one more time. “And finally, we call on the water, represented by blue, to wash away the mistakes you’ve made and will make with each other, so you may begin again.” This time she tied the cord.

As they’d practiced, Logan leaned forward and placed a kiss firmly on Polina’s lips.

The witch turned to take up the rings, placing one in his left hand. “You may now promise yourself to the lady.”

Logan held up the ring and Polina obliged, sliding her finger into it. “On this day, I promise to be your guardian in life and death, the keeper of your affections, the caretaker of your pure and lasting love. My life begins and ends with you.”

The officiant handed Polina a ring. She held it between them and he slid his finger into it. “On this day,” Polina said, “I promise myself to you. I give you eternity and bind my soul to yours for all time. My life begins and ends with you.”

The officiant manipulated the cords and removed them from their hands without untying the knot. “Now that you have been bound, may you strive to uphold the permanence of this commitment. May your union last as long as this knot remains tied. Blessed be.”

The fae began to play again and Logan walked side by side with his bride into his new life.

Chapter Fifty-Five
The Gift
 
Polina tried to navigate the crowded rooms of Aurorean House hand in hand with her new husband. Their reception was overflowing with well-wishers and the wine flowed liberally as did the trays of hors d’oeuvres Logan had prepared for the occasion. They weren’t tied together anymore, but she couldn’t bear to let him go. Not yet.

“Congratulations,” Rick said, appearing in front of them.

“It was a beautiful ceremony,” Grateful chimed in, bouncing Lucas on her hip.

Logan reached out to rub the boy’s head and noticed a stuffed black dog cuddled in his arms. “Whatch’ya got there, Lucas?”

The boy turned protectively, hugging the stuffed dog tighter.

Grateful snorted. “Don’t even try to touch his pup-pup. He picked it up somewhere. Honestly, we think my dad brought it home on accident from Gymboree class. I’d return it, but he loves it too much. I had to wait until he fell asleep just to wash it. And this kid never sleeps, Logan.” She kissed the boy on one chubby cheek.

“Finders keepers, right, Lucas?” Logan said.

Polina smiled. “Parenthood agrees with you two. Do I sense another child in your future?”

“How did you know?” Grateful asked.

Jaw gaping, Polina pressed a hand to her chest. “I didn’t! I was kidding. Are you saying you’re pregnant?”

Grateful darted a glance at Rick and smiled. “We never thought the candles would be so… um… effective.”

As much as Polina tried to stay in the moment, the feeling of her short time being pregnant came back to her and she silently envied her friend. Logan must have felt it too, through their new connection, because he squeezed her fingers and whispered, “Would you like to get something to drink?”

“Before you go, Rick and I have something for you. A wedding gift.” Grateful handed Polina a box wrapped in silver paper. “Best wishes for a long and happy marriage.”

Polina stared at the box, the weight growing heavier in her hand. Her blue eyes flicked up to her friend’s. “Are you sure?”

Grateful gave a quiet, easy smile. “Absolutely.”

“What are we talking about? What’s in the box?” Logan asked.

“Excuse me,” Polina said. She dragged Logan by the hand toward the bedroom. Once they were inside with the door closed, she held the box out between them. She couldn’t speak.

Logan got the hint and started in on the paper. “Damn, Polina. You’re acting like you’ve never seen a gift before. This couldn’t wait until after our guests left?”

She shook her head. Together, they pulled the top off. The black candle within had the stamp of a raven in the wax. Polina stopped breathing.

“What is this? Why do you look like that?” Logan asked.

“It’s a mortality candle. They are extremely rare. Grateful made six of them while she still had power over multiple elements. She can’t make any more. This is how Lucas and his future brother or sister were made. If we burn this, it can make you human again.”

Logan grinned. “We can have a baby?”

Polina’s forehead wrinkled. “Logan, you could become human permanently. You don’t have to be my caretaker anymore. You were forced into the decision. Maybe it was too soon.”

Logan shook his head. “What are you talking about? We just got married.”

“We can stay married, but if you’d rather not…”

“Shut up, Polina,” Logan said. He placed the box on the dresser. “I’m going to tell you this once, and with our connection, you’ll know I’m telling the truth. I am glad that Alex put me in a position where my priorities became blissfully clear. I want to be your caretaker. I chose this. If we burn that candle, it will be because we love each other so much, we need another person to pour the extra love into. Because we want a family.”

“Truly?” Polina asked.

“Truly and forever.” He slipped his hand behind her waist and pulled her against him. When he kissed her, she finally accepted it. He wanted this as much as she did, and she must never question him again.

“Would you like me to light it now?” she asked with a grin.

He shook his head. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he began slowly. “I love Lucas, and I fully intend to use that candle someday, but before we do, I’d like a few years to enjoy you all to myself.”

Polina closed the box, pulled the nightstand drawer open, and dropped it inside. “You are a wise and worthy husband.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes.” She encircled his neck with her arms. “Now, how would you like to enjoy me?”

“Shouldn’t we wait until our guests leave?”

“We should, but I’ve never been a patient woman.”

Logan leaned into her, his lips hovering over hers. “Good, because I’m hungry, and I think we’ve waited long enough.”

Polina and Logan didn’t waste another moment. As quickly as they’d unwrapped the candle, they tore into the gift of each other. Hands bound and hearts bound, they began a long and fruitful forever.
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EVENSHADE

by Kathryn Le Veque


 
PROLOGUE

Salem, Massachusetts
1702 A.D.
“A breath of wind,
a mark of sin,
evil doer drink of blood.
Beneath the earth,
feel my curse,
with my hand to ’ever crush you.
Malum infans, putrescet Satanae ut canis. Te et matrem tuam aeternum ardebit.”


A woman was hunched over a desk, scribing beneath the weak light of a single tallow taper. On the small oak desk sat a small pewter bowl, filled with a thimbleful of her blood from a cut she had made on her ankle. She dipped her quill into the bowl as she finished writing the last of the bitter words.

In the attic of the home she shared with her husband and children was the only place she could inscribe such words of hatred and terror. The children must not know. Her husband must not know. This curse, this hatred, was hers alone to bear.

Outside, in the dark and stormy night, she could hear the bay of distant hounds. She knew the men were drawing nearer and she was forced to hurry her task. Hastily, she finished the words she had been bound to write and she sanded the bloody script, hoping it would dry sufficiently. It had to be effective.

As the sounds of barking dogs grew nearer, she quickly rose from her desk and shuffled across the attic floor to a spot near the southeast corner. There, an already-loose board had been pried up. She pulled it further and stuffed several pieces of vellum beneath it. Taking her shoe, she pounded it back down again, hiding her written curses from the world. Or, at least she hoped so. There were many who had to pay for their sins against her and she did not wish her curses interrupted. In the darkness of the attic, the fates of her enemies had been sealed.

Outside, the rain pounded and the wind howled, filling the hollow beneath the woman’s home with an unearthly terror. Men on horseback dragged their captured quarry across the dark and barren woods towards the house on a rise in the distance. One might have thought it was an animal being dragged for all of the inhuman noises it was making. But upon closer inspection, the wet and muddy details formed a small and terrified woman.

But the men on horseback didn’t seem to care that they were mistreating her. She screamed and grunted, trying to get to her feet as the horse moved swiftly. But she was unable to keep the pace. She ended up falling and being dragged, pulled across stone and grass and mud, tearing her meager clothes, as well as her skin, to shreds. By the time they reached the house, a massive two-story structure with a wide planked porch, the woman was nearly unconscious from the beating she had taken. One of the men dismounted his animal and made his way up onto the porch, pounding on the heavily-fortified door.

The only light was the paltry glow emitting from the downstairs windows, barely illuminating the porch. The man had to knock twice more before the door was unbolted and slowly opened. A young woman with dark hair, dark eyes, and a long face stood there, gazing back with some apprehension. The man, his clothes soaked from the storm, spoke.

“We found her, Goody Holcombe,” he said. “What does thou wish to do with her?”

Goody Holcombe emerged from the house, looking nervously at the group of men on horseback at the base of her porch. She pointed inside the house.

“My husband is in the basement,” she said. “He wishes her brought to him.”

A couple of the men dismounted, hauling the injured woman up onto the porch. By this time, Goody Holcombe was no longer appearing nervous. Now, she appeared steely and cold as she gazed at the semi-conscious woman. When the men paused, she snatched the woman by the chin.

“Did thee think to get away with what thou hast done?” she snarled. “Thee are a wicked and evil girl, Dorothy Good. Thou deserves to be punished.”

Dorothy struggled to open her eyes, fixing on the very angry face of Goody Holcombe. She knew she was facing a horrible fate but that did not tame her pride. She was as bold and fearless as always.

“The poison between us is old,” she muttered, missing teeth where the men who had captured her had beaten her. “Thou cursed my mother and killed my sister. Thou deserve a measure of the same. Vengeance is a swift and tasteless order.”

Goody Holcombe slapped her, hard. Dorothy’s head snapped sideways from the blow. “Thou took my child’s life,” she cried. “Vengeance will come to thee now and thee will suffer as thee has never suffered before!”

Goody slapped her once more for good measure as the men dragged Dorothy inside the home. Goody Holcombe followed, wringing her hands, weeping, and thinking of the daughter she had lost to the woman. A little girl, an infant, who had been abducted by Dorothy Good and tossed into the well beneath their home, as witnessed by Goody Holcombe’s other children.

Dorothy, a girl that neighbors had hired to work in their kitchen, had been able to get close enough to the Holcombe house, known as Evenshade, to enter it. The dead infant had been the result and Dorothy had screamed of vengeance, too, at the time, just as she was screaming of it now.

But here, it would end. Goody Holcombe would get the last swipe of revenge. As she stood in the kitchen of Evenshade, she could hear the men dragging Dorothy down to the basement where her husband, Ezra, awaited. There, he had something particularly gruesome planned for Dorothy, and Goody Holcombe wasn’t the least bit sorry. It was small justice for her daughter’s life.

As Goody Holcombe stood at the basement door, she could hear muffled speaking. It was her husband’s voice mingled with Dorothy’s higher pitched tones. There was arguing going on and finally what she hoped to be pleading. She heard panic and weeping. The last she heard was of mournful wailing and the scraping sounds of brick and mortar as Dorothy Good was bricked up in the wall of Evenshade’s basement as punishment for murdering young Martha Holcombe.

Buried alive.

CHAPTER ONE
Present day

“For the love of God, Montresor!”
“Yes,” I said, “for the love of God!”
But to these words I hearkened in vain for a reply. I grew impatient. I called aloud—
“Fortunato!”
No answer. I called again—
“Fortunato!”
No answer still. I thrust a torch through the remaining aperture and let it fall within. There came forth in return only a jingling of the bells. My heart grew sick; it was the dampness of the catacombs that made it so. I hastened to make an end of my labour. I forced the last stone into its position; I plastered it up. Against the new masonry I re-erected the old rampart of bones. For the half of a century no mortal has disturbed them.
In pace requiescat!
 

He had woken himself up to dreams of that shady novel, the words of the dead rolling around in his head. He had no idea why Poe’s The Cask of Amontillado was filling his dreams, but he didn’t like it. He hadn’t even liked the story when he had been forced to read it in an English Lit class years ago and thought that he had properly erased it from his brain once he had passed the class. But it was back, whispering strains of people being bricked up alive in his sleep-hazed mind. Weird how the brain worked sometimes.

It was just before dawn. He could see the sky turning shades of gray and yellow, signaling the onslaught of a new day. He rolled over in bed and ended up rolling on one of the dogs, who grunted but didn’t move. So he rolled over to the other side and sat up, wearily rubbing his eyes, accidentally kicking the other dog that was sleeping on the floor. Full-grown and over one hundred pounds each, Manitou and Aram were pure-blooded German Shepherds, brothers, because when he and his boys had gone to pick out a puppy they couldn’t decide on which one. Chris picked Manitou and Kyle picked Aram, so they ended up bringing them both home. He had two big, slobbery babies.

The little puppies had grown into enormous dogs that followed Dad around like shadows. They’d spend time with the boys, of course, but they slept with Dad because his bed was big and empty after the boys’ mother left. This morning, as he pulled on his jeans and a long sleeved t-shirt, he couldn’t even remember the last time a woman had slept beside him. Only dogs. God, he was pathetic.

The house was dark and quiet at this early hour as he made his way down the stairs and into the kitchen. He’d lived in this house since before the boys were born and it always had the same smell in the morning, like cold earth. It wasn’t surprising, considering the old Colonial had been built in the mid-seventeen hundreds and was one of the earliest homes in the area. Still, it was his house and he loved it. Full of men and dogs, he thought it was cozy and homey nonetheless.

The kitchen was a big mess because his youngest, Cole, had ignored directives to clean the dishes. So he rifled around the dishwasher for a spoon and proceeded to make coffee. As the sun began to rise through the tree line to the east, he poured his coffee into a travel mug and unlocked the back door. The dogs, knowing it was time for a walk, waited excitedly next to him as he opened up the door.

The animals bolted out into the dewy lawn, happy, peeing all over the place or rolling around on the damp grass. He stood there a moment on his wide porch, one that wrapped around the entire house, and watched the dogs play. He loved mornings like this, so peaceful and serene as the world around him awakened, but he always felt like there was something missing. More than once, he had wished for someone to share these mornings with. It was an old dream, but one he still dreamt.

After a few sips of coffee and watching his neighbor across the street open up his garage, he whistled to the dogs and they came running. Taking the stairs off the porch, he began to walk around the side of the house. His house was situated in a somewhat rural area of Danvers, most houses sitting on an acre or more, and several of them very old. Back in the day when the Pilgrims arrived, this area was settled by some of them and people around here still carried those old bloodlines, including him.

In fact, there was a very old home up the road that had just been sold after having sat vacant for several months. He had heard a new family had moved in so he was curious to take a look at the house and, perhaps, meet his new neighbor. He could see the house from the west side of his house, sitting on a rise overlooking the land. Evenshade, the name the locals knew it by, had been built back before the Salem witch trials. About a half mile from his house, he walked up the road with the dogs racing ahead of him, avoiding the cars that were passing by as people headed off to work. As he neared the house, which still looked cold and dark, he began to hear what he thought was a distressed voice.

Drawing nearer, he was at the edge of the long driveway when he suddenly heard a thump and a yelp. Concerned, he turned into the driveway and saw a woman, half-in and half-out of the side door, with a very large piece of furniture in her hands. As he watched, the furniture shifted and she went down on her behind.

He broke into a run, sprinting up the driveway until he came to her. A very big man with very big arms, he easily lifted up the dresser and righted it. Then he reached down to extend a hand to the fallen woman.

It was a moment he would remember for the rest of his life.

* * *

She shouldn’t have been trying to haul all of that old furniture out herself but she just couldn’t help it. Seriously! She thought to herself angrily. Who just abandons a house and leaves a bunch of crap for the people who come after them? It was that irritation that drove her into action. She had always been the hasty decision making type, anyway, which sometimes worked against her. This time, it had.

She started working at dawn. The little tables had been easy enough to take out to the big shed that looked more like a barn. A couple of chairs had followed. And then she got the bright idea of dragging out a dresser that was about three times heavier than she was. She didn’t think it would be a huge issue to drag it across the yard, so rather than wake up her sixteen-year-old son and ask for help, she was certain she could do it herself. He would have just griped at her, anyway.

It had been a mistake. As soon as she pushed and pulled the thing to the back door, it had gotten wedged against the door jamb. Frustrated, she had pushed and shoved again until it came free. Then, she was determined to drag it out onto the driveway, whereupon the thing shifted and lurched forward, knocking her onto her behind. She yelped in pain and shock because a corner had pinched her thigh, but before she could yell to her son to get his butt out of bed and save her, the piece was suddenly removed and a big hand was stuck in her face. Startled, she found herself looking up into stunning blue eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “Let me help you up.”

She took his hand, grunting as he pulled her to her feet. Sheepishly, she laughed. “Where in the world did you come from?” She had a hard time looking him in the eye, feeling like an idiot. “Did you hear me screaming in the next county?”

He grinned. “I saw the Bat-Signal up in the sky above your house and came running.”

She laughed again, brushing off her backside before extending her hand. “Thanks, Batman,” she said. “You saved the day.”

“Glad I could help,” he shook her hand warmly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Good. In that case, I’m Cord Trevor.”

“Alix Hendry.”

His smile grew. “Nice to meet you,” he replied. “Actually, I was out for a walk and heard you yell. I live about a half mile that way.”

He was throwing a thumb over his shoulder to the east. “Good thing you keep an eye out for the Bat-Signal,” she said.

“It’s a talent.”

They snorted as the moment turned rather warm and flirty. Alix was eyeing the man but trying to make it look like she wasn’t. He was enormous, five or six inches over six feet, with a blond crew cut, superhero granite, square jaw, and a megawatt smile. When he grinned, all she could see was teeth, which made her want to grin right along with him. The man wore rimless glasses, which only seemed to enhance his excruciatingly handsome face, and the hand that had shaken hers was the size of a frying pan.

He was a big, muscular, well-built guy and she’d known him all of thirty seconds and he was already making her feel rather giddy. Tearing her eyes away from him, she gestured at the dresser.

“I didn’t think that thing was as heavy as it was until I started moving it.” She didn’t want him to see that her cheeks were flushed. “I guess I’ll have to wait for my son to get out of bed before I try to move it again.”

Cord nodded, his gaze drifting over the big, old-style, saltbox Colonial home that was badly in need of restoration. The rotting eaves, peeling paint and rotting boards had stood for untold decades, waiting, watching. The house was rather creepy.

“I’d say you’d better wait for your son and husband to get out of bed before moving this thing,” he told her. “That’s way too heavy for you. Batman says so.”

She grinned again before shaking her head, not even realizing that he was trying to find out if she was married without being obvious about it.

“My son’s the man of the house, so it’ll be him and his mom dragging this thing across the yard,” she said, making humorous gestures to go along with the statement. “But thank you for saving me from being crushed to death. I really appreciate it.”

Cord thought himself rather clever to have found out her marital status within the first couple minutes of knowing her. Increasingly thrilled to realize she was single, or at least didn’t have a husband, he realized he didn’t want to end the conversation. At the risk of making a nuisance of himself, he pointed at the dresser.

“Tell you what,” he said. “Since I’d hate to see my new neighbors get into trouble with this thing, why don’t you let me move it into the shed.”

Alix put up her hands. “Oh, heavens, no,” she said. “I couldn’t let you do that. It can wait until my son gets up.”

“I’m trying to be neighborly, ma’am. It would help if you’d just go along with it.”

He was smiling as he said it, which set Alix off to grinning again and her pink cheeks grew even pinker. She could feel them. Like an idiot, she put her palms to her cheeks to feel how flaming they were, noticing that he was smiling quite openly at her. She just laughed for lack of a better reaction.

“Really,” she insisted, “you can be just as neighborly by simply introducing yourself. You don’t need to schlep around this old junk to demonstrate it.”

He backed off, the gentlemanly thing to do, rather than argue with her. He didn’t want to come across like a pushy creep, even if she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. Petite, with long reddish-gold hair that had some curl to it and a sweetly oval face with big gray eyes, she looked like a porcelain doll. He guessed she was somewhere in her thirties and from what he could tell under the jeans and jacket, she had a sexy little figure. Match her spectacular looks up with the bubbly personality and he had to admit, he was enamored right off the bat.

“I was only trying to help,” he held his hands up in surrender.

“I appreciate it, really.”

He opened his mouth to speak but the dogs, which had been inspecting Alix’s front yard, suddenly ran up and happily greeted her. They were big, wet dogs. But rather than recoil, she was very friendly with them and they loved it. All the while, Cord just watched her, trying to think of a way to continue the conversation so he wouldn’t have to continue on his walk. He really had no interest in doing anything other than standing there and talking to her.

“So you just moved in,” he stated the obvious.

She looked up from Manitou as the dog licked at her chin. “Yes.”

“Where are you from?”

“California. Los Angeles.” She stood up and wiped her dog-wet hands on her jeans. “We actually took possession yesterday, came here, and went right to bed. I haven’t even really seen the house in the daylight. This is the first time I’ve gotten an up close and personal look.”

“You didn’t see it before you bought it?”

She shook her head. “Not in person,” she said, looking at the amused, yet curious, expression on his face. “I’ve just always wanted one of these old Colonials. Out where I come from, everything is so new. No charm to anything, so homes like this have always been kind of fascinating to me. I just happened to see this one come up for sale when I was surfing the web one day, so I called the agent. Next thing I know, I own a historical home and I’m thrilled to death.”

He could see that just by the look on her face and he smiled at her a moment before his gaze drifted up over the eaves of the home. “You picked a good one, that’s for sure,” he said. “This home is the oldest one around here.”

“Have you lived here a long time?

“All my life.”

She was very interested. “Really? Then maybe you can tell me what you know about this house. I’ve done a little research into it, but there are always stories that only the locals know.”

He was very happy to tell her what he knew. He was confident he could drag it out into a half-hour conversation or, at least, come back another time to talk to her. Either way, he was eager to do it.

“Sure,” he said, pulling Manitou down from jumping up on her. “Maybe some time when you’re not busy getting smashed by dressers?”

She laughed softly. “I just made a pot of coffee,” she said. “Would… would you like some? I really want to hear what you know about the house, if it wouldn’t be interrupting your walk.”

“No interruption at all.”

“Are you sure? The dogs might have something to say about it.”

“As long as they’re not at my house, they’re happy. They like to visit.”

Her gray eyes twinkled at him a moment before giving him a somewhat alluring glance as she turned for the house. “If you say so,” she said. “Do you want to see inside? Being a local, I’ll bet you can tell me all kinds of things about these houses. I don’t have a clue.”

He probably couldn’t tell her a whole lot more, but he was more than happy to take her up on her offer, anyway.

CHAPTER TWO
 
“So the real estate agent didn’t give you the lowdown on the house?”

The question came from Cord, leaning against the kitchen counter with a steaming cup of coffee in his hand. Alix shook her head in reply.

“Other than the fact that it was a historical house, she really didn’t tell me much,” she replied as she poured herself a cup of coffee. “She told me that it used to be called ‘Evenshade’, so I looked up what I could on the internet. An article I found said that the husband of Abigail Williams built the house in 1690, right before the Salem witch trials. His name was Ezra Hyde Holcombe and he married Abigail right after the witch trials, when she was fourteen and he was thirty-eight. Other than that, the articles I read said Ezra was a slave trader and a farmer, but not much else.”

Cord sipped at the strong coffee. He glanced around the kitchen, which was stuck in the nineteen fifties with its ugly, gray laminate countertops and ancient stove. Wallpaper was peeling from the walls and the old linoleum flooring with its black and green dots was starting to pull up in places. It smelled like mold.

“I’ve lived on the east coast all of my life,” he said. “I’m not sure how it is in California, but in this part of the country, there are some really old families and their lineage means a good deal to them. I’m part of the family that was the original owners of this house, the Holcombes. The house remained in the family up until ten or fifteen years ago, but then it was sold.”

Alix’s eyebrows lifted. “Really?” she was very interested. “So you’re descended from the original owners?”

He nodded, somewhat modestly. “I’ve got history coming out of my ears.”

She grinned. “What do you mean?”

He sipped at his coffee. “Ezra and Abigail, who was one of the chief accusers at the Salem Witch Trials, had four children,” he began his story. “Elizabeth, Mary, Matilda and John. My mother’s father is a direct descendant of John Holcombe, which makes me a direct descendent also. Plus, on my father’s side, I’m a direct descendent of the Mayflower shipwright, John Trevor. My full name is Cord Van Wyck Holcombe Trevor.”

“Van Wyck?”

“Mother’s mother was a Van Wyck, one of the original settling families in upstate New York. So I guess that makes me a blue-blooded American more than most.”

Alix was impressed. “That’s so cool,” she said. Then she eyed him. “So all of that old furniture left behind belongs to you, then.”

He shook his head, a smile playing on his lips. “Not me,” he said. “My great-aunt, the last person from the family who lived here, moved out thirty years ago and let her children handle it. Then they sold it about fifteen years ago and there have been renters in the house until you bought it.”

“Oh,” she said. Then she shrugged. “Why did your family sell it, then? This house is like part of the family.”

He lifted his big shoulders. “I don’t even know. I guess it was a cash cow for a while but with the age come repairs. Maybe they just didn’t want to sink that kind of money into it and thought they’d sell it and get their money out of it. You know it needs a lot of repairs, right?”

She nodded, looking around the kitchen as she thought of all of the money she was about to spend. “I do,” she said softly. “This house was a steal at three hundred and fifty thousand, but I’m guessing I’m going to be putting at least another one hundred and fifty thousand into it. But I don’t mind; I like the challenge.”

He grinned at her as he sipped his coffee. “You must,” he said. “So what do you do for a living that is going to enable you to pay for this white elephant?”

“Emergency Medicine,” she replied. “I have a new position with North Shore Medical Center in Salem in their Emergency Department. I start next week.”

“Nurse?”

“Physician. Trauma surgery.”

He lifted his eyebrows; now it was his turn to be impressed. “Dr. Hendry,” he said as if correcting his bad manners. “North Shore is a good place. We may see each other once in a while.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I’m with the fire department. That’s my district’s hospital for medical runs.”

“Oh,” she wasn’t displeased at the thought of seeing him again. “Paramedic?”

“I was, once. Now I’m a captain.”

She grinned. “How long have you been in that line of work?”

“Twenty-three years,” he sighed. “A long time.”

Alix watched him as he leaned against her counter, feeling more and more drawn to the man the more she got to know him. He’d come inside to tell her about the house but they’d hardly talked about it. They were talking about each other, as if they were getting to know one another for personal reasons. He was a hunk, no doubt, but other than the fact he was her neighbor, had two dogs, and was a firefighter, she really didn’t know that much about him. She didn’t even know if he was married. If he was, then he was being a bit of a flirt and she wasn’t sure she liked that at all. But if he wasn’t….

“Do you have any kids, Cord?” she asked as she sipped her coffee.

He nodded. “Three boys,” he told her. “Chris will be a senior in high school in the fall, Kyle will be a junior, and Cole is entering the ninth grade.”

“My son will be a junior in high school, also,” she said. “He’ll be going to Danvers High School. I also have a four-year-old daughter who will be entering preschool.”

He lifted his eyebrows at her. “You don’t look old enough to have a sixteen-year-old.”

She grinned, flattered. “I was a baby when I had him.”

“You must have been.”

“Actually, I had him while I was in Medical school. I was lucky enough to have him in July and was able to start my second year right up again in September.”

“Good planning. What about your daughter?”

“By the time she was born, I was already established. I took four months off but I wish it could have been more. I loved staying at home.”

He was halfway done with his coffee. “The boys’ mother was able to stay at home with them when they were very small. I think it’s important to have the mom around full time when the kids are young.”

“Does your wife still stay home with them?”

He shook his head. “Ex-wife,” he clarified, and very glad the conversation had allowed him to make the point clear. “We divorced years ago and the boys live with me. She lives in New York.”

So, he wasn’t married. Alix was back to liking him a great deal, probably more now. “Well,” she said casually, “they must keep you very busy. I’ve got enough to do with two.”

“Where’s Dad?”

It was a direct question, one she hoped meant that he was as interested in her as she was becoming in him. She had no problem answering.

“Back in Los Angeles,” she said. “He’s kind of got his own thing going on, but he’ll see the kids when he can.”

Cord simply nodded, not wanting to probe her too deeply on that subject. At least not until he got to know her a little better, but already, they had exchanged a good deal of important information and he was thrilled. He looked around the kitchen as he finished the last of his coffee.

“What else can I tell you about the place?” he asked. “Oh, and by the way – is there any more furniture to move out?”

She nodded. “A few bigger pieces in the dining room. Why?”

“Because I’ll do it before I leave. I don’t want to take the chance that the Bat-Signal will go up again today and I miss it. You’d better let me do it for my own peace of mind.”

Alix laughed softly. “Seriously, you don’t have to,” she assured him. “Sean and I will get to it once he gets out of bed. If he ever gets out of bed.”

Cord snorted into his coffee cup. “I’ve got three of those,” he said. “They’d sleep until noon if I let them.”

Alix giggled, shrugged, and went back over to the coffee pot, which he was standing next to. She could feel the heat from his body as she picked up the pot, distracting her.

“Do you want another cup?” she asked.

He shifted slightly to hold up his mug but he didn’t move, even though she was brushed right up against him. It was a little weird, maybe even creepy if he was to admit it, but he couldn’t explain his reaction to her. He’d known the woman all of ten minutes and had never felt such a strong reaction to anyone in his life. He could smell her from where he was standing and she smelled like something cool and crisp and sweet. He found himself inhaling deeply and hoping she wouldn’t notice.

“Thanks,” he said as he watched her fill the cup half-full. “You make good coffee.”

She grinned. “I don’t have many vices, but coffee is one of them,” she admitted. “You’ll always find very good coffee in my house.”

He was gazing down at her, noticing she hadn’t moved very far away from him. “There’s a gourmet coffee shop in town about a mile up the road,” he told her. “I always stop there on my way to work.”

She nodded her gratitude. “Thanks,” she said. “I’ll have to try it.”

She was still standing there, no more than a few inches separating them, and Cord was seriously having a difficult time focusing on anything other than her lush lips when they both heard noise in the doorway that led from the kitchen out into the dining room. The adults looked over to see a tall, skinny, young man with a head of messy blond hair rubbing his eyes. Sean Patrick Hendry gazed at his mother with some irritation.

“What did you want, Mom?” he asked sleepily.

Alix put her cup down on the counter and went to her son. “Nothing,” she said, reaching out to stroke his blond head. “What do you mean?”

“You knocked on my door, didn’t you?” Sean sounded annoyed.

Alix shook her head, glancing over at Cord as if to reaffirm she hadn’t left the kitchen. “No,” she said. “Are you sure? Maybe you just dreamed it.”

Sean yawned, finally catching sight of Cord standing over by the sink. He eyed the very big man. “I don’t think I did,” he muttered, lifting his hand because he and Cord had made eye contact. “Hi.”

Cord smiled faintly, raising his hand in response. “Hi.”

Alix did the introductions. “Sean, this is our neighbor, Mr. Trevor,” she said. “He’s got three boys your age.”

Sean yawned again but didn’t seem particularly impressed. “Cool,” he stumbled over to the myriad of cardboard boxes that were stuffed in, and blocking, the utility room, and began ripping open the tops. “Where’s the cereal?”

Alix watched him as she went back over to the counter and collected her cup. “No cereal,” she told him. “I wasn’t shipping cereal across country in a box. I’ll go to the store this morning and get some bread and stuff for breakfast. Meanwhile, I think there are some crackers in there.”

Sean turned his nose up at crackers for breakfast. But before he could argue, a piercing scream came from the second floor. Startled, Alix slammed the cup down on the counter and bolted and, instinctively, Cord did the same. In his profession, one usually ran towards danger rather than away from it, so he was acting on his training. He followed Alix up the narrow back stairs to the second floor where the distinct sounds of a child crying were evident. Alix ran into one of the doors and Cord followed.

A little girl was sitting up in her messy bed, rubbing her eyes and sobbing. Alix sat down on the bed and pulled the child into her arms.

“Shhhh,” she whispered soothingly. “You’re okay. What happened?”

Cord was looking around the room, dingy and full of boxes, for anything that would have caused a hysterical child as the little girl answered.

“A bad girl,” she said rather angrily. “She wanted my kitty and I told her no. But she took it anyway.”

Alix looked around to see the stuffed cat on the ground a few feet away. Cord was following her focus and saw the cat, also, picking it up and handing it to Alix when she tried to get off the bed and hold her daughter at the same time. Alix took it from him, smiling gratefully.

“Here’s your kitty.” She gave it back to the child, who cuddled it. “No one took it. It just fell off the bed.”

The child hugged it, getting her snot and tears on it. She was growing more lucid; enough so that she noticed Cord standing in the doorway. She immediately shrank against her mother, her big eyes wide at the strange man. Alix hugged her daughter, stroking her little blond head gently.

“That’s Mr. Trevor, our neighbor,” she said. “He’s our neighbor. Can you say hi?”

The little girl lifted a hand much like her brother had. “Hi,” she hiccupped.

Cord smiled gently. “Hi,” he said, then spoke softly to Alix. “If everything’s okay, I’ll just go back downstairs.”

Alix waved a hand at him, collecting her daughter from the bed and standing up. “We’ll go with you,” she said, wrapping a little blanket around the girl. “This is my daughter, Rose Elizabeth Hendry. Rosie turned four years old last week.”

Cord continued to smile at the child, who was genuinely adorable with her honey-colored hair and big eyes. When she looked up at Cord, he could see that they were the color of her mother’s, that steely blue that appeared gray in certain light. He followed the pair back down the stairs.

Both kids were crowded around the table and Alix began digging through boxes looking for something to feed them. Cord began to edge his way towards the back door.

“Well,” he said, not particularly wanting to leave but feeling rather awkward now that the entire family was up. “Good luck with the house. If you need anything, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”

Alix’s head came out of a box, her hands full of animal crackers and granola bars. “Hold on,” she said as she set them down on the table in front of the kids. “I’ll walk you out.”

Cord stood at the back door, politely opening it for her and then following her out onto the driveway where his dogs were waiting. Before Cord could say anything to her, he noticed the dresser still on the badly paved driveway where he had left it when he pulled it off of Alix. He went over to it and getting a good grip on it, he looked at Alix.

“Where do you want it?” he asked. “In that shed back there?”

Alix sighed heavily. “Really, you don’t have to….”

He cut her off by lifting the thing and began walking with it. “In the shed?”

Alix winced as he walked past her; the piece of furniture was very big and very heavy, but he handled it easily. “Oh… brother,” she said apprehensively. “You’re going to give yourself a hernia.”

“Then I know which doctor to go to.”

She giggled and followed him across the yard and into the dark shed. He took the dresser over to the corner and set it down with a grunt.

“There.” He brushed off his hands. “What more is there in the house?”

Alix shook her head firmly and blocked the door. “No way, dude,” she said. “You leave that furniture alone. I’m not going to have you go out on an injury because you were moving my old junk around.”

“It’s not yours.”

“Yes, it is. I bought it when I bought the house.”

He made a face at her. “Don’t think you can out-stubborn me, Dr. Hendry. I’m going to move the rest of that furniture in here if I have to break into the house to do it.”

She gave him a quirky grin. “I have a teenage son who is not nearly as strong as you are, but he’s capable. Plus, it will give him something to do.”

“The same teenage son that’s sitting in the kitchen, waiting for his breakfast? I can do it a lot faster than he can.”

Alix gazed at him, her smile fading. She appreciated the offer, his sense of humor, and everything about the man, so far. But she couldn’t, in good conscience, let him move all of the old furniture out of the house as if he were somehow responsible for it. He seemed far too eager to help and, to be truthful, that freaked her out a little bit. He was coming on strongly but not in an obvious sort of way; it was gentle, firm and insistent, like she couldn’t say no to him no matter what. She had just met the man and was undeniably attracted to him, so she wasn’t sure what was holding her back, only that something was. Maybe she didn’t want him to think she had taken advantage of him. Maybe she just didn’t want to become dependent on him, because it would be so easy to….

“Absolutely not,” she said firmly, moving through the door and out into the yard with Cord on her heels. “Thank you for saving me from being crushed to death by the dresser, but that’s the one and only piece of furniture you get to move. Sean and I can do the rest.”

Cord could see she wasn’t going to let him help, but there was more to it now. She wasn’t as warm and open as she had been only minutes before, like an invisible wall had been raised. He sensed that he’d overstayed his welcome and sought to make amends. He wanted to see her again and he didn’t want her to be cautious about it because he’d come on like a bulldozer the first time.

“Okay,” he backed off considerably, realizing she wasn’t being receptive. Then he crooked his finger. “Come here; I want to show you something.”

Alix followed, somewhat hesitantly, as he motioned her over to the edge of the driveway. He pointed to the east, down into the vale where the road carved a path. There were a few houses down there amongst the trees and fences, all Colonials set on big lots, but he was pointing to one in particular.

“See that blue house down there with the dark blue eaves and the big white porch?” he asked.

Alix spied the structure. “Yes.”

He stopped pointing and looked at her. “That’s where I live,” he said. “If you need anything, day or night, please don’t hesitate to knock on my door. I’m assuming you don’t know anyone around here or have any family, so don’t feel like you’re all alone. I’d be happy to help, whatever you need.”

She was still hesitant. “I appreciate that, but….”

“And,” he cut her off, pulling his wallet out of his back pocket, digging around, and pulling forth a business card. He handed it to her. “My cell phone is on that. Call me if you need anything. Please.”

Alix could feel her resistance breaking down again as she gazed up into his handsome face. She didn’t sense any ill-intent; simply a true eagerness to help out. But there was more to it than that. She could see it in his eyes and it both thrilled and scared her. Torn, she nonetheless gave him a genuine smile and held out her hand again.

“You’re very sweet,” she said quietly, sincerely. “Thank you. I hope I won’t ever have to bother you.”

He held her hand a moment, shaking it gently. But more than that, he just wanted to hold it. She was spectacular, in every way, and he was succumbing quickly.

“I hope you do.”

With that, he let go of her hand and whistled loudly to the dogs, who came running. Alix watched him make his way back down the driveway, waving at him when he turned to look at her. He waved back. She continued to watch him until he faded from sight, realizing there was a big, fat grin on her face when she turned back for the house.

CHAPTER THREE
 
It had taken all day for Alix and Sean to move the furniture, piece by piece, into the old shed. Alix was something of a neat freak so they just couldn’t dump it; it had to be neatly arranged, which set Sean off to no end. As Rose followed them around with a rag because her mother had asked her to clean off the furniture, the entire family got into the furniture moving business.

Alix took the kids to town halfway during their day so they could go to the supermarket, but they passed a Dunkin’ Donuts and both kids went crazy. So she ended up stopping at Dunkin’ Donuts and buying a bunch of crap just because the kids wanted it. Usually, she was much stricter about what they ate, but considering they had just moved across country and had a fairly stressful few days, she relented and let Sean eat jelly donuts for lunch and let Rose have a soda. The result was that by the time they hit the supermarket, both kids were bouncing off the walls.

When they returned from the market and put away the groceries, Alix put the kids on unloading their boxes upstairs while she finished up in the kitchen. Now that she actually had groceries, she put dinner on in the crockpot and headed upstairs to help Rose unpack. As she neared her daughter’s big bedroom at the front of the house, she could hear the little girl talking to someone. It was playful talk, as little girls do when they are pretending, and she smiled as she entered her daughter’s bedroom.

“Who’s your friend, Rosie?” she asked as she headed over to a half-unpacked box.

Rose shrugged, more interested in the doll in her hand. “I don’t know her name.”

“Oh?” Alix was already involved pulling out bed linens. “What does she look like?”

“Sad.”

Hands full of folded sheets, Alix looked at her daughter. “Sad?” she repeated. “Why is she sad?”

“Because she has to live here and she’s scared.” Rose turned to her mother. “Mommy, can I have a pony?”

Alix’s expression twisted with surprise. “A pony?” she asked. “Where in the world did that come from?”

“My friend had a pony,” Rose said. “She wants me to have a pony, too.”

Alix’s eyebrows lifted. “I see,” she was on to her daughter’s game. “Well, we’ll have to see. I don’t think we have any room to keep a pony here.”

Rose turned back to her toy, disinterested in what her mother was doing and not particularly distressed by the answer, as if she didn’t really care. As she sat on the floor with her toy, she began to hum a soft little tune.

“‘A holiday, a holiday, the first one of the year’,” she whispered in her sweet little voice. “‘Lord Arlen’s wife came into church, the gospel for to hear’.”

Alix grinned as she organized the linen, listening to her daughter sing; she didn’t want to put anything into the closets or cabinets yet because they were going to paint, so she tried to put the more used linens towards the top. Still, she was distracted by the song.

“Where did you hear that song, baby?” she asked.

Rose shrugged her little shoulders. “My friend singed it to me,” she said. “Mommy, can I watch T.V.?”

Alix really had no idea what Rose was talking about, but that wasn’t unusual. The little girl had a huge imagination and would often make up songs and playmates, or draw pictures of animals that didn’t exist. It was all part of Rosie’s sweet charm.

“Sean is getting the television hooked up downstairs,” Alix said. “You can watch a video after dinner, okay?”

“Okay.”

“I’m going to go back downstairs and see if I can get the washer working, okay?” Alix looked at her daughter’s cluttered room, hating the fact that it would be several days at least before they could start packing stuff away, at least until the painters got busy. “Rosie, please unpack your box with the stuffed animals in it and put them in your chest so I can move that box out of here, okay?”

Rose was focused on her doll. “Okay.”

“Now, Rose Elizabeth. Please help me get everything straightened out.”

Rose simply nodded and Alix left, thinking that her daughter probably wouldn’t get around to doing as she was told until she was reminded again. Rose did what Rose wanted to do when she wanted to do it, and that was final. Sticking her head into Sean’s room to see that the young man had a lot of his boxes pulled apart and was shoving stuff into his dressers, she continued downstairs.

Just as she hit the bottom step, thunder let loose overhead that sounded like an earthquake and all of the lights cut out.

* * *

It was raining in a steady downpour and lightning streaked across the sky as Cord pulled his Ford truck into Alix’s driveway. From the base of the driveway as it arced up to the house was about 100 feet but even so, he could barely see the house through the sheets of rain that were pounding down. He pulled the truck up as far as he could and then put it in park, turning to the three young men in the car.

“Okay, boys,” he said. “Grab the firewood and the flashlights. Cole, grab the box of candles down there at your feet.”

“Dad,” Kyle, the middle son, whined, “do we really have to do this?”

“Yes, we do.”

“But we don’t even… I mean, who is this lady?”

“I told you.” Cord was losing his patience. “A new neighbor. Her house is all torn up and if we don’t have any electricity, then she doesn’t have any. I’m sure she could use the help. This is part of being a good neighbor.”

“Nobody was ever a good neighbor to us like this.”

“Shut up and get out of the car.”

The boys grunted and made faces at each other, but Cord ignored them. The three young men began grabbing around for supplies as Cord opened the truck door and bailed out. The four of them, arms full, jumped onto the old porch, which was sagging in places and made their way to the front door. It took three rounds of banging at the big, warped front door before it timidly opened. Alix’s eyes opened wide at the men on her doorstep.

“Hi,” she said, shocked. “What in the world are you doing out in this storm?”

Cord realized he was very glad to see her, like his heart lightened the moment she opened the door. She was dressed in skinny jeans and a long-sleeved shirt that showed every curve. He also realized he been right about one thing; she had an amazing body. It was hard to tear his gaze off the modest cleavage she was showing.

“Do you have power?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No.”

“How about firewood?”

Again, she shook her head. “No.”

He threw a thumb back at the collection of teenage boys behind him. “We do,” he said. “We thought we’d share with our new neighbor.”

That brought a big smile from Alix and she stepped back, opening the door wide. “Did you see the Bat-Signal again?”

Cord laughed softly as he and the boys came in the entry. “In fact, I did,” he said, indicating the young men next to him. “So I brought Robin, Superman, and Aquaman.”

The boys had no idea what he was talking about, but Alix laughed. “Wow,” she said. “The whole Justice League. You’ve got connections.”

Cord shared her giggles before turning and pointing to the boys in order. “Actually, these are my boys – Chris, Kyle and Cole,” he said. “Boys, this is Dr. Hendry. She just moved in with her two kids.”

Alix smiled warmly at the three young men, all very tall and handsome like their father. Chris and Kyle were quite big and muscular, whereas Cole looked like he hadn’t quite caught up in the muscle department. He was tall and rather skinny, and he smiled awkwardly when their eyes met.

“Hello, gentlemen,” she said, noting all of the stuff they had in their hands. “Well, come on in and set that stuff down. It’s like Christmas!”

She said it so gleefully that the four of them grinned. Up until about fifteen seconds ago, Alix wasn’t feeling so great. The electricity was out, she couldn’t figure out the heating system, and the only thing working seemed to be the stove as it ran off propane. Her dinner in the crockpot was only half-finished because of the electricity outage, the washer was stopped mid-cycle, and Rose was having a meltdown because she couldn’t watch her videos. The unexpected appearance of Cord had her feeling some happiness and relief. Plus, she was just the least bit touched that he would go to the trouble. Even if he was coming on strong, she realized that she was very glad to see him.

“I would have called you, but I realized I didn’t have your number,” Cord said as he set a couple of flashlights on the kitchen counter.

Alix grinned. “I’ll take care of that before you leave. You really didn’t have to come all the way over here just to see if we were okay.”

He ignored the last part of her statement. “So,” Cord put his hands on his hips, surveying the kitchen. “What’s first?”

Alix cocked her head. “First?”

“Yes,” he nodded, looking over at the boys who were piling up the wood against the kitchen wall. “Kyle, go light the fireplace in the living room. Chris, you can light the fireplace in here.”

The boys swung into action as Cord returned his attention to Alix. “I’m assuming the chimneys are clear?”

Alix was a little taken aback as the man took charge. “Yes,” she nodded. “They had to be to pass the home inspection. But we wouldn’t need the fireplaces if I could just figure out how to use the heater.”

He shook his head, snapping his fingers at Cole, who produced a Coleman lantern and fired it up. “It won’t work,” he said. “The thermostat is probably electrical. Your heater is dead in the water until the power comes back on, but I’ll take a look. Meanwhile, we’ll light the fireplaces and that should heat the house up a bit.”

Overhead, the thunder rolled as if to punctuate the terrible weather outside. It seemed to rattle the entire house. Sean picked that moment to come down the back stairs, his eyes widening at all of the activity in the old kitchen. Alix caught sight of him.

“Hi, Sean,” she said, pointing to Cord. “You remember Mr. Trevor?”

Sean nodded as Cord kicked in. “Please, call me Cord,” he told the boy. “Mr. Trevor sounds like I’m the high school principal or the boss you like to hate.”

Sean grinned, noticing another boy in the room as he tried to start a fire in the big, old brick fireplace. He was very curious. Cord could see where the boy’s attention was.

“That’s my son, Chris,” he said. “Kyle’s in the living room and that tall kid standing next to the stairs is Cole.”

Sean came down the stairs, acknowledging the young men who seemed to have infiltrated his house.

“Hey,” he said casually.

The boys waved back to varying degrees except for Kyle, who was in the living room. Sean stood somewhat awkwardly at the base of the stairs.

“What’s going on?” he asked his mom, or anyone who could answer him.

Alix looked at Cord as she spoke. “Cord came to the rescue with firewood and lights so we won’t be in the dark,” she said, lifting her shoulders as if giving up on trying to curb the man’s determination. He wanted to help and she was apt to let him. “Thank God, because I really have no idea where I packed my candles or flashlight.”

That seemed to satisfy Sean as he made his way over to his mother, still looking rather bewildered with all of the activity.

“Are we still having dinner?” he asked.

Alix nodded. “The stove is propane, so I can make us something,” she said, looking to Cord. “Did you guys eat? The least I can do is make dinner for all of your trouble.”

Cord, who had been peering over Chris’ shoulder as the teenager tried to light the fire, turned his attention to her.

“No trouble at all,” he assured her. “This storm is supposed to go all night so we just thought you could use the help.”

Alix’s eyes glimmered at him and the wall of uncertainty she had put up against him earlier in the day was fading fast. The man was handsome, charming, and thoughtful. She certainly couldn’t fault him for those qualities.

“And I appreciate it,” she said. “But if you don’t let me do something for you, I’m going to cry.”

He grinned. “I didn’t bring wood over so you’d feed us.”

“I realize that,” she said, turning for her stove, “but I’m going to do it, anyway, and no argument from Batman and the Superhero Legion.”

Cord didn’t say a word. The truth was, his plan had worked perfectly and, once again, he was speaking to the woman he’d thought about all day, every minute of the day, until the storm broke and he saw another opportunity to make a nuisance of himself. He decided right then and there that he was going to see her every day, with any excuse, until he got up the nerve to ask her out. He wasn’t one to work quickly when it came to women, but he was willing to make an exception in her case. He didn’t want the opportunity to slip past him.

As he took over from Chris lighting the fire in the old hearth of the kitchen, Alix banged around behind him. She was pulling out flour and cans of stuff, and he saw her pull a roasted chicken out of the refrigerator. As he finally got the fire started, he just stood there, pretending to monitor the growing blaze when what he was really doing was watching Alix work from the corner of his eye. It had been so long since he’d watched a woman cook in the kitchen that he’d forgotten what warm and homey feelings it brought about. He’d missed them.

As Alix began to pull apart the chicken and got some kind of stew cooking in the big pot on the stove, Cord meandered over to the counter to see if there was anything he could do.

“Can I help?” he asked.

She shook her head. “No,” she said flatly. “You’re a guest.”

“I’ve done my share cooking. I know my way around a stove.”

She looked up at him, craning her neck back because the man was so tall. “Do you cook a lot at the firehouse?”

He nodded. “We take turns,” he said. “Some of the guys can’t cook at all, so they’re the ones that usually buy the groceries. Guys like me, who actually like to cook, take the duty so long as we don’t have to buy the groceries or clean up.”

She smiled at him as she pulled apart the chicken breast. “What do you like to cook?”

He shrugged as he moved to the sink to wash his hands. “I cook a lot of beef,” he grinned, drying off his hands on a kitchen towel. “Chili, burgers, steaks, that kind of thing. My boys were raised on an entire herd of cattle, I swear.”

Alix laughed softly. “You do the cooking for them, too?”

“I do.”

“Don’t they see their mom on occasion?”

He moved over to the chicken she was pulling apart and picked up a leg. He began to shred it and put the meat in the simmering pot.

“Not really,” he said, his voice rather subdued. “Dianne and I were married when we were both students at Cornell, but she went on to get her Ph.D. when I went in to the NFL, and that’s when things started to change. We had Chris and Kyle right off the bat, but by the time Cole came, we had just really grown apart. Cole was two when we divorced and she remarried pretty soon afterwards and had more children. I think she forgets about her first family. She’s pretty busy with her work and her younger children.”

Alix was watching his face as he spoke, the somber tone. She could see the distress on his face no matter how much he tried to mask it.

“It upsets you,” she observed softly.

He looked at her, shaking his head. “Not me personally,” he said. “But I do feel bad for the boys sometimes. It’s hard to have a mom that treats you like an afterthought.”

Alix’s brow furrowed with sorrow as she went back to pulling chicken meat off the bone. “That’s sad,” she agreed quietly. “I feel bad for them, too. Actually, your kids and my kids are kind of in the same boat. My ex-husband is kind of a paradox in that he financially supports his kids completely, provides them with insurance and all that, but it’s like pulling teeth to get him to come to a school play or a back to school night. He’s much more active with Sean, at least as much as he can be, but I think he forgets Rosie exists sometimes. She was our ‘oops’ baby.”

He finished pulling the meat off one chicken leg and was going in for another. “How many years between her and your son?”

“Twelve and a half.”

He nodded in agreement. “That must have been a surprise.”

Alix laughed softly. “A wonderful surprise,” she clarified. “She’s my angel.”

He grinned as he put chicken meat into the bubbling pot. “She’s a cutie, that’s for sure.”

Alix’s smile turned grateful as she finished with the meat and washed her hands. He wasn’t finished yet with the legs and wings, but the truth was, he could have been finished minutes ago except for the fact that he just wanted to stand there and talk to her. So, like a dork, he was milking the situation for everything it was worth. As Alix began to measure flour into a bowl, the thunder clapped again and the windows rattled. She jumped and so did the flour.

“Dammit,” she hissed, noting the flour on her shirt. “I hate storms.”

He grinned. “You’d better get used to them,” he told her. “We get a lot of weather around here.”

She made a face at him as she began to pour cold water into the flour. Before she could reply, Kyle and Chris came into the kitchen and headed for their dad.

“Dad, the living room chimney is smoking a lot,” Kyle said. “Water is coming down into it.”

Cord quickly washed his hands before following the boys back into the living room. A good deal of white smoke was rolling out of the fireplace and he got down on his knees, trying to peer up the chimney to see what was going on. Alix had followed them into the living room and now stood in the doorway, wiping her hands off.

“Don’t tell me something else is broken in this old house,” she said rather fearfully.

Cord was trying to look up the chimney without getting his hair singed. As he did so, his cell phone went off and he pulled it out of his pocket and put it to his ear.

“Trevor,” he said shortly.

He was still looking up the chimney as someone on the other end spoke to him. Alix gave up standing there, not really wanting to know if something else was wrong with the house and went back to the dumplings she was making. She could hear vague voices in the living room as she rolled out the dough and began to cut it into long strips, putting the strips into the simmering chicken broth and adding a can of creamy celery soup and a can of green peas. As the dumplings began to cook, Cord came back into the kitchen.

“I’m so sorry to ruin your dinner, but I have to go,” he told her. “I’ve been called in to work.”

She looked concerned. “That’s too bad,” she said. “Is it the storm?”

He nodded. “Apparently, it’s wreaking havoc and they’ve got rigs going out all over the area on calls. The system is overloaded so they’re calling in reinforcements.”

Alix was disappointed but tried not to show it. “I’m sorry you have to go, too,” she said. “You’ve put in so much work here today that I feel bad that you have to run off before I was able to feed you.”

He smiled weakly at her, his blue eyes glimmering behind the rimless glasses. “I hope this won’t be the last invitation we ever get.”

She smiled in return, allowing herself to feel the warmth of the strong attraction she had towards the man. She was fairly sure he was feeling it, too, judging from the expression on his face.

“Of course not,” she said softly. “There will be other dinners, I’m sure.”

His eyes held her just a moment longer, the mood between them moving from polite and interested warmth to something a little deeper, a little more probing. Cord eventually opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something more but he stopped himself, snorting nervously when she grinned at him and giggled. He was pretty sure he wanted to kiss her goodnight but there was no way he was going to do that. At least, not tonight. So he backed away, purely to help his self-control.

“I’ll get the boys out of your hair,” he gestured back towards the living room where they were still gathered.

“Wait,” she stopped him. “Why not leave them here? I’ll have more than enough to eat and I can drive them home when they’re finished.”

His brow furrowed. “I can’t let you do that,” he shook his head. “This is only your second night here and….”

She cut him off. “That has nothing to do with it,” she insisted. “Leave them here, let them help me finish off these chicken and dumplings, and I’ll drive them the half mile to your house. I promise I won’t speed.”

He grinned at her and she could see that he was considering it. “Are you sure?”

She waved him off. “Of course,” she said. “If there’s enough left over, I’ll send you home a care package. Batman has got to eat, too.”

He laughed softly. “Okay, you win,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to see that young Rose had come downstairs and was standing with her brother as Kyle tried to talk to her. “I’ll let them know. They’ll be good guests, I promise.”

Alix smiled, putting her hand on his arm before she really thought about what she was doing. She was the touchy-feely sort, anyway, always hugging and kissing people, so it was natural for her to touch him. He was warm and firm beneath her fingers.

“If they’re half as polite as their father, I’m sure they will be,” she said, her gaze lingering on him a moment before they joined the kids. “Thank you… well, thank you for all you’ve done today. You’ve come to my rescue twice and I’m very grateful.”

He felt her fingers on his arm like a searing brand; bolts of electricity were pouring out of her hand and through his body, enough so that he started sweating. He wanted nothing more than to reciprocate the touch, but there were five kids behind him in the living room and he didn’t want to do anything to freak any of them out, mostly because he knew he couldn’t stop at a simple touch. He wanted to taste her, too. So he grinned nervously and made a conscious effort to keep his hands off her.

“You’re welcome,” he said, turning to the boys behind him because he couldn’t look at her anymore and not try to do something about it. “Hey, guys, listen up; there’s been a change in plans.”

The Trevor boys weren’t particularly sorry that they had to stay for dinner at their new neighbor’s house, mostly because she made the best chicken and dumplings any of them had ever had. Plus, she made a fruit cobbler that was to die for, slathered with ice cream she had just bought that day because the freezer was out and they needed to eat it before it melted.

All in all, Chris, Kyle and Cole ate until they were sick and enjoyed every minute of it, sitting with Alix, Sean and Rose, and coming to know what seemed to be pretty nice neighbors. Kyle and Sean, in particular, seemed to hit it off, which was both a thrill and a relief to Alix. To make friends the first day in their new home was more than she could have hoped for.

When Cord came home early the next morning, it was to a quiet house, leftover chicken and dumplings, and a big slab of peach cobbler. There was also a business card tucked into the bag with Alix’s cell phone number on it. Cord ate the dumplings as he inspected the card, over and over again, until he had memorized the cell number.

It was the best breakfast he’d ever had.

CHAPTER FOUR
 
The rain storm from the previous night had blown away, leaving a bright blue morning in its wake. As Alix sat on the steps of her front porch, reading the estimate from the painter, she didn’t feel much like celebrating the beautiful day. In fact, she felt like turning right around and heading back for California. She’d had two painters come out that morning to give her estimates and both of them had told her the walls and plaster work needed extensive repairing before they could paint. One of them even recommended a contractor. So she sat on the stoop with the cell phone in one hand and the contractor’s card in the other for several long minutes, debating, before finally getting up the nerve to call him.

The contractor was more than happy to come out and take a look at the house. He’d restored a few historic homes in the area and apparently knew what he was doing, which made Alix feel better and worse. Better because he seemed very competent and worse because the house was in for a complete overhaul. Although she knew she should have gotten more estimates, she just wanted to get it over with so she engaged the contractor by the time lunch rolled around. He agreed to send a few men over in the morning to get the job started and, with that, she was on her way to spending copious amounts of money on her new home.

Rose, who had been playing contentedly on the porch under her mother’s watchful eye all morning, grew crabby by lunchtime so Alix took the girl inside and fed her peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. As she worked in the kitchen, she couldn’t help but think about Cord and how he’d been such a fixture in the kitchen yesterday. As Rosie happily finished her grapes and peanut butter, Alix wandered over to the window on the east side of the kitchen that faced out over the grassy, wooded vale. She could just see the roofline of Cord’s house.

She found herself thinking of his old-fashioned sense of chivalry, something she found very sweet and refreshing. She hadn’t met many men that filled that bill and it endeared her to Cord all the more. He was attentive without going overboard, concerned without being nosy. True, he came on strong at first, but she kind of liked a man who took charge. Initial wariness had faded. She was hoping to see more of him.

Alix leaned against the wall, gazing from the window, thinking of her life to this point. It was just a sense of reflection, in a new house starting a new life far from her home state. She didn’t have any huge emotional baggage. She didn’t come from an abusive marriage. If anything, she was the one who had outgrown Pat and just needed to get away from him. But the one thing in her life that she had been lacking, since she could recall, was happiness. True, deep and abiding happiness. She’d never been in love with a man who made her toes curl or her heart race and she very much wanted that. But at this point in her life, she’d pretty much given up ever finding that kind of consuming love. At least she had until yesterday.

But she wasn’t one to give in to unrealistic expectations, so she moved away from the window to wipe off her daughter’s peanut butter hands and take the little girl upstairs for her nap. Once Rose was down, she went back to the porch to lament the ginormous contractor bill she would soon be facing.

With a decorator magazine in hand that she had picked up at the supermarket, she began to walk around the house, comparing it to pictures of painted houses in the magazine. At some point, Sean came outside, bored, and walked around with her, wanting to know if they could build a dirt track for his mountain bike on the side of the house. Alix wasn’t thrilled with that idea but Sean seemed to think it was negotiable. As mother and son gently argued, an older model blue Chevy pickup pulled up in the driveway.

Both Alix and Sean turned to see the truck pull up and park. Curious, they watched a man in jeans climb out of the passenger door and realized it was Cord. Alix tried to keep the smile off her face, holding the open magazine against her chest and watching as four men climbed out. Cord immediately caught sight of her and waved. She waved back.

“Hey there,” Cord said as he made his way towards her with his boys in tow. “Is the power back on for you?”

Alix was so happy to see him that it was a struggle not to grin like an idiot. “Yes, finally,” she said, sounding rather breathless. “But not until about nine o’clock this morning. I’m afraid I lost a lot of the refrigerated food I bought yesterday at the store.”

Cord came to stand next to her and he wasn’t holding back his smile like she was. He was grinning full-on at her.

“That’s too bad,” he said. “Speaking of refrigerated stuff, thanks for the care package. That was the best chicken and dumplings I’ve ever had.”

Alix couldn’t help the flattered grin now. “You’re welcome,” she said. “Glad you liked it.”

“I did.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her and just ended up staring at her a moment before realizing he should probably say something. “Hey, we stopped by because the boys are going to town to see a movie and they wanted to know if Sean wanted to go along.”

Alix turned to her son, who lit up like a kid at Christmas. “Cool,” he exclaimed. “What are we seeing?”

Kyle piped up. “Mechano-Monsters 3D.”

Sean was thrilled. “Excellent!”

Alix grinned at her son, so very happy that he’d found someone to hang out with. “Go get your jacket,” she told him, watching him bolt off with Kyle behind him. “And get my wallet!”

The last sentence was shouted to him as the boys raced into the house and slammed the door. Then she turned to smile at Cord, who hadn’t taken his eyes off her since he had climbed out of that truck. She smiled up at him.

“Was work crazy last night?” she asked.

He nodded with a sigh. “Crazy enough,” he said. “We had a lot of medical aide situations for some reason. That always seems to happen during storms; power goes out, the sky opens up, and people freak out.”

She nodded in agreement. “I totally get that,” she said. “Or a full moon. The emergency rooms fill up.”

Cord was glued to her like there was no one else in the world around them, including his other two boys, who were beginning to suspect their dad thought the new neighbor was something pretty special simply by the way he was looking at her. Chris elbowed Cole, who seemed confused by it all.

“I didn’t ask you when you start your new job.” Cord was oblivious to his boys’ expressions. “The hospital was very busy last night.”

“On Friday,” she told him. “I’ve got three days to finish unpacking and get things in-hand. Right now, my biggest worry is finding daycare for Rose when school starts. For now, Sean can watch her while I’m at work but when school starts for him, I’ll need to find somebody.”

“A babysitter?”

“I’d like a live-in if I can find a good one. If you know of anybody, let me know.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

They watched the boys come racing back out of the house. Sean ran for his mother, holding out her wallet, which Alix took from him and dug around until she found a twenty dollar bill. She handed it over to him.

“Don’t spend it all in one place,” she said.

Sean was already heading for the truck. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Be careful!”

Sean acknowledged her with a wave as all four boys climbed back into the dark blue truck and Chris very carefully pulled back down the driveway. Cord waved at them as they drove off, turning to Alix to see an oddly wistful expression on her face. She was still watching the truck drive away.

“Chris is a good driver,” he assured her, thinking she was worried about a truck full of teenagers. “I wouldn’t let the others ride with him if he wasn’t.”

She tore her eyes away from the fading truck and looked at him. “No worries,” she said. “I trust your judgment. Plus, Chris didn’t seem like the crazy type.”

“You can tell?”

He was joking with her and she gave him a very knowing, very flirtatious expression. “I can tell many things, my friend. Many things.”

He cocked an eyebrow. “Is that right? What can you tell about me?”

She broke down into a grin. “I’m not sure yet.” She looked away coyly. “But I’m sure it’s all good.”

He was encouraged. “Really?” he said. “Good enough that you’ll let me take you out to lunch?”

She laughed softly. “I’d love to, but Rosie is asleep upstairs. I can’t leave her.”

He looked up at the house as if he’d completely forgotten about the four year old. “How about if I bring us something back? You said yourself that you lost a lot of food when the power went out. I’ll go get us some lunch and bring it back.”

Her gray eyes glimmered at him, delighted that he had taken the next step to basically ask her out. It was difficult to keep her excitement at bay.

“I’d love it,” she said softly.

His grin returned. “You would?”

“Yes.”

“Enough to maybe let me take you out to dinner sometime, too?”

“Sure.”

He didn’t have much more to say to that. He’d asked the question and she’d answered without hesitation. As they gazed at each other, very sweetly, the moment became warmly awkward and he snorted nervously, watching her giggle. His heart was so light and, at the moment, so unguarded that he couldn’t stop himself.

“I’ve wanted to ask you out since nearly the moment we met,” he broke down and admitted it. “I thought I was being pretty clever about the way I pretended I wasn’t interested in you.”

He was teasing her openly and she succumbed to it. “Clever my foot,” she giggled. “You did everything but move in with us.”

He laughed, enjoying her sense of humor. “Don’t discount that. I still might try.”

Alix gazed up at him, thinking she really wouldn’t mind if he did but she didn’t say anything. All she knew was that she was happier than she had been in ages. In fact, she couldn’t ever remember feeling so giddy about someone in her life. The big, blond, handsome fire captain had her heart racing.

“Well,” she said, “Let’s get to know each other a little first before we decide to get married only two days after meeting.”

“We have to wait that long?” he joked.

She laughed again. “I’m old-fashioned that way.”

His eyes were twinkling as he looked at her, feeling the resurgence of his desire to kiss her. This time, there were no kids around and nothing to stop him. Stopping short of pulling her into his arms and planting a big one on her mouth, he grasped her hand and brought it gently to his lips. Kissing the flesh softly, he winked at her.

“I’ll be back,” he said.

Alix watched him walk back down the driveway, her heart racing a mile a minute. She’d never had that reaction to anyone, ever. In fact, she realized that she was having difficulty breathing and it made her feel a little lightheaded. With a grin, she took a deep breath and turned for the house, but not before she turned around at least twice to watch him as he made his way down the road and disappeared in the trees.

As Alix went back in the house, she couldn’t help the little victory dance she did just inside the kitchen door. Maybe she was destined to have that attraction that most people only dream about.

* * *

When Cord returned a short time later with a picnic lunch he’d purchased at the local gourmet grocery, the kitchen door was open. He called out quietly to Alix, knowing the little girl was sleeping, when she suddenly stuck her head into the kitchen from the direction of the front entry. As she raced over to the door, she motioned him inside quickly.

“Hurry up,” she hissed as she grabbed his hand. “I need you to come with me.”

That was the best offer Cord had had in years, so he quickly set the bags down on the kitchen counter and gladly went with her. They ended up holding hands as she pulled him from the kitchen and into the entry, where it was still relatively dark and dank. In fact, the entire house was dark and dank. It had an odd, eerie feel.

Alix pulled him halfway up the front stairs and then froze. He plowed into the back of her, grabbing on to her so she wouldn’t fall over. Once he was sure she wasn’t going to topple, he thought it would probably be best if he took his hands off her, but she put an arm around his shoulders, standing a couple of stairs above him, and held him fast. Looking at her, he could see that she was gazing up to the upper floor, staring. His curiosity grew.

“What’s going on?” he whispered.

She shushed him, going so far as to put her warm fingers over his lips. Cord was in such a beautifully intimate position with her that it was difficult for him to control himself. He could smell her, that sweet clean smell, and he found himself dipping his head lower so his nose was nearly in her neck. All of that feminine warmth had his heart racing and he wrapped his big arms around her to pull her closer. But she didn’t seem to notice.

“There it is again,” she hissed. “Did you hear that?”

He looked at her. He hadn’t heard a goddamn thing other than his heart beating in his ears. He struggled to pull out of the wild sense of attraction that was overwhelming him.

“Hear what?”

Alix was intently focused on something else. She didn’t seem to realize his face was nearly in her neck. Suddenly, her eyes widened and she pointed to the second floor.

“I hear it again,” she whispered. “Did you hear that?”

In fact, he had heard something, so he forced himself to cool, looking to the upper floor when what he really wanted to do was kiss the woman and drown himself doing it. The noise came again and he cocked his head.

“It sounds like whispering,” he said. “Is your daughter awake?”

Alix looked at him, a mixture of apprehension and curiosity in her expression. “She’s asleep,” she murmured. “I’ve been hearing this whispering for the past fifteen minutes. I thought it was Rose but when I went to check on her, she was asleep. What in the hell is that?”

He shook his head, seemingly unconcerned. “I have no idea,” he muttered. “Did you check all of the rooms?”

She nodded firmly. “All of them. There’s no one upstairs.”

“What about the windows? Are they open? It could be a neighbor’s television volume turned up too high.”

She blinked thoughtfully. “Maybe,” she said. “I hadn’t thought of that. It just sounds so close, like it’s inside the house.”

He stood up and pulled her up with him. “I’m sure it’s just someone’s television up too high,” he said. “Come on downstairs. I brought….”

They were interrupted by Rose’s voice. She sounded as if she was arguing with someone, telling them to give back her kitty. There was a big thump and then Rose started howling. Alix and Cord bolted up the stairs and into Rose’s room.

The little girl was sitting on the floor, weeping angrily. Alix swooped down and picked the child up, comforting her.

“What happened?” she asked. “Did you fall out of bed?”

Rose was angry and afraid. “The sad girl, she took my kitty and I wouldn’t let go, so she pulled me on the floor.”

As Alix soothed her daughter, Cord inspected the room just to make sure there wasn’t some vagrant kid hiding out in the closet. There wasn’t anything suspicious, but he noticed that there was a small door at the back of Rose’s closet. He stepped inside and opened the door, seeing a narrow stairway leading up to the attic. He peered up into the dusty heights of the attic but not wanting to make his way up there, he closed the door and went back out into the bedroom.

He made his way over to the bed where Alix was sitting with Rose on her lap. When the pair looked up at him, he smiled.

“Nothing in the closet,” he said. “The room’s clear. Why don’t we go downstairs and eat some lunch?”

Alix nodded and stood up with Rose still in her arms. She carried the four-year-old downstairs as Cord followed and the three of them proceeded to sit at the kitchen table and eat the delicious spread that Cord had brought. There were turkey sandwiches, potato salad, pickles, olives, and cookies, which Rose got a hold of and chomped into before her mother could stop her.

Cord sat across the table and grinned at the little girl who found the chocolate chip cookies far more interesting than the sandwiches. She was truly an adorable little thing with silky blond hair and big gray eyes. As lunch progressed and Rose came alive, he came to see a very smart and giggly little girl. He thought she was charming, and her mother… well, charming wasn’t the word he had in mind for her. Divine was more like it. He was officially smitten.

Lunch was a sweetly casual setting on a gentle afternoon day as Cord and Alix discussed a variety of subjects. They both liked football and Cord talked about his days as an NFL lineman straight out of college until he severed his ACL and his career was finished. He’d played three years for the New England Patriots and had been, some sportswriters called him, one of the best linemen in the league. Chris and Kyle were following in his footsteps, which explained why both boys were so big and muscular. Cole seemed to be the more quiet, artsy type, a more cerebral brother to balance out all of the sportsmen. Alix listened to stories about brotherly pranks where Cole’s intelligence would win out over brute strength every time. It was touching and hysterical.

Even after lunch was finished, they sat at the table and continued talking as Rose climbed off her chair and wandered away. Alix was listening to a story on Cord’s job about a particularly hairy apartment fire and she countered with some of the things she had seen during her career at Harbor/UCLA Medical Center in Los Angeles. At one point, it became a contest of who had seen the most disgusting thing and Cord seemed to have the edge. Picking flattened people off the freeway won out over Alix’s tale of a man impaled in the head by a garden implement, so they ended up laughing as the stories turned horror-movie graphic.

At some point during the conversation, Alix got up to see where Rose had gone and found her daughter playing in the living room with the television on. When she returned to Cord, she noticed that he had moved his chair much closer to hers. Fighting off a grin, she resumed her seat. He was bumped right up against her.

“I can’t help but notice either this table has gotten smaller or you’ve moved your chair,” she commented.

He looked completely innocent. “It’s me,” he said. “My size makes everything look smaller. I’ve been sitting right in this spot the whole time.”

She bit her lip to keep from smiling. “I’m surprised I didn’t notice before.”

“Me, too. How much more obvious can I be?”

Her smile broke through. “Obvious about what?”

With a grin, he reached out and took her hand, bringing it to his lips for a gentle kiss. Alix watched him, smile quickly fading, as a tremor of lust ripped through her. It was the single most sensuous kiss she’d ever had and she watched his mouth as he kissed her fingers again. By this time, her heart was pounding and her smile was completely gone.

“Oh, God,” she breathed. “When you do that….”

He didn’t even let her finish the sentence before he was leaning over, slanting his lips over hers. He took her comment as an invitation. It was a sweet, very timid kiss at first, as if just testing the waters, but somewhere in the first few moments she gasped and he lost his control, pulling her against him.

The sweet and timid kiss turned hot and lusty in an instant; it wasn’t slobbery or gross, but as delicious and tender as either one of them could have possibly imagined. Alix wrapped her arms around his big neck, holding him close as he devoured her mouth.

His hands ended up in her hair and he inadvertently shoved her back against the kitchen wall, positively consumed with her. She was unbelievably sweet and soft, smelling like heaven, and his male senses soaked it up like a sponge. He’d never had a kiss like this in his life, not ever.

But before he could lose his control completely, they could hear Rose in the living room and he abruptly let her go, sitting back in his chair and just staring at her. Her lips were swollen and red, and when she inadvertently licked them, he snapped again and descended on her, kissing her so forcefully that he ended up driving her teeth into her lip. He could taste the blood. But Rose’s voice reached their ears yet again and he forced himself away from her again, fearful that a four-year-old would see them in a clutch.

Alix sat plastered back against the wall, breathing as if she had just sprinted a mile. She couldn’t catch her breath. She stared at Cord with big eyes, a bit dazed, when he suddenly bolted out of his chair and ended up against the counter over by the sink. As Rose chatted out in the living room, presumably talking to her dolls, Cord stood against the sink with a hand over his mouth.

“Wow,” he finally breathed. “That was… was….”

“Really good,” Alix finished for him. Then she just grinned.

Cord’s hand was over his mouth still, but he ended up grinning in return. “Do you really think so?”

“Uh… yes.”

“Want to try it again sometime?”

“Anytime.”

His eyes widened. “Really?”

She just nodded. Then she cocked her head, quirky. “You don’t greet all the new neighbors this way, do you?”

He broke down laughing. “No, never.”

“Be honest,” she pushed, teasing. “Women? Young or old? Maybe even men if they’re hot enough?”

His laughter grew. “Never in my life, Alix.” He held up his hand as if swearing, his eyes warm on her. “Only you. And I’m trying to decide how I feel about it.”

Her smile faded, thinking he wasn’t so fired up about that kiss like she was. “What do you mean?”

He could see she was bordering on insult. “Nothing bad, honey, I promise,” his voice grew softer and he came away from the counter. “I just… I swear, I’m not a hound and I don’t make it my goal in life to get into women’s pants. My ex-wife and I have been divorced for twelve years and I’ve had a couple of girlfriends during that time, but nothing too serious. I’ve just never met the right woman, someone I clicked with on such a deep level. I… well, I’m not very eloquent, but I want you to know that I have nothing but the greatest respect and admiration for you. I’d never do anything to jeopardize and cheapen that. I’m just coming to know you and even if you weren’t my neighbor, I’d think you were just about the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. Being neighbors has nothing to do with it.”

She was smiling up at him by the time he finished. “I believe you,” she said. “I was just teasing you.”

He nodded, sitting down next to her again and putting a hand on her knee. “Look,” he said, seriously. “We haven’t even known each other two full days yet, but already I can tell you that I am very deeply attracted to you. I knew it from the first. So whatever direction this takes us… wow, that’s getting a little ahead of things, isn’t it? I don’t mean to intimate that we’re going anywhere, but….”

Alix reached out and put her fingers over his lips to silence him. “I kind of like you, too,” she whispered. “I’m not married, I don’t have a boyfriend nor am I particularly looking for one, but I’m willing to explore the possibilities with you. You seem like Mr. Perfect and I’m kind of taken aback by you.”

His eyes were riveted to her. “I’m not perfect by any means,” he kissed her fingers. “I snore when I sleep, I don’t do laundry as much as I should, I work too much, and I tend to overanalyze things. And those are my good qualities.”

She laughed as he took her gently by the wrists and pulled her towards him. “I’m looking forward to finding all that out for myself.”

“Are you really? You’re not just saying that?”

She shook her head. “I don’t say anything I don’t mean. I realize we haven’t known each other all that long, but I think when you’re attracted to someone, you don’t need days or weeks to figure it out. I think you just know it.”

“So you’ll let me take you out to dinner sometime?”

“The sooner, the better.”

He grinned at her, moving over to kiss her again just as the sound of an engine pulled up the driveway. Rose began hooting that there was a truck in the driveway so Cord kissed her soundly on the cheek and stood up, pulling her to her feet.

“The boys are back,” he said, still holding her hand as he peered out the kitchen door and to the driveway.

Alix let him hold her hand, relishing the feel of romantic human contact. She hadn’t felt that in a long time.

“Do we keep this on the down-low from them?” she asked quietly.

He turned to look at her. “I’ll do whatever you’re comfortable with.”

She shrugged. “I’m kind of a discreet character.”

“Then I am, too.”

They smiled at each other and he kissed her hand one last time before letting it go. The boys were climbing out of the truck and lumbering up the driveway, laughing and talking about things. Alix couldn’t even hear what they were talking about, but she could hear Sean’s voice and he sounded happy. She loved that. All four of the teenagers came in through the kitchen door, the life and energy filling up the house. From her son’s excited chatter, Alix gathered that he had loved the movie and was having a good time with his new friends.

She couldn’t ask for better, for any of them.

CHAPTER FIVE
 
Friday came around all too soon.

Alix started her shift at North Shore Medical Center at two in the afternoon, working a swing shift that would see her off at midnight. She had officially been hired by the group of surgeons who worked for the hospital, a medical group specialty that was its own corporation which was fairly normal in the larger hospitals. There were four men in the group and she was now the fifth surgeon, a junior partner at the moment because she was a new hire. She had met all of the doctors at some point and the day she started, the head of the group, Dr. Levenger, was there to indoctrinate her.

She was anxious to get to work, to get into the swing of things, but she found herself struggling to keep her mind on learning her new routine because her thoughts kept drifting to Cord. Since she’d met the man, the subsequent days could only be described as magical.

Cord was in the middle of a work rotation so he would work twenty-four hours on and twenty-four hours off, so she’d really only seen him one day since that pivotal afternoon in her kitchen. However, he’d spent the entire day with her, following her around while she supervised the construction workers and then taking her and Rose into town to get burgers while the boys went off and did their own thing. Sean was assimilating into the group of Trevor boys without issue and they seemed to all get along.

Rose, however, was another story. She’d never spent an inordinate amount of time with her father and was, therefore, very attached to her mother, which made her very shy around men in general other than her brother. Cord took every opportunity to talk to her, but she was very shy and standoffish, and he didn’t push. Still, Rose was intrigued with the big, blond man, Alix could tell. Like mother, like daughter.

He never had the opportunity to take her out to dinner, however. Work schedules gotten in the way. But when she left for work on Friday, there had been a card and a bouquet of supermarket flowers on her windshield to wish her luck. It had been one of the sweetest things Alix had ever experienced. The flowers were still in her car. She had smelled them all the way to work.

So this Friday afternoon was more just getting acquainted with the hospital, the layout, the personnel and the policies, but Alix was a sharp learner and took to it easily. By late afternoon, there were two surgical consults, which Dr. Kelly let her perform, and he was quite impressed with the results. Alix scrubbed up for surgery by dinnertime and performed a laparoscopic procedure on a car accident victim, a flawless procedure that had Dr. Kelly thoroughly awed with her talent.

Alix was feeling pretty good with her first day so far, but it began to grow hairy during the evening. After a twenty minute dinner break, the emergency room seemed to fill up with all kinds of cases and Alix was called in to consult on two appendicitis patients, a ruptured bladder, and a bad car accident that had four victims headed for intensive care. Alix and Dr. Kelly split up to assess the surgical cases and by nine o’clock, Alix was scrubbing up for a lacerated liver. The teenage girl was only fifteen and crying about the scar she would have, but Alix promised she would only have a couple of tiny scars and nothing more. Alix was able to keep her promise.

The emergency room was a wild ride by eleven at night and Alix suspected she wouldn’t be getting off work at midnight. She managed to text Sean to let him know, heading back into the emergency room to help the overburdened staff. Nearing midnight, she had her head down suturing up a man who had stripped off most of the flesh of his index finger trying to do some home plumbing when one of the nurses came for her.

“Dr. Hendry,” the young woman said, catching her attention. “You’re needed in Exam One.”

Alix had her bifocals on, looking up from the sutures to acknowledge the nurse, before turning to the Physician’s Assistant standing next to her and asking the man to finish up the sutures. Stripping off her gloves and washing her hands, she emerged into the main corridor of the emergency room only to see several firefighters standing around further down the hall, mingling with medical personnel.

She didn’t give them much notice as she headed for the examining room at the end of the corridor, but the closer she drew, the more she could see that a couple of the guys had bloody cuts on their heads or bloodied hands. But she reached the exam room before she could give their injuries further thought, entering the room to find a firefighter on a gurney, hooked up to IV drips and monitors. More than that, Cord was standing beside the man, his face registering surprise and pleasure when he realized Alix was making an appearance.

Alix registered surprise and pleasure as well, quickly doused when she saw that Cord had a bloody cut above his right eye and the beginnings of a huge bruise on his right cheek. All but ignoring the man on the gurney, she went straight to Cord.

“Hi,” she said with concern. “What happened to you?”

He was so glad to see her that it was all he could do not to take her in his arms and kiss her. He wanted to so badly that his hands started to tremble.

“I’m okay,” he assured her gently. “We were rolling on a call and got broadsided by a guy in a pickup truck who just wasn’t paying attention.”

“That’s awful.” She peered up at the cut on his forehead. “Sit down so I can take a look at that, okay?”

Cord did as he was told; his eyes riveted to her as she squeezed around him and took a look at the computer monitor on the counter that held the patient’s chart information. After a few moments of reading the notes, she turned to the firefighter on the gurney.

“Hi,” she smiled at the man as she peeled back his uniform shirt. “I’m Dr. Hendry. How are you feeling right now? Can you breathe okay?”

The firefighter, a young Hispanic man with a painful expression, nodded. “Better now,” he said. “I think I cracked some ribs.”

A couple of nurses entered the room, one of them helping Alix pull back the man’s undershirt which someone had cut right down the middle. Alix put her hands on the man’s belly, very gently.

“I think you did more than that,” she said. “Tell me where it hurts, please.”

He did. As Alix gently prodded, Cord watched from behind, so enamored by the woman that he couldn’t focus on anything else. The way she moved, the way she spoke, was mesmerizing. She was sweet, gentle, and knowledgeable. Add that to her gorgeous looks and it was a wonder she didn’t have a line of men following her around day and night.

Finally, she finished examining the man and determined that a broken rib had punctured a lung. As he was wheeled out to x-ray, Alix turned back to Cord.

“All right, now,” she said as she washed her hands and dried them off, pulling on another pair of surgical gloves. “Let’s take a look at you.”

He was still sitting on the stool and she got up right next to him, her body against his as she examined the cut above his eye. Cord had to sit on his hands to keep from grabbing her. The last time she was this close, he had kissed her like he had never kissed a woman in his life. Having her so close and not being able to touch her was like torture.

“Will I live, Doctor?” he asked.

She grinned, inspecting the cut. “I think so,” she said. “I don’t think you need any stitches. Just let me clean it up and you’ll be as good as new.”

“In your hands, I’m sure I couldn’t be anything else.”

She stopped in her professional duties, smiling at him. The warmth was there, the flirtatious twinkle in her eye, and he smiled in return.

“You’re sweet,” she said. “And thank you for the flowers. I love them.”

“You’re welcome,” his voice was quiet. “I just wanted you to know I was thinking about you.”

“I do,” she nodded, putting a hand to his cheek, just as quickly taking it away. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Fine.”

“No headaches or dizziness?”

He shook his head, slowly and confidently. “If I said I was badly hurt, would you spend all night making me better?”

She grinned broadly. “All night,” she whispered.

His grin broadened in response to hers. “I’m off tomorrow morning,” he murmured. “I’ll probably need to sleep a few hours, but I’d like to take you out to dinner tomorrow night if you’re not working.”

Her heart sank. “I am.”

“Then I’ll come to the hospital when it’s your dinner break and we can eat together in the cafeteria.”

She brightened. “You’d do that?”

His expression turned serious. “For you, I’d do anything. I… I’ve missed you. I’ve missed talking to you.”

She touched his cheek again, watching him kiss her palm right on the latex glove. It was a sweet, tender moment, but she quickly looked around to see if anyone was watching, moving away from him and pulling out a bandage kit. By the time she returned, he was gazing up at her with a warm and rather amorous expression, and she gave him a demure but flirtatious smile.

“I’ve missed you, too,” she whispered. “But let’s keep that stuff out of the workplace, okay? I just got this job and I don’t want them to think I’m affectionate with every good-looking firefighter that comes through the door.”

He laughed. “Fair enough,” he said, watching her face as she drew close to him and began to clean up the cut. “How has your first day been so far?”

She shrugged as she swabbed the wound. “Pretty good,” she said. “I’ve already been in surgery twice, three times when I operate on your buddy in about a half hour. It’s been surprisingly busy.”

“Feeling good about it?”

“Yes, very good.”

“Glad to hear it.”

The conversation died, although it wasn’t uncomfortable in the least. In the big exam room smelling of alcohol and sterilized equipment, Alix proceeded to put three butterfly bandages across his cut and carefully taped a small bandage over it. Meanwhile, Cord let his hands wander underneath her lab coat to her thighs, drifting up the back of her legs, stroking her discreetly, until she finally snorted.

“If you don’t stop that, I’m going to be sitting in your lap doing very naughty things and get myself fired.” She looked him in the eye sternly. “Keep your hands to yourself.”

He bit his lip to keep from grinning, looking properly contrite. “I’m sorry. I will.”

“Good.”

A pause. “Do I really have to?”

She was trying not to giggle. “In this building, you do. I’m sorry, but you do, because neither one of us can guarantee our composure when we come into contact with each other. I don’t want to put on a display like that, at least… not in public.”

“But you don’t have a problem with it in private?”

She sighed heavily, giving him an exasperated expression. But it was short-lived; looking around, she made sure there was no one in close proximity before planting a very big, very juicy kiss on his lips. Startled, but in a good way, Cord lifted his hands to grasp her head and kiss her deeply but she pushed him away.

“You’re good to go, Captain Trevor,” she stood a few feet back, out of his arm range. “I’ll take a look at that cut tomorrow and change the bandages, but for tonight, just try not to get it wet. In fact, it’s my recommendation that you just go home and go to bed.”

Cord was rather breathless at the kiss, smiling at her as he rose from the stool. “Thank you, Dr. Hendry,” he said. “I appreciate your professional care, especially for Mike.”

“Mike?”

“The firefighter on the gurney.”

“Oh, right.” She pulled the gloves off and tossed them, washing her hands again and grabbing paper towels. “So your engine is wrecked?’

He nodded. “They’re sending a back-up rig to pick us up right now. I’m going to be doing paperwork the rest of the night.”

She threw the paper towels away and headed out of the exam room. “Well, take it easy with that bump. If you start feeling dizzy or nauseous, call me or come back over here right away. Okay?”

He smiled at her, his eyes alight with the magic he was feeling for her. “Okay.”

She returned his smile, trying not to be too obvious that it was beyond a normal smile, as Cord’s men began gathering around him.

“You okay, Cap’n?” a young firefighter asked.

Cord nodded. “Fine,” he told them. “Just a bump. Guys, I want you to meet Dr. Hendry. She’s new here, so we’ll see her around on occasion.”

Four sets of eyes turned to Alix and she smiled at the group, lifting a hand. “Hi.”

They responded with friendly interest except for one man, an older guy with a balding head and a radio in his hand. He zeroed in on her right away with intense blue eyes.

“Dr. Hendry,” he greeted. “Where did you come from?”

The way he said it was rather seductive and Alix instinctively took a step back from him. She could handle the flirts with the best of them, but her manner turned from warm friendly to cold professional in a flash. She wasn’t going to give the guy any response that could be misconstrued.

“California,” she said shortly, turning to Cord. “Remember what I told you; any dizziness or headaches and you get yourself back over here in a hurry.”

He nodded, a smile playing on his lips. “Yes, ma’am.”

With that, Alix turned away from the group and headed back down the hall. The men watched her go, especially Cord and the big bald guy. In fact, the bald guy turned to the group after she had left and lifted his eyebrows in a suggestive manner.

“I think I might have to spend more time at this hospital,” he said.

The guys snickered; all except for Cord. His expression was hard as he gazed at the man. He knew Steve Cokes and had for years. The guy was always the one to sleep around with the firehouse groupies and then complain because he couldn’t find a good woman. Normally, Cord couldn’t have cared less, but Steve wasn’t going to set his sights on Alix. No way in hell. Better deter it before it got started.

“Don’t bother, Steve,” he said, somewhat icily. “She’s spoken for.”

Steve grinned. “Did you already find that out? You work fast, Cord. That’s not like you. I don’t blame you, though. She’s spectacular.”

Cord was having a hard time fighting down a surge of jealousy. “She’s also my neighbor,” he said, trying not to sound hostile. “She’s already got a boyfriend, so leave her alone.”

Steve’s eyebrows lifted. “Really? Well, that’s too bad. Story of my life, though.”

Thankfully, he left the subject alone and they ventured off on something else. As the firefighters from Station Four waited around for one of the back-up rigs to pick them up, Cord found his attention drawn to the bowels of the emergency room where he could see Alix moving back and forth between the rooms. A couple of times she caught his eye and gave him a brief smile or a discreet wave. He would do the same, drinking in every second that he was able to do something as simple as look at her.

He was in deep and sinking fast.

* * *

Alix hadn’t gotten home until four in the morning. It had been an eventful night and at around eight in the morning, she could hear Rose screaming about something. Dead tired, she pulled herself up from bed and staggered out of her bedroom and across the hall to Rose’s room, where she was, once again, crying about the sad girl who wanted her kitty. Alix wrapped her arms around her daughter and fell over into the little girl’s bed, trying to snuggle with her and go back to sleep, but Rose wasn’t interested in going back to sleep. She wanted to play.

Sean had heard his little sister and wandered into her bedroom, rubbing his eyes sleepily and seeing that his exhausted mother was trying to get some rest with Rose now jumping on the bed. Sean was a good kid, with a good head on his shoulders, so he rubbed his eyes again and went to pull Rose off the bed.

“Go back to bed, Mom,” he told Alix. “I’ll get Rose some breakfast and keep her quiet while you sleep.”

Alix struggled out of the bed. “Thanks,” she said sincerely. “Just give me a few hours. I’ll be up by noon or so.”

Sean had Rose in his arms. “I saw a park down the road,” he told her. “Maybe I’ll take her down there for a while.”

“That would be lovely, honey, thank you.” Alix patted her son on the arm. “Watch the weather, though. I think it’s supposed to rain again.”

“I will,” he said, watching her drag herself back to her bedroom. “Hey? Can I have some money for a new video game?”

Alix grinned sleepily; although Sean was very thoughtful, taking Rose off her hands and taking her to the park on top of that was a little too generous, even for him. She should have suspected an ulterior motive. But she was so tired that she was willing to make the bargain.

“Sure,” she said. “Do you want to go buy it when I get up?”

“Can I?”

“Keep Rose happy and quiet for the next three hours and I’ll take you before I go to work.”

Sean grinned happily, already scrambling to get Rose dressed so he could take her to the park. Alix went back to bed but she didn’t go back to sleep until the kids stopped by her room to show her that Rose was properly bundled up against the cooler weather outside. Once she heard the door slam down below, she faded off to sleep quickly.

She didn’t know what time it was when she heard a car door slam, jolting her from warm and blissful slumber. She almost went back to sleep but something made her roll over, lift her head to listen and, hearing nothing, climb out of bed. She peered out of the front window that overlooked the porch and front yard but didn’t see anything, so she went to the window that overlooked the driveway and happened to catch Cord as he was walking back to his truck. Alix unlocked the window and opened it.

“Hey,” she called.

Cord came to halt and turned around, already smiling as he looked to the second story window. “Hey,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if you were awake yet.”

Smiling sleepily, Alix leaned against the windowsill. “I am now,” she said. “What are you doing here?”

He shoved his hands into his jeans pockets. “I was leaving you something,” he gestured towards the kitchen door, which was directly below the window. “I’m sorry if I woke you up.”

Alix’s grin broadened. “Stay right there.”

She wasn’t exactly dressed to receive company, but Alix didn’t think about that as she took the stairs down to the ground floor. Clad in a snug camisole top that covered her up but clung rather indecently and a pair of yoga pants, she unlocked the kitchen door to find Cord standing there with a bouquet of yellow mums in his hand. She laughed as she unlocked the screen and opened it for him.

“I’ve never gotten flowers so much in my life,” she said as he handed them to her. “Thank you very much; they’re beautiful.”

He was standing just inside the kitchen door, grinning at her as she went to put them in the same vase as the bouquet he had left her the day before. Cord couldn’t help but notice the skin-tight pants and sexy tank top, and all of that exposed flesh. In fact, as he watched her heart-shaped butt as she put the flowers in the vase, his palms began to sweat just a little. The woman had an overwhelming effect on him.

“You’re welcome,” he said after a moment, as if he just remembered to say something. “What time did you get home last night?”

“About four.” She finished with the flowers and turned to him. “And you?”

“Just an hour before you did.”

“Did you finish up your paperwork?”

“I did,” he nodded. “So how was your first day on the job, overall?”

She smiled. “It was good,” she said. “I think I’m going to like it. Everyone seems very nice and very good at their jobs. Speaking of jobs, how’s your head?”

He looked around for the nearest chair and planted himself. “I came to let my doctor take a look at it.”

Still grinning, she washed her hands in the sink and made her way over to him as she dried them off. Putting the paper towel on the table, she leaned against him as she began to carefully remove the tape holding down the small bandage. With her petite height and his big size, she was only slightly taller than him as he sat in the chair. Cord found himself staring into her neck.

The bandage came off and she very gently inspected the wound. “It looks okay,” she said. “Does it hurt?”

He shrugged. “A little,” he was quickly becoming overwhelmed with her warmth and closeness. “It just feels like a bruise.”

“Hmmm,” she grunted, still eyeing it. “Let’s leave the bandage off a little while and let some air get to it. I’ll put another one on before you leave.”

He watched her head over to the trash can and throw the old bandage away. He found himself thinking very dirty thoughts as he watched her shapely backside through those clingy pants.

“Thanks, doc,” he replied. Then he peered into the doorway that led to the entry and the living room beyond. “It seems kind of quiet around here. Where are your children?”

Alix yawned, scratching her delightfully mussed hair as she meandered back in his direction. “Sean took Rose to the park so I could sleep in peace,” she said. “What about you? What are the Trevor boys doing today?”

He remained in the chair, gazing up at her as she came close. “Chris and Kyle have football practice this morning over at the high school,” he said. “I need to get over there in a few minutes.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m the defensive line coach for the varsity football team. Looks like my experience in the NFL has paid off big-time.”

He was joking as he said it, causing her to smile. He really had a good sense of humor. “So where’s Cole?”

“He’s hanging out with some friends over at the house,” he said. “And as for me, after I finish at the high school, I have a date tonight.”

She nodded. “I suppose you do. But what kind of woman would make you take her to dinner at a hospital? What a weirdo.”

He couldn’t help himself; he reached out and gently grasped her by the waist, pulling her against him. His big arms went around her, enveloping her.

“I don’t think she’s weird,” he murmured, putting his nose against the flesh of her shoulder and inhaling deeply. He was acquainting himself with her scent and the texture of her skin as he turned his head and laid his cheek against her cleavage. “I kind of like her a whole lot.”

Alix wrapped her arms around his neck and head, hugging him tightly and relishing their first real embrace. It was warm and soft and gentle, something that made her heart flutter wildly. The man was as sexy as he could possibly be and she was besotted.

“I think she likes you, too,” she whispered.

He didn’t reply except to kiss the flesh of her cleavage, very softly and gently as he had his first taste of her. Alix closed her eyes to the sensual bliss of it, concentrating on every kiss and realizing her knees were going weak the more he progressed. Her arms tightened around his head and neck, her hands in his blond hair, as his kisses moved to her shoulders.

Cord pulled her tightly against him as his mouth moved over her collarbone. She was unbelievably sweet, softer than anything he’d ever known, and he could feel his temperature rising. When he got to her neck, she threw her head back and he very nearly lost his control when he realized she was sliding forward, straddling him as he sat on the chair. She ended up on his lap, her head hanging back as he devoured the flesh on her neck. When he reached her little earlobes and suckled delicately, she groaned and lifted her head, slanting her mouth hungrily over his.

The slow, sensual tasting escalated into hot, passionate kisses. Cord’s hands were in her hair, on her shoulders, stroking her back before moving down her thighs. She was hot and delicious, her soft body pressed against him, and he eventually cupped her face as his lips ravaged hers, his tongue invading her mouth and tasting her sweetness. There was no way he could control himself. His hands moved lower.

Alix groaned when a big hand closed over her left breast, wishing with all her heart he would stick his hand under her shirt. She wanted to feel his flesh against hers. When he didn’t move fast enough, she yanked her camisole off, tossing it on the tabletop as he got the hint and clamped down on a tender nipple. He suckled hard and she cried out softly, never more aroused in her entire life.

“Upstairs,” she gasped.

His mouth was still on her breast but he didn’t question her command; he obeyed. Picking her up, her legs wrapped around his waist and his mouth still on her breasts, he somehow managed to make it up the back staircase, heading in the direction she was breathlessly pointing. Once inside her bedroom, stacked up with boxes with a messy bed against the wall, he slammed the door shut with a big foot and laid her down on the bed.

Clothes were coming off. Alix only had her pants to remove and they came off first before she helped Cord yank off his shirt. She fumbled with the fly of his jeans as he unhooked his belt, both of them so wrapped up in their lust that they couldn’t see or think of anything else but their ultimate pleasure. He lowered his pants to his knees but Alix didn’t wait; her mouth was on his throbbing, engorged manhood before he could get them off completely. Cord nearly lost his mind.

“Oh, my God,” he breathed as her mouth worked him. “Honey, let me get these off first.”

Alix’s reply was to yank his arm, pulling him down on the bed. As he fell on top of it, she jumped up and pulled off his shoes and eventually his pants, pulling so hard she nearly lost her balance. Then she was on him again, pleasuring him, and Cord was so aroused that he was dizzy with it. His hands were in her gorgeous hair as her mouth plunged down on him again and again.

But he could only take so much. He could feel himself building to a release so he stopped her and lifted her onto the bed, flipping her onto her back and covering her with his big, muscular body. Alix’s arms went around his neck, her mouth seeking his, and he kissed her deeply as his hands explored her body, moving into intimate places.

Alix wasn’t shy about parting her legs for him and he stroked her thighs, experiencing their silken texture before his fingers moved to the fluff of dark curls between her legs only to discover she was slick and wet. His mouth on hers, he plunged his fingers into her waiting body and she gasped, panting with the sensual intrusion.

Cord didn’t make her wait. He mounted her and thrust deep, her hot and wet body closing in around him. It was the most amazing sexual sensation he had ever experienced and he thrust into her, listening to her grunts of pleasure, his hands loving her up as his body did the talking. He’d never known anything like it in his life, an uncontrollable attraction to a woman he felt like he couldn’t live without. At the moment, he couldn’t even breathe without her. In this brief, passionate and stolen moment, something changed for him. She was consuming him.

Alix’s orgasm came with swift pants and a stiffening body, and he fingered a taut nipple, working her through the spasms, prolonging the pleasure as he suckled her breasts. As she struggled to catch her breath, another one washed over her and Cord moved his hands down to her buttocks, holding her pelvis against his as he thrust hard and deep. She began to weep and gasp at the same time, grinding her hips against him, until he felt her release yet again. Unable to hold it back any longer, Cord tried to withdraw but she wouldn’t let him. When he finally climaxed, hard, she orgasmed one last time and wept with the pure pleasure of it.

Cord couldn’t even think about the fact that he had just ejaculated inside of her, or the fact that they had had the hottest, most passionate, unprotected sex in the history of sex. All he could think about was her soft body beneath him, her hands in his hair and her lips against his neck. It was the most amazing sexual experience he’d ever had.

He shifted so his full body weight wasn’t on top of her as their passion cooled, but he made no attempt to move off of her completely or even withdraw. He didn’t want to; he wanted to stay like that, forever, feeling her in his arms. Gently, he began to kiss her head, her cheek, her neck and shoulder. There was a good deal of growing emotion in his touch, something he didn’t yet have the words to express.

Alix was dozing, recovering from what was inarguably the best sex of her life. As she lay there, she could feel his big body around her, in her, and she savored the sensation. It had been such a long time. But more than that, she was savoring him. Cord Trevor had, since the beginning, been attentive to the point of being overbearing. He was smart, wonderful at conversation, and had an air of wisdom about him. He seemed to have a very level head, too, which she appreciated, like he was grounded in reality and was relatively normal. Where she came from, men like that were something of an anomaly. But here she was, having sex with the guy after having only known him a couple of days and wondering, in hindsight, if it hadn’t been one big, fat mistake.

Yes, she was attracted to him. Uncontrollably. He had made it very clear he wanted to go out with her and she wanted to go out with him. She had succumbed to his kisses, his charm, and his muscular body very easily. She’d spent a lot of years fighting off amorous men and in two days, Cord accomplished what a legion of guys in California couldn’t have. He’d gotten her into bed. Maybe that had been his goal all along and she had been blinded to it.

Lost to her thoughts and insecurities that had dogged her for years, the squeaking hinges of a door opening jolted her. Alix’s eyes flew open and she looked at Cord, who was gazing back at her with equal shock.

“Sean and Rose are back,” she hissed.

Cord leapt off the bed and began to hunt down his clothes. “Christ,” he muttered. “I’m so sorry, honey. I….”

She cut him off as she jumped onto her feet. “No apologies, please,” she whispered, grabbing her yoga pants but realized she’d left her shirt downstairs. She ran for a box half-unpacked of clothing. “Don’t ruin it.”

He paused to look at her, pants up but unzipped. “Ruin what?”

She shook her head, pulling another camisole over her head. “I don’t really know.” She yanked on her yoga pants. “The moment, I guess. Don’t spoil it with apologies unless you’re really sorry about it.”

He was rather stricken with her comment as he finished zipping up his pants and threw on his shirt. He opened his mouth to question her but was precluded by the sounds of children coming up the stairs. He grabbed his shoes as Alix gestured frantically to the attached bathroom.

“Hide in there,” she hissed.

He bolted into the bathroom but didn’t shut the door. Instead, he hid behind it as Alix jumped back into bed and covered up. Just as she was settling in, there was a soft knock on the door.

“Mom?”

It was Sean’s voice. Alix tried not to sound breathless as she answered. “Come in,” she said.

Sean opened the door with Rose standing next to him. “Hey,” he said. “Mr. Trevor’s truck is in the driveway. Is he here?”

Alix blinked, quickly thinking of a way out of this one. Sean was sixteen but he was in that limbo between being very astute about the relationships between men and women, and still in that youngster mindset of not really caring. She was praying he didn’t smell sex in the air.

“Uh… I don’t know,” she said. “You… you didn’t see him downstairs?”

Sean shook his head. “No.”

Alix sat up in bed. “Maybe… you know, that furniture we moved out to the shed,” she stumbled over her words. “That belonged to his family, I think. Did you look in the shed?”

Sean shook his head and Rose whined, wanting to take her coat off, so he was distracted as he took her back over to her bedroom. Since the master bedroom had two doors, one that faced the main staircase and a second one that faced the back stairs, Alix hissed at Cord, who slinked out of the bathroom, shoes in hand, and slipped out of the door that faced the kitchen stairs. He blew her a kiss and disappeared down the stairs as Alix climbed out of bed.

Alix watched him go, feelings she couldn’t describe bubbling up in her chest. By the time she went to interact with her children, confusion had the better of her.

* * *

Alix really wasn’t sure how she got through her next shift. All she could think about was Cord. He’d started calling her cell phone about three in the afternoon, leaving messages regarding what time he should meet her for dinner, but she didn’t call him back. They weren’t even that busy but she still didn’t call him back. She wasn’t sure what to say to him. She wasn’t sure what she felt other than excitement, hope, old fears and old anxieties. She was a mess.

So the dinner hour came and went and she didn’t call him back and he didn’t show up. Grossly depressed, sad and confused, Alix got off shift a little after midnight and headed out to her car in the well-lit parking lot. She had her head down, watching her feet as she walked across the asphalt, approaching her BMW X5 that still had California plates on it. As she hit the unlock button on the key fob, a big figure emerged from the shadows.

Startled, she yelped until she saw that it was Cord. Hand over her pounding heart, she gazed up at him with surprise.

“Oh, God,” she gasped. “You scared me to death.”

He smiled timidly. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to.”

She took a deep breath, recovering her composure. “It’s okay,” she said, eyeing him with some apprehension. “What are you doing here so late?”

His gaze lingered on her for a moment before sighing heavily. “You didn’t return any of my calls.” He sounded so hesitant and unsure of himself. “I didn’t come for dinner because I figured you were just busy and you would have called me had you wanted me to come.”

She was hesitant and unsure, also. “We were fairly busy,” she lied just a little. She didn’t want to tell him the truth. Then, she broke down and slouched against the car. “Look, Cord, you don’t have to keep calling me… you know, you don’t have to feel any obligation towards me because we slept together. We shouldn’t have done it and I know that, but… well, I guess it was just one of those hormonal things. I don’t even know. But you don’t have to feel like you need to call me now. I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

He looked at her, stunned. “Is that what you think?” he said, incredulous. “I’m calling you because we slept together and you think I feel obligated?”

She hung her head. “I’m just saying you don’t have to feel obligated,” she said. “And furthermore, I don’t want you to think I’m going to be a convenience. I won’t be a bed buddy, so if you’re thinking we can just have convenient sex all the time, then don’t.”

He just stared at her. Then, he shook his head, baffled. “Who in the hell has hurt you so badly that you think there aren’t any honorable men left in the world?”

Her head came up, the lower lip trembling. “Look at me,” she whispered. “I know what I look like. I know what men think. I get hit on like you can’t believe, wooed by millionaires and actors and people who just want a trophy doctor on their arm. My ex-husband cheated his way through our marriage and I’ve spent the better part of my adult life convinced that every man who comes on to me is only out for himself. I’m sorry if I’ve insulted you; I really am. But in my experience, that’s just the way things are. The way they always have been. I’ve only known you two days, Cord, and we’ve already slept together, so you must think I’m pretty easy. I’m not, you know. I’ve spent a lot of years keeping myself bottled up and protected. But with you… it just happened so easily and that scares me to death. I don’t want you to feel like I’m expecting anything from you.”

Cord learned a lot in that rambling, sniffling diatribe. He sighed heavily. “Oh… honey, no,” he murmured. “I want you to listen to me and listen very closely. I never cheated on my wife and I never played the field. Honor and integrity are important to me. Never in my life have I slept with someone after having known them a couple of days, so what happened between us earlier today was the first time that has ever happened to me. More than that, it was the single most amazing sexual experience of my life because it was with you. The day I met you, it was like the clouds opened up and this angel stepped into my midst. I can’t describe it any better than that. I don’t care if you’re a doctor or a lawyer or a worker at a burger joint. I really don’t give a damn. It’s you I’m attracted to – your quirky sense of humor, your intelligence, and the way you have of looking at me that makes my knees weak. Don’t you get it? I’m not looking for convenient sex or a trophy on my arm. I’m looking for a good woman who fills me like no one else ever has and, so far, you’re doing a pretty good job of that.”

Alix was gazing up at him with tears streaming down her cheeks. “I just don’t know,” she whispered. “I’m so scared… I’m scared to open myself up because I can already feel it happening.”

“Good,” he said, slowly moving towards her. “I feel something for you, too, and I want us to feel it together. I swear I won’t hurt you, Alix. Please believe me. I just want to… well, God willing, I just want to love you and treat you right. You’re such a special person and I’m sorry if no one has shown you that.”

She sobbed softly and wiped at her nose. “I’ve heard those lines before.”

“It’s not a line. I swear on the lives of my kids, it’s not a line. It’s the truth.”

She looked up at him, looking so tired and frightened and pathetic. “I want to believe you,” she murmured. “I just don’t know how.”

“Then let me show you. Will you at least give me the chance? I’ve always been a big believer that actions speak louder than words. Please… just let me show you.”

She wiped at her wet cheeks, having difficulty looking him in the eye. He sounded so desperately sincere and she very much wanted to believe him. After several moments of deliberation, she nodded her head.

“Okay,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you back for dinner.”

He smiled faintly. “Are you hungry?”

“A little.”

“Let’s go get something to eat.”

“But it’s the middle of the night.”

“I know a few places that are open.”

She nodded again, still seemingly sad and depressed, but when she looked at him, he swore he could see warmth. He could see she very much wanted to believe him. Cord put his arms around her and hugged her tightly, gently stoking her hair and kissing her cheek.

“Come on.” He kissed her again. “Let’s go eat pancakes somewhere.”

She managed a smile as she looked up again, thinking that if this man was for real, she could most definitely fall in love with him and have that love, that toe-curling love, she’d never thought she’d ever have.

Maybe she’d been wrong, about a lot of things.

CHAPTER SIX
 
Evenshade became a house under construction.

The restoration contractor had found rot in pretty much every part of the house so, bit by bit, floor boards and walls were being pulled up and replaced, and Alix had discovered that she needed to have the approval from the City of Danvers to do any extensive renovations because of the historical significance of the house. So every time a portion of the porch was pulled up, an inspector would show up to give it his blessing. This made for slow work, but the house was starting to come along.

Almost a month after she and the kids had moved in, the restoration was in full swing. The contractor had basically worked from the ground up, so most of the first floor was torn up while the second floor hadn’t been touched for the most part. It had been chaotic and expensive, but the ground floor was coming along nicely. New walls, restored floors, replumbed and rewired, Alix was very happy with the work.

Sean started school towards the end of the month. Alix had dropped him off his first day even though he had pleaded to go with Chris, Kyle and Cole in Chris’ pickup truck. Alix had to practically beg to take him and he relented, but then she had to promise that he could ride with the Trevor boys from now on. Unhappy but understanding that her son was growing up and didn’t need or want mommy driving him around, Alix had agreed.

Additionally, Alix had worked with an agency to hire a live-in housekeeper who would watch Rose when Alix and Sean were unavailable. Her name was Hester and she was a widow who had raised three children of her own, and Rose seemed to like the woman right away. With six bedrooms upstairs, Alix put Hester in the bedroom nearest the kitchen stairs and across the hall from Rose’s bedroom. African-American, round, and with a lot of energy, Hester blended in to their household quickly and easily. Alix loved her.

Most importantly during this time was the relationship developing between Alix and Cord. The boys, all of them, had figured out for themselves that Cord and Alix were sweet on each other and they all approved except for Cole. The youngest Trevor boy wasn’t happy in the least, so Cord and Alix were very careful with their behavior when they were around him. Cord tried to speak with his son a few times about what he was feeling, but Cole didn’t want to talk about it. On Alix’s advice, Cord stopped pressing his son. He figured Cole would talk about it when he was ready.

At the end of the first week of school, there was a football game at Danvers High School and Alix wasn’t working so she was able to attend. Sean already seemed to be absorbed into the fraternity of popular boys at the high school thanks to the Trevor brothers and he already had a glut of friends to hang out with. Because Cord was an assistant coach with the football team, it was a given that they’d be attending all of the home games. On this warm Friday evening in late August, Alix packed up Rose and drove over to the high school to watch the game.

Sean had gone on ahead with Cole, Cord, Chris and Kyle, so Alix parked her car in the high school parking lot and collected her blanket before locking up the car and taking Rose by the hand. They got in line with other football fans and parents, paying their seven dollars to be admitted to the stadium.

The mercury vapor lights were blazing a brilliant white light as Alix and Rose made their way to the stands. The football team was in the locker room and the marching band was getting ready to take the field to play the national anthem. The stands were fairly packed because it was the first game and also because they were playing Winthrop High School, a local rival. The energy was high and the crowds were already cheering.

Alix made her way into the stands, grinning when she saw Sean and Cole with a group of boys in lettermen jackets at the very front and center of the stands. They were screaming and yelling, and having a wonderful time. She and Rose found seats further down the stands, right in the front so they could watch all of the action, and next to where the marching band sat. As they settled in, the Danvers Falcons came roaring out onto the field to the strains of the fight song and the crowd went wild.

Alix picked out Cord immediately, dressed in slacks and a royal blue polo shirt with a Falcons logo on it. He was jogging across the field with his linemen, gathering on the sidelines as the two teams settled in for the game. But the moment he reached the sidelines, he began scanning the crowd and spied Alix and Rose almost immediately. He waved at them and Alix waved back.

Rose, however, saw him waving and thought he was waving her over. She had become rather enamored with him over the past few weeks, mostly because he was very sweet with her and would sit and watch cartoons when he wasn’t occupied with Alix. He even played Chutes and Ladders with her a few times. Rose really didn’t have any friends yet in her new town, so she looked at him as sort of a big playmate. She jumped up from the bench when he waved and ran off before Alix could grab her.

For a little girl, she moved rather well and skittered down the wooden steps of the stands as Alix went in pursuit. Cord saw the little girl coming and was forced to break away from his last-minute huddle with his defensive linemen, including both Chris and Kyle, and intercepted Rose before she got trampled.

He picked the little girl up and greeted Alix with a kiss when she walked up on them. He tried to hand Rose back but she had no interest in returning to her mother. So he took her with him as he returned to the huddle. Alix stood back from the sidelines, near the stands, waiting for Cord to turn her child back over to her, but that didn’t happen until almost three minutes into the game. Rose still had no interest in returning to her mother but it was necessary.

Alix liked football so she enjoyed the battle between Danvers and Winthrop. She mostly watched Cord on the sidelines, his powerful figure and handsome features, her heart giddy at the sight of him. She also watched her son as he had a great time with his new friends, cheering on his new school.

Night descended and the game went into the third quarter with a tied score. Rose was growing listless and Alix was thinking about taking her home when there was a big play on the field, a lot of running, and suddenly everything came to a grinding halt. A player was down, and Cord and another coach ran out onto the field.

Alix wasn’t paying much attention because Rose was close to pitching a fit, so she was gathering up her blanket and preparing to leave when she began to hear her name. Looking up, she could see several players calling over to her and Kyle, in particular, running in her direction. His young face was stressed.

“Alix, Dad wants you to come,” he said breathlessly. “He says hurry.”

“What’s wrong?”

Kyle shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess Bryce is pretty hurt. Dad wants you to come.”

Concerned, Alix took Rose by the hand and quickly came out of the stands. Kyle was standing there in his football uniform and she put Rose’s little hand in his.

“Watch Rosie, please,” she commanded. “Go find Sean and have him take her.”

Kyle nodded as Alix made her way through the players on the sideline and out onto the field. The entire game had come to a halt and several Danvers players were down on one knee, several feet away from the downed player. Players from the opposing team were doing the same thing, everyone down on one knee and very quiet. Alix knelt down next to Cord.

“What’s the situation?” she asked.

Cord had his hands on either side of the young man’s head, holding it still. “Bryce,” he said steadily. “Tell Dr. Hendry what you told me.”

The young man was bordering on terrified tears. “I got hit,” he said, “and I felt this pain in my back and now my legs are all numb. Am I going to be paralyzed?”

Alix put a comforting hand on his arm. “It’s okay, sweetheart,” she said, then she turned to Cord. “Did you call an ambulance?”

“It’s on its way.”

She nodded, assessing the situation. “Bring out the backboard and we’ll get him strapped down. I’m not going to touch his helmet until we get to the hospital. We’ll just strap it all down.”

Cord was already in motion. He held the young man’s head still as Alix very carefully assessed him, touching his hands, arms, thighs and feet, asking him questions and watching his responses. The kid had feeling, which was a good sign, but he was in a lot of pain. The way he had fallen was kind of odd, so she left him where he was until the paramedics arrived and they were able to use multiple hands to straighten him out and get him on a backboard. As Cord continued to hold the boy’s head still, Alix supervised the paramedics as they strapped him down.

The boy’s mother and father had come out onto the field and Alix could see the panic-stricken parents standing a few feet away with the head coach. She put in an IV line and as the paramedics taped everything down and got him ready for transport, Alix found out where they were taking him and went over to the parents.

“I’m Dr. Hendry,” she greeted them in a calm, reassuring manner. “Bryce has feeling in his extremities, but he also has some numbness, so we’ve got him stable and we’re going to transport him to North Shore for more tests and evaluations. I’ll be going with him.”

The mother was nearly hysterical. “Is he going to be okay? Did he break his neck?”

Alix held the woman’s hands. “At this point, I can’t tell you any more than I already have,” she said gently. “But he has feeling and he has pain, and that’s a good sign. Meet us over at the hospital, okay? I promise I’ll take good care of your son.”

The parents, shaken, nodded and turned away, rushing out to the parking lot for their car. Alix turned back to her patient to see that the paramedics had him up on a gurney and were moving him towards the ambulance. Quickly, she went to Cord.

“Can you please make sure that Rose and Sean get home?” she asked. “I’m going in with Bryce.”

He nodded. “No worries,” he assured her. “I’ll take care of them.”

She smiled. “Thank you,” she said sincerely. “It was a good game, by the way. I’ll see you later.”

His eyes were intense, as if she were the only thing that existed in the midst of the football players, fans, ambulance attendants and paramedics. He only had eyes for her.

“You sure will,” he mumbled. “I love you, honey. I’ll see you in a bit.”

With that, he turned away and began issuing directives to the football players from Danvers who were still down on one knee several feet away. As the kids got up and began to return to the sidelines, Alix watched the man walk away, shocked at what he had just said to her. I love you, honey. They’d been seeing each other for about a month and that was the first time he’d told her that he loved her. Out in the middle of a football stadium, of all places. All she could do was smile as she turned for the ambulance.

She was pretty sure she loved him, too.

* * *

Alix was at the hospital with Bryce all night. An MRI revealed a dislocated vertebra that was putting pressure on his spine, so around four in the morning, she scrubbed for surgery and stabilized the number nine and ten thoracic vertebra. He was out of surgery by eight in the morning and his parents wept when Alix told them that Bryce would be fine. Exhausted, she went to her new office to finish up her paperwork.

Still in the clothes she had worn to the football game the night before, she was just finishing the last of her dictation when her intercom rang. It was the front desk in the emergency room asking her to come to the lobby, so she did, not even bothering to ask why. When she came out into the big common area just inside the emergency room entrance, she caught sight of Cord standing at the desk.

In his blue duty uniform with a radio in his hand, his eyes met hers over the activities of the emergency room and he smiled broadly. Wearily, Alix grinned as she walked up to him. It was then she noticed he had a bag in his hand.

“Hi, honey,” he bent over and kissed her. “I came to see how Bryce was doing and brought you some breakfast.”

She was deeply touched that he would go to the trouble, not at all concerned with the fact that he’d just kissed her in front of a room full of emergency personnel. In fact, she was quite happy for people to know they were together even though they’d never even discussed a boyfriend/girlfriend relationship. When the man stopped by nearly every day she was working, Alix was pretty sure her new colleagues had suspected there was something going on between them. She took the bag of food from him gratefully.

“Thank you,” she said sincerely. “You’re so sweet.”

He just grinned. “You’re welcome,” he said, following her as she moved over to some plastic chairs lined up against the wall. “How are you holding up?”

Alix sat down and pulled the Styrofoam container out of the bag. “I’m fine,” she said. “Bryce is doing really well, too. Have you seen him?”

He shook his head, watching her flip open the lid and ravenously dig into the scrambled eggs. “No,” he replied. “I just asked the duty nurse. She said he was doing fine.”

Alix nodded. “The damage really wasn’t that bad,” she said, her mouth full. “It was just enough to put some pressure on the spinal column, which I relieved when I stabilized the vertebra. He’ll be out for the season, though.”

Cord sat back in the chair, draping his arm over the back of the chairs so he was fondling her shoulder as she ate.

“Too bad,” he said. “He’s a senior. He’s got some college prospects, football scholarships and all.”

She plowed into the hash browns. “If I was him, I wouldn’t play football anymore,” she said seriously. “I just wouldn’t take the chance.”

“Did you tell him that?”

“I told his parents.”

Cord nodded faintly, thinking about the young man with the ended football career. “Well,” he said after a moment. “That’s a shame, but I get it.”

Alix nodded as she ate. “Did the team win?”

“Thirty-one to seven.”

She grinned at him, licking the fork. “Congratulations, Coach,” she said. “Good job.”

He stroked her shoulder as she put jam on her toast and took a big bite. “Thanks,” he said genuinely. “It was a privilege to watch you work last night. You’re really amazing.”

She smiled modestly. “Thank you,” she said. “I guess all those years of medical school paid off.”

He just smiled, sat there and stroked her shoulder. She was eating like she was starving, which she was, as he watched her. He really was content when he was just watching her.

“What’s your schedule like over the next few days?” he asked.

She finished off the toast. “I’m off for the next four days, starting today,” she said. “The contractor is almost finished restoring the floors and he’s going to be moving upstairs next weekend to start the renovations up there. I’m suspecting we might have to move into a hotel for a little while because the fumes from the finished floors are pretty overwhelming.”

He nodded faintly. “I’m off beginning tomorrow morning,” he said. “I was thinking of taking you away somewhere for a couple of days.”

She looked at him curiously. “Where?”

He shrugged, dragging a gentle finger up her arm. “There’s a resort to the west called the Cranwell,” he said quietly. “We could spend a couple of days there going to the spa, or golfing, or just doing nothing. It’s a gorgeous place set in the woods. How does that sound?”

A twinkle came to her eye. “What about the kids?”

“Yours or mine?”

“Yours.”

He shrugged again. “My boys are pretty self-sufficient,” he said. “They don’t need a babysitter, although I will have my sister check in on them. Do you feel comfortable enough leaving Sean and Rose with Hester for a couple of days?”

She finished with the food and closed the lid. “I think so,” she said, looking rather torn. “I’d love to go away with you, but it’s such a busy time right now. You’ve got work and it’s football season, and….”

He interrupted her. “And we can go Saturday morning and come back Sunday night. No one will be impacted.”

She gazed at him with her beautiful, tired eyes, thinking. A smile began to spread across her lips. “Really?”

“Really.”

Her smile brightened. “In that case, I can’t say no.”

He smiled broadly, cupped her face with one big hand, and kissed her cheek. “That’s the answer I was looking for.” He stood up, reaching out a hand and pulling her to her feet. “I need to get going. The guys are waiting for me outside in the engine.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “You made them wait out there while you came in here to proposition me?”

He laughed. “Honey, I haven’t even started propositioning you, trust me. This is only the beginning.”

She giggled because he was. Then his radio crackled, which was apparently something meant for him, so he bent over quickly and kissed her on the cheek. “I’ve got to run,” he said, turning to dash away. “Love you.”

She stopped him. “Wait,” she said, rather loudly. When he came to a stop and turned to her, she looked at him with a rather stunned look on her face. “You… what you said. You said it last night, too.”

“What?”

She looked at him as if he were an idiot. “What do you mean ‘what’?” she lowered her voice. “Cord, you told me you loved me.”

“I do.”

She blinked at his reply, no hesitation or embarrassment. He reached out and stroked her cheek. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later.”

He was running off again and she followed. “Cord,” she called after him. “Don’t… don’t you think we need to talk about this?”

He was nearly to the door. “No.” He turned around when she came up behind him, hand on the door knob, and kissed her right on the nose. “There’s nothing to discuss. I love you and that’s a fact.”

He pushed through the door and out into the parking lot, leaving her standing there with her mouth hanging open. She watched him jump into the front of the fire engine and the thing took off, rotators going. She watched until the engine pulled out of the parking lot, out onto the boulevard, and out of sight. Then she blew a kiss at the departing engine and closed the door.

I love you, too.
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
By the time Alix got home, the kids were at school and Hester was in the kitchen scrubbing down the newly restored hardwood floor. It stunk from the chemicals they had used and she was trying to get the smell out of it.

Exhausted, Alix dragged herself upstairs to get a few hours of sleep before she had to pick up Rose. She was still thinking about Cord and his declaration, fairly convinced she was madly in love with the man and thrilled to death he felt the same way about her. She suspected she had pretty much smiled from the time he mentioned it earlier, all the way home in the car, and all the way up the stairs because she was smiling now and couldn’t remember when she’d started. Sitting heavily on the bed, she pulled off her shoes.

The cell phone in her purse went off and she grabbed for the bag at the end of the bed, pulling out her smartphone. Seeing the caller I.D., she answered.

“Hello?”

A familiar male voice was on the other end. “Hi, Alix.” It was her ex-husband, Pat Hendry. “How’s the east coast?”

“Fine,” she said, not particularly wanting to talk to him but trying to be polite. “It’s great and the kids love it. What’s on your mind?”

She was straight to the point with him. On the other end, Pat cleared his throat softly. “Did I wake you up?”

“No.”

“But you’re tired. I can tell. You’re always grumpy when you’re tired.”

Out of patience, Alix struggled not to be short with him. “What do you want, Pat?”

He could tell she wasn’t up for pleasantries, which didn’t play well into his intentions. “I just wanted to see how you were,” he said. “I… I’ve missed you, Alix. I miss the kids.”

“What?” Alix cried with quiet disbelief. “Pat, I don’t have time for this. I’ve been up all night and I need to get to bed. I’d appreciate it if you’d get to the point.”

“That is the point. Alix, I really need to talk to you.”

“What about?”

“Stuff. Us.”

A warning bell went off in her head. “You’re crazy,” she said. “You don’t need to talk to me and I have nothing to say to you. We’re happy here, the kids have friends, Sean loves his new school, and that’s that. Don’t start with this begging crap again. It isn’t going to work.”

Pat didn’t rise to spar with her as he usually did. “There’s just a lot going on… you know, in my mind, and I know it’s beating a dead horse, but I’d be grateful if we could just… you know, talk for a while. I’ve got a lot I need to say to you.”

Alix shook her head. “I don’t want to hear it,” she said. “Pat, I’m not trying to be mean or disrespectful, but I really, sincerely, don’t want to hear anything. You tried this before we moved here and it’s not going to work.”

“I love you, Alix. I miss you so much.”

Alix’s jaw ticked with frustration. “Pat, listen to me; I don’t love you. I haven’t for a long time. I have no interest in getting back together. In fact, I’m with someone now and I’m really crazy about him, so I’m moving on with my life and I’m very happy. I would suggest you do the same thing.”

There was a long pause. “I guess I should be happy for you,” he finally said. “Who is he?”

“Just someone I met.”

“Do you love him?”

“That’s none of your business.” She was growing agitated. “I really need to sleep, so I’m going to hang up now. I’ll have the kids call you later.”

She hung up the call before he could say anything more and then she just sat there a moment and stared at the phone in her hand. She and Pat had been separated since just after Rose’s birth and she’d lost all feeling for the man long ago. For him to start building bridges again just wasn’t going to work. She loved Cord and that’s all there was to it. She allowed herself a moment of frustration but nothing more. Pat just wasn’t worth it.

So she fell asleep on top of her bed, too tired to actually get underneath the covers, and her alarm went off a couple of hours later. Dragging herself up, she manage to go pick Rose up from school and left her with Hester while she went back to sleep. She awoke later to the smells of dinner cooking, ate fried chicken with the kids before helping Sean with his homework and putting both kids to bed around nine thirty. She went back to bed shortly after them.

Around one in the morning, she woke up to use the restroom. As she was emerging from her bathroom, she heard faint whispers again, or at least what she thought was faint whispers. She might have thought she was just hearing things except that she remembered those same whispers from a few weeks back when Cord thought they might have come from a neighbor’s loud television. At one in the morning, there were no loud televisions on, so she slipped from her bedroom to follow the sounds.

It was very dark in the hall except for a nightlight streaming weak light from the bathroom. Alix crept down the hallway, an eerie corridor of creaking floor boards and shadows, as she followed the sounds to Rose’s bedroom. The door was cracked open, as it always was so Alix could listen for her daughter, and Alix peered in through the gap between the door and the jamb.

Rose was lying on her bed, soft words coming from her lips. Alix couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it sounded as if she were having a conversation. Rose would whisper, then a brief silence would follow, and then she would say something again. Alix could see her daughter, lying there with her kitty in her arms, as she evidently spoke with an imaginary friend.

At least, that’s what Alix would have believed before, but she kept hearing whispers that didn’t belong to her daughter. It was very strange. Just as she moved to open the door, the panel suddenly slammed in her face, smacking her in the forehead and catching the fingers of her right hand. Alix shrieked as she fell back and ended up falling on her bottom.

That brought Sean thundering from his bedroom. The boy was in the hallway, looking at his mother as the woman gasped and held the fingers on her right hand. As she tried to get up, something unseen and violent slammed her back down again, this time smacking her head against the wall. Alix went out like a light.

* * *

Alix awoke to distant sounds of a police radio. Her head was killing her and she was half in and half out of consciousness even as she tried to sit up. Gentle hands pushed her back down again.

“Take it easy, honey,” Cord said softly. “Everything’s okay. We’re going to take good care of you.”

Alix struggled to open her eyes; everything was rocking around so she just closed them again. “What…?” She put her hand to her head only to realize there was a blood pressure cuff on her arm. Forcing her eyes open, she peered at the cuff. “What’s going on? What in the world happened?”

“Mom?” Sean was standing by her feet, his young face full of terror. “Are you okay?”

Alix blinked, looking at her frightened son, who was holding Rose in his arms. She looked at her blood pressure cuff again and, disoriented, yanked the cuff off and struggled to sit up. The more the paramedics tried to push her down, the more she fought them until Cord finally called his guys off and just let her sit up. Dizzy and bewildered, Alix leaned against the wall. Her hands were on her head.

“What happened?” she asked anyone who could answer her. She looked at Cord, crouched a foot or so away from her. He looked frightened and concerned. “What are you doing here?”

Cord was calm, gentle. “Sean called Kyle and Kyle called me,” he explained. “He said you hit your head and knocked yourself out, so we came over to take a look and found you unconscious. Do you remember what happened, honey?”

Alix had no idea what he was talking about. She looked around at all the firemen in her upper hallway, with their gear and blaring radios, and became even more confused.

“You rolled on me?” She was genuinely surprised.

“Code Three. You’re damn right I did.”

“But why did you do that? I… I’m fine.”

“Do you remember what happened?”

“No,” she said before he even finished his question. “I… I don’t have any idea. Oh… wait a minute….”

She suddenly looked up at Rose and Sean, but she was mostly looking at Rose. Her eyes widened as her memory began to return. “I heard Rosie in her room and when I went to look, something….”

She froze, realizing there were about six guys standing around listening to her. She remembered very well what happened now but she didn’t want to sound like a lunatic. Maybe she was mistaken. Maybe she had just dreamed the whole thing. In any case, she was suddenly very afraid and very confused. She looked at Cord.

“I’m okay,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry you had to come all the way over here.”

He was very gentle with her. “You’ve got a big bump on the back of your head,” he said. “I would feel much better if you’d let us take you to get looked at.”

She shook her head, nauseous with the motion. “I’m fine, really. I don’t need to get looked at. I just need to go back to bed.”

“Feel the back of your head.”

Reluctantly, she did. There was a bump the size of a walnut on the back of her skull. Cord watched her face as she inspected the lump.

“Now,” his voice was very soft. “If I had a lump like that, what would you tell me?”

Her lips twisted wryly. “To go to the hospital.”

He just lifted his eyebrows at her and she dropped her hand, feeling a little more oriented but uncertain and rather ill. Moreover, the memories of what had happened were very strong now. She glanced at the firemen standing around, staring at her.

“Can… can you please tell them to go back to the truck?” she whispered. “I… I need to talk to you. Alone.”

“Not unless you agree to go to the hospital and get looked at.”

She frowned, pouting, but didn’t fight him on it. She knew, deep down, he was right. So she nodded reluctantly and he sent the guys who manned the rig back down to the truck, but told the paramedics to meet him downstairs with a gurney because he would bring her downstairs himself. Everyone cleared out.

With only the sounds of the firemen downstairs and their crackling radios, Alix faced Cord, having no idea why she suddenly felt very scared. Perhaps it was because either option was scary – if she had only imagined the event or if it had really happened. Either way, she’d ended up with a big bump on her head. Her hand found its way to the lump again, fingering it.

“I’m not sure if I was dreaming or not,” she said quietly. “I got up to go to the bathroom and heard those whispers again. Remember? The ones I heard a few weeks ago and you said it was probably someone’s television up real loud?”

He nodded. “I remember.”

She sighed faintly and dropped her hand from her head again because the bump really hurt. “I followed the sounds and heard them coming from Rosie’s room,” she whispered. “The door was cracked open so I peeked in but didn’t see anything. Then the door slammed in my face and smashed my fingers. When I tried to get up again… I don’t remember anything after that.”

“That’s because you slammed back into the wall,” Sean said. The adults looked at him, noting his wide-eyed expression. “I saw it; she tried to get up but something slammed her back into the wall and knocked her out.”

Cord’s brow furrowed as he stood up, focused on the young man. “What slammed her back?”

Sean shook his head. “I didn’t see anything,” he said, sounding rather apprehensive. “It was… was like wind or something. It just blew her down.”

Cord looked both serious and confused as he returned his attention to Alix. “You got blown down?”

Alix didn’t have any idea why she teared up. She was exhausted, her head hurt, and she just wanted to go back to bed. Her face crumpled and she looked at her lap, hiding her face from the kids so they wouldn’t be frightened that she was crying. Cord put his hand on her arm, squeezing it, as Rose slithered down from her brother’s embrace and climbed onto her mother’s lap.

“Mommy,” she said as she put her little hands on her mom. “Are you okay?”

Alix wiped at her face, trying to compose herself. “I’m fine, baby. I’m just tired.”

“The sad girl is afraid she’s going to get a spanking now.”

Alix didn’t know why she paid closer attention to Rose’s imaginary friend, but she did. Things were odd enough that she was coming to think maybe there was something to this sad girl who seemed to follow Rose around, stealing stuffed animals and demanding ponies. It had never occurred to her that it might be something more than Rose’s imagination.

“Why?” she asked reluctantly. “What… what did the sad girl do?”

“She pushed you.”

“She did?”

“When you were at my door.”

Apprehension began to creep over Alix. “Why did she push me?”

“Because she was afraid.”

Alix paused, thinking of her next question because she felt rather foolish indulging in a four year old’s fantasies. But given what just happened and the anxiety she was feeling, she was thinking she needed to.

“Rosie,” she began carefully. “Who is this sad girl? Does she have a name?”

Rose nodded, without hesitation, but she was finding more interest toying with her mother’s necklace. “Mer-cy,” she enunciated each syllable. “Mommy, can I have some cookies?”

Alix ignored the cookie request. “What else did Mercy say about me? Why is she afraid of me?”

Rose still had one hand on the necklace as she pointed at Cord. “Him,” she said without interest. “She says you do bad things with him and he’s scary. She says you take your clothes off and roll around. I told her that he’s my friend but she’s afraid.”

Shocked, Alix couldn’t help the hand that flew up to cover her agape mouth. “Afraid of Cord?”

Rose was growing squirmy and goofy, too much stimulation in the middle of the night. She bounced around on her mother’s lap as she spoke. “Wi-ga,” she said as she bounced, being silly. “Goody Good, Goody Good, ’ere snake and bird could,” Rose continued. “She teached me that song. Mommy, I’m hungry. Can I have cookies?”

Alix looked into her daughter’s big gray eyes before turning her astonished attention to Cord. She had no idea what to say as he met her gaze, steadily. Cord, however, could see the fear and apprehension in her eyes so he reached out and pulled Rose up from her lap, handing her back over to Sean.

“Come on, Dr. Hendry.” He reached down and scooped Alix up from the floor, holding her against his big chest. “Let’s go get you looked at.”

Alix resisted. “But I can’t….”

“You promised,” he said sternly as he moved for the stairs, looking back over his shoulder at the kids. “Sean, where’s Hester?”

Sean was following with Rose in his arms. “She’s not here.”

“It’s her night off,” Alix put in, her arms around Cord’s neck as he began to descend the stairs.

“Then get Rosie back to bed,” Cord was speaking to Sean. “I’ll bring your mom back in a little while.”

Alix looked over Cord’s shoulder at her children standing at the top of the stairs. “Go ahead,” she told the boy. “I’ll be back in a little while. Make sure the house is locked up.”

Sean did as he was told. Alix, however, proved to be a rotten patient and did not do as she was told. She didn’t want to sit on the gurney. Instead, she snuggled up to Cord and ignored the paramedics, so Cord climbed into the back of the ambulance with her in his arms and held her in his lap the entire way to the hospital.

The long night stretched into a long morning.

CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Alix had a mild concussion and was sent home to rest. In addition to her four days off, she was given three more to recover, which Alix thought was great considering all of the renovations going on at the house. She felt as if she could really start getting some things done around the house that she hadn’t been able to get to since she moved in. Cord, however, had other ideas.

Since she had been up all night, Cord sent the kids off to the mall, including Rose, so the house would be quiet enough for her to sleep. He had been up all night, too. So he got into bed with her once the kids had taken off for the pancake house, but they didn’t do a whole lot of sleeping until it was nearly noon. Cord couldn’t keep his hands to himself and Alix naturally succumbed, even with her headache. Exhausted, they finally fell asleep as clouds began to roll in from the east.

A nasty thunderclap jolted Alix awake. Wrapped up in Cord’s big arms, she listened to the rain come down and the thunder roll over the steady rise and fall of his snoring. Glancing at the clock, she saw that it was a little past two in the afternoon and suspected the kids would be back at some point soon. Snuggling back against Cord, his arms tightened around her in his sleep and he stopped snoring briefly before resuming. Had Alix not been so exhausted, the snoring would have bothered her but, in a strange way, she found it comforting. She knew she could get used to it.

Her eyes were just starting to close when she heard something other than the rain or thunder. Her eyes popped open as she listened, carefully, for what she thought was a whispered word. It was more of a hiss, really, but she lifted her head, listening, as the rain poured down. She was just lowering her head back to the pillow when she heard it again. This time, she shook Cord awake gently.

He inhaled deeply, yawning, as he pulled her tightly against him and snuggled into her back. Alix patted his arm to get his attention.

“Cord,” she hissed. “Wake up.”

His face was pressed into her naked back. “I’m awake.”

“I’m hearing those whispers again.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, nor did he move. Then, his head came up, the blue eyes sleepy.

“Whispering?” he repeated.

Alix nodded and tossed off the covers, going in search of her clothing. Cord was afforded an unobstructed view of her delicious naked body as she went to her dresser and unloaded a pair of sweats and a tank top. He folded an enormous arm behind his head, watching her with pleasure, when he suddenly heard the whispering, too.

His smile vanished and he sat up like a shot. “What in the hell was that?”

Alix was already heading to the door. “I’m going to go see.”

He leapt out of bed, finding his pants at the end of the mattress “Hold on,” he told her. “I’m coming. Just hold on.”

Alix stood at the door that led into the main hallway, listening, while Cord pulled on his briefs and his jeans. As his white t-shirt went over his head, he headed over to her.

“Okay,” he whispered, opening her bedroom door. “Let’s go.”

Alix was more frightened than she cared to admit. The last time she heard whispering, she’d gotten knocked on her ass, so she held tight to Cord’s hand as they carefully made their way down the hall. They could hear more whispering now, but it was more like a softly uttered cadence or song. It sounded so strange, as if the song were being sung underwater, for it had that echoing, gurgling effect. The closer they drew to Rose’s room, where the sounds were coming from, the more frightened Alix became. When they came to the door, they paused to listen.

The whispering was steady now, but it was more than whispering. As they listened, they realized it was singing. Words became clear.

“Goody Good, Goody Good, ’ere snake and bird could,” went the small, childlike voice.

Alix’s eyes were huge, shocked at what she was hearing, but Cord wasn’t showing much of a reaction. He opened the door and pushed straight into the room.

Rose’s room was empty. The bed was made and there were toys on the ground, including her beloved kitty, but it was completely empty. Still holding on to Alix, Cord made his way into the room, looking around to see if he could spy the source of the noise. When he turned to look at Alix, he could see how terrified she was and he put his hands on her arms, rubbing them comfortingly.

“I don’t see anything,” he said. “Does she have any radios or maybe a CD player that could have been playing?”

Alix shook her head, looking around fearfully. “She doesn’t own a radio or CD player,” she said. “Why is it so cold in here?”

Cord shook his head as the thunder rolled outside. “I have no idea,” he said. “I’ll check….”

The bedroom door slammed so hard that the entire house shook, causing Alix to throw her arms around Cord and practically jump on him. He held her tightly, startled.

“Holy Cow,” he exclaimed. “This place has a hell of a draft. Is that what happened to you earlier? You said the door slammed on you.”

Alix was holding him with a death grip. “That’s exactly what happened,” she replied. She was trembling. “Cord, there’s no draft in this house that’s going to slam a door like that.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… oh, I don’t know what I mean. I want out of here. I’m moving Rosie into another room.”

He pulled her towards the door. When he put his hand on the knob, it was like ice. In fact, it was so cold that he jerked his hand away, peering closely at the old iron knob.

“What’s wrong?” Alix demanded.

He shook his head and grasped the knob again. “Nothing.”

He put his hand on the knob again but it wouldn’t turn. In fact, the entire door was stuck solid and he let go of Alix as he tried to get a better grip on the door. For as big and as strong as he was, he couldn’t get the door to budge. As Alix stood there and watched, increasingly apprehensive, something blew cold and hard into her left ear.

“Rose,” it hissed.

Alix shrieked and bolted, her hand on her ear as she plowed in to Cord. Cord grabbed her just about the time the door flew open again, only this time, it opened inward and smacked Cord in the shoulder. He grabbed the door and Alix, with a frown on his face.

“What in the…?”

Alix ran past him, out of the room. He eyed the door that had been dead-stuck before following Alix out of the room.

“Alix?” he called as he tried to follow her path. “Honey, where are you?”

He could hear her shrieking. Following the sounds, her found her all huddled up on her bed. She was freaked out; he could see it. So he sat down on the bed next to her and pulled her into his big, comforting arms.

“It’s okay,” he said as he held her tightly, his mouth against her head. “It was just a big draft.”

She shook her head, so hard that he had to pull his face away or get bumped. “Something whispered in my ear,” she said. “It said ‘Rose’.”

He looked at her. “Honey, big old houses like this are very drafty, and probably this one more than most because of the state it’s in. You’ve got the place all torn apart, so there are going to be drafts. That just the way they are.”

She clung to him. “You heard the singing,” she insisted. “That wasn’t a draft.”

He sighed. “Honey, there’s got to be a logical explanation.”

“There is.” She lifted her head, looking at him with a wild-eyed expression. “This house is haunted!”

He resisted the urge to smile, suspecting it wouldn’t be well met. “There are no such things as ghosts,” he said patiently. “There’s a reasonable explanation for everything.”

“Ghosts are reasonable,” she insisted. “How do you explain Rosie’s little sad girl? She said that the girl saw us with our clothes off, rolling around. How would Rosie know that unless someone told her?”

He lifted his eyebrows. “Well,” he said slowly, “there have been times when you and I have… you know, fooled around, and we thought Rose was taking a nap. Maybe she wasn’t. Maybe she got up and saw us.”

Because he was so calm, Alix was naturally starting to calm. Taking a deep breath, she simply shook her head. “Under normal circumstances, I would agree with you,” she said. “But that door in Rose’s room has slammed twice like that, and when it did it last night, it knocked me on my ass.”

He grunted, wanting to disagree with her but not wanting to create an issue out of it. “Sean said you were blown down last night and that’s how you hit your head,” he said quietly. “Maybe a heavy draft caught you off guard, you slipped, and down you went.”

Alix was shaking her head even as he said it. “That door slammed my hand,” she said, lifting the slightly swollen fingers on her right hand. “I fell back because I was startled and ended up tripping over my own feet. I was trying to get back up again when something slammed me against the chest and… and then I woke up when you were sitting next to me.”

He was serious as he listened to her. “What do you think slammed you back?”

She looked completely baffled, lifting her shoulders. “I don’t know,” she whispered, verging on tears. “There wasn’t anything there. It was like…like a shove or something, or a blast of air. It just blew me off my feet and I hit my head.”

He didn’t say anything, mostly because she was about to cry. Cupping her face with his big hands, he kissed her to comfort her.

“Well,” he said after a moment, “I’m sure whatever it is, we’ll figure it out. I wouldn’t worry so much. Whatever it is, I’ll take care of it.”

She wiped at her eyes. “What do you mean you’ll take care of it? Are you a ghost hunter?”

He chuckled. “Not the last time I checked,” he said, sobering. “I meant that I’ll take care of you… protect you. If there’s something going on, I’ll help you get to the bottom of it, so I don’t want you to worry.”

She gazed at him, her tears gone as she thought on how chivalrous the man was. Feelings she’d had for him since nearly the beginning had only grown stronger and deeper. Reaching out, she put her hands on his neck, her fingers brushing against his cropped blond hair.

“I won’t,” she confirmed. “You’ve done a pretty good job of protecting me since the day I moved in and that chest fell onto me. Every time that Bat-Signal goes up, you’re there. I don’t think I’ve told you lately how much I appreciate it.”

He smiled, a sucker for a woman running her fingers through his hair. More than that, he was a sucker for her.

“You’re welcome.”

“There’s something else,” she said. “You told me you loved me, twice, but you wouldn’t let me get a word in when I tried to talk to you about it.”

His smile faded. “What did you want to say about it?”

“Nothing. Except that I love you, too.”

His smile was back, bigger than before. He couldn’t even reply. All he could do was pull her into his arms and hug her tightly. As he rolled her over onto her back on the bed and loomed over her, she spoke.

“One more thing,” she whispered.

He dipped his head low, kissing her nose. “What’s that?”

“When people ask me if you’re my boyfriend, what do I tell them? We’ve never really talked about our relationship in depth. I guess I just want to know what you’re thinking and what your intentions are.”

His face was an inch from hers as he hovered over her, his blue eyes intense. After a moment, he shrugged. “I’m just trying to take it a day at a time with you,” he murmured. “I told you I wanted to show you how I felt about you, that actions spoke louder than words. I’ve just been trying to do that.”

“And you’ve been doing a great job,” she said. “But then what?”

He pondered the question. “That would depend on you.”

“What do you mean?”

He sat back a little, so he wasn’t right on top of her, and began stroking her arm. “I mean that you weren’t exactly whole-heartedly receptive to a relationship with me from the onset,” he said quietly. “I didn’t want to chance chasing you away, so I’ve just tried to sit back and let you set the pace. So what I want out of this relationship really depends on you. What do you want?”

She lay there, looking up at him as she thought on her answer. “We really haven’t talked about any of this.”

“No, we haven’t. But we’ve really only been seeing each other a month. We’re still getting to know each other.”

“Still, we probably should at least discuss this.”

“I figured you would when you were ready.”

She sighed. “I’m sorry if I’ve seemed closed off. I guess I’ve just learned to protect myself.”

“I know.”

She nodded. “I realize that, but what you don’t know is that with you, I don’t feel like I have to protect myself anymore. You’re a man of your word and you do what you say you’re going to do. You’ve shown me more love, loyalty, tenderness and compassion in one short month than anyone has ever shown me in my entire life. I can’t help but love you, Cord. You’re such a wonderful man and I feel so lucky. Really, really lucky.”

He smiled at her words. “Me, too,” he said. “But I will admit that I want more.”

“What more do you want?”

He looked somewhat uncomfortable as he averted his gaze, looking at her arm as he stroked it. “If someone asks me if I have a girlfriend, I want to say that I do,” he admitted. “If someone asks me if I’ve found the woman of my dreams, I want to say that I have and that she feels the same way about me. If someone asks me when we’re getting married, I want to tell them that we just haven’t set the date yet. Do you get my meaning?”

She watched him as he toyed with the soft skin on her arm. Lifting a hand, she pinched his chin gently between her thumb and forefinger, and forced him to look at her.

“Spell it out, Trevor.”

He gave her a lopsided grin. “I’m scared to. I’m scared I’m going to chase you off and I just couldn’t live with that. Alix, I’ve been happier over the past month than I’ve ever been in my entire life. You are the woman of my dreams and to be able to call you my wife… it would be a dream come true. I’d have to wake up every morning to pinch myself. I love you so much, honey. I want to feel this way for the rest of my life.”

She couldn’t help but smile at him. It was such a sweet thing to say. She reached up and wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down to her level. He snuggled up to her, nuzzling her face.

“You can tell them you have a girlfriend,” she whispered. “I’d love that.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“What about the rest?”

She was quiet a moment. “Are you proposing to me? Because if you are, that was a pretty weak-ass attempt.”

He stopped nuzzling her, lifting his head to see that she was grinning. Seeing that she was smiling brought around bravery he hadn’t felt in years, and confidence in himself that he’d never had. He could see her happiness and love for him reflecting in her eyes. She was giving him an open invitation as far as he was concerned and he was going to take it.

“Alix Hendry,” he whispered. “I love you more than I can express and the day I pulled that dresser off of you was the best day of my life. Will you please do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

She burst out giggling, squeezing his neck. He held her tightly and ended up stretching out on the bed next to her, cuddling with her as she hugged him. About a minute passed before either one of them said anything.

“I’m dying here,” he said. “The longer you go without answering me, the more chance I’m going to die of embarrassment and a broken heart.”

She giggled again, pulling her face out of his neck to look him in the eye. “Just tell people we haven’t set a date yet,” she whispered. “Tell them that your fiancée can’t decide if she wants to get married in the summer or in the fall, so you’re just going to have to wait until she makes up her mind.”

He grinned before kissing her so forcefully that Alix had to pull away to catch her breath. He continued to kiss her neck, her cheek, feeling so much joy at the moment that he couldn’t control it.

“We went from being boyfriend and girlfriend to being engaged pretty quickly,” he finally murmured. “Are you sure you’re okay with that?”

“Completely.”

“Are you sure?” he pressed. “I don’t want you to wake up tomorrow with a bad case of regret.”

She shook her head. “I won’t, I promise.”

Before he could say anything more, they heard Chris’ pickup truck pull into the driveway. Cord jumped up and went to the window just as the truck pulled close to the house to protect it somewhat from the rain.

“The kids are back,” he said, moving for the door. “I’ll go downstairs.”

For discretion’s sake, they often separated like that when the kids came around. It was becoming normal routine, being discreet about their relationship because they didn’t want to make the children uncomfortable. But this time, Alix stopped him.

“Hold on,” she climbed off the mattress. “That just reminded me… what about Cole? He’s still not comfortable with you and me. What are you going to tell him about… well, about us?”

Cord stood in the open doorway, the one that faced the back stairs that led into the kitchen, watching her as she pulled on a pair of furry slipper-boots. He sighed thoughtfully.

“I’m not sure what to do about him,” he said honestly. “I really haven’t pressed him about it, just hoping he’d get used to the idea, but if you and I are getting married at some point, I supposed I’d better help him figure out what he’s feeling. I won’t lie when I tell you that I’m concerned about it.”

Alix nodded seriously. “Me, too,” she agreed. “I don’t want him to be upset by the whole thing.”

The kitchen door banged open downstairs and they could hear the kids coming in. Cord just stood in the door jamb, knowing it would be futile to try and get downstairs now. By the time the kids headed up the backstairs, led by Rose and Sean, he was leaning against the door jamb with his big arms folded in quiet conversation with Alix. Alix smiled brightly at her daughter, who was holding up an anime character lunch box.

“Mommy!” she said excitedly. “See what I got!”

“I see,” Alix said. “I love it, baby.”

Rose then showed it to Cord, who pretended to love it also. Then she ran down to her room and disappeared. Alix thanked her son, and Kyle and Chris who were standing on the stairs, for taking care of Rose. As the boys wandered back downstairs to the video game console, Alix turned to Cord.

“I don’t want Rosie in that bedroom.” She lowered her voice. “I’m going to move her across the hall. She’ll be sharing a bathroom with Hester, but I think that’s the best place for her.”

Cord didn’t argue with her. “If that’s what you want,” he said. “I’ll move her bed over if you want me to.”

“Do you mind?”

“Of course not. When do you want to do it?”

“Now would be good. I want to get her the hell out of that room.”

He kissed her forehead as he pushed himself off the door jamb and followed her over to Rose’s big bedroom that faced the front of the house. Just as they entered the room, Rose disappeared into her closet. As Cord went to the bed to begin breaking it down, Alix went over to the closet and stuck her head in.

“Rose – ?” she stopped, mid-sentence and stepped into the closed. “Rose Elizabeth, what in the world are you doing?”

Cord could hear them in the closet as he took the mattress off the bed, leaned it against the wall, and looked at the canopy part of the bed to determine what kind of tool he would need to dismantle it. But he heard the voices in the closet getting louder until Alix finally called him.

“Cord?” she said. “Baby, can you come here a minute?”

He loved hearing a pet name come out of her mouth, something that made him feel so whole and wanted and complete. He made his way over to the closet and stuck his head in, only to see Alix at the mouth of the narrow stairs that led up to the attic and Rose about four steps up. The little girl had her lunchbox in her hand and a stubborn expression on her face. Alix looked at Cord.

“I found the attic stairs,” she said rather dryly. “Honestly, I didn’t know they were here. There’s an access trap door in the hallway outside and I thought that was it.”

Cord stepped into the closet, eyeing the narrow staircase. “I saw this the other day,” he said. “I wouldn’t let her go up in there, honey.”

“I know,” she lowered her voice. “She said her sad friend told her to go up there.”

He lifted his eyebrows at her, the corner of his mouth tugging. “I think she wants to go up there and she’s playing you.”

Alix tried not to grin as Cord held out a hand to Rose. “Come out of there, baby girl,” he said to her. “Let’s go move you into a better bedroom.”

Rose had no idea what he was talking about but, liking Cord, she did as he asked. She came down off the stairs and took his hand as he led her out of the closet.

“Why do I have to go to another bedroom?” she asked.

Cord was very sweet with her. “Because your mama wants to paint this one and fix it up,” he lied to her. “We’re going to move you into another bedroom until this one is all fixed up.”

“Can I bring my kitty?”

He smiled down at her. “You can bring everything,” he said. “In fact, I’ll….”

He was cut off when Cole stuck his head into the room, apparently on the hunt for his father. He looked at his dad and at Rose, but he didn’t acknowledge Alix.

“Dad,” he said. “I need to get some stuff for school but Chris can’t take me. Can we go now?”

Cord lifted an eyebrow. “You were out for five hours and you couldn’t have your brother stop off somewhere?”

“He didn’t want to do it with everyone in the car.”

“Why can’t he take you now?”

“Because he says he has something to do.”

Cord grunted, putting his hands on his hips as he looked at Rose and then at Alix. Shrugging, he moved for the door. “Well, come on, then,” he said, looking over his shoulder at Alix. “I’ll be back later to help you move the bed.”

Alix waved him off. “No worries,” she said. “I’ll see you later.”

He winked at her when Cole wasn’t looking and disappeared. Alix could hear everyone moving around downstairs, voices loud, the door slam, and then Chris’ truck start up. Sean came barreling up the stairs and on into his room, and she heard the television go on. Thinking of her conversation with Cord earlier, and of the freaky events as of late, she began to move with a purpose in getting her daughter moved out of the bedroom.

The afternoon stretched into dinner and Cord called to let her know he was taking the boys to dinner, just the four of them, because that was what Cole wanted. Alix was completely fine with that and made dinner for her and the kids, a kind of chicken barbeque casserole with a cornbread bleu cheese crust on top. Sean loved it but Rose wanted peanut butter and jelly, so she made a sandwich for the little girl while she and Sean had the chicken. After dinner, when Sean and Rose were cleaning up the kitchen, she heard a knock on the front door.

The sun was almost down as she opened the door to find Cole standing there. Rather surprised, she smiled hesitantly at the young man with his father’s blond hair and square jaw.

“Hi, Cole,” she said. “Let me call Sean for you.”

“No,” the boy said before she could call her son. “I… I came to see you, Dr. Hendry. Uh… can we talk for a minute? In private?”

Intrigued, Alix stepped out onto the porch and closed the front door. She found that she was actually somewhat nervous, wondering if Cord had spoken to his son over dinner and now the kid was coming to her to hash it all out.

“Where’s your dad?” she asked.

“Home,” he replied. “He… he doesn’t know I’m over here, so please don’t call him, okay?”

Alix grew serious. “Of course,” she sat down on one of her new patio chairs and faced him expectantly. “What’s on your mind, Cole?”

Cole didn’t say anything for a moment. He came over to the new patio furniture but didn’t sit down. Instead, he leaned back against the new railing. Alix could see that he was flushed around the ears, nervous. She waited almost a full minute before he opened his mouth.

“My dad told me about you and him,” he finally said. “I guess I want you to know that… Dr. Hendry, it’s nothing against you at all, but I don’t want you and my dad to be together. My dad… well, he’s got enough in his life with his work and me and my brothers, and he doesn’t need you. I don’t hate you or anything, but I don’t want you to be with him.”

Alix felt sorry for the kid, trying to express himself in a grown-up world. “Okay, Cole,” she said evenly. “But can you tell me why?”

“I just don’t.”

“There’s got to be a reason,” she said gently.

He started to fidget, pacing around and causing the floor boards on the porch to creak. “Yeah, well.” He paced some more, growing increasingly agitated. “Maybe there is but maybe I don’t want to talk about it because maybe it’s my own reason. I just don’t want you to date my dad anymore because he… I just don’t want you to, okay?”

Alix was very calm. “Because he… what, Cole? What about your dad?”

Cole’s agitation was joined by anger. “Why do you have to be so nosy? Can’t you just do what I say?”

Alix shook her head. “Not without a good reason,” she said evenly. “Do you understand that you are asking me to change my entire life by not seeing your dad? Did you ever stop to think how I feel about him?”

Cole came to a halt, his eyes big on her. “How do you feel about him?”

Alix was quiet. “I love him,” she said softly. “Just like you, I love him. I want to make him happy and, if you’ll let me, I want to make you happy, too.”

“I don’t need a mother,” Cole exploded. “I already got one but she’s never around, so I don’t need you taking my dad away, too, okay? He’s all we have left and he already has a family. He doesn’t need yours on top of that!”

So the reason was out in the open. Alix felt as bad as she possibly could but before she could reply, the front door opened and Sean emerged. His fair face was red with anger.

“Don’t you ever talk to my mom that way,” he snarled at Cole. “You can’t come over here and tell her what to do.”

Alix was up, putting herself between Sean and Cole. “Sean, baby, it’s okay,” she said gently, trying to turn him around for the house. “Cole’s not telling me what to do. Please go inside and watch Rosie. I’ll come inside in a minute.”

Sean wouldn’t be pushed around by his mother. He was furious and focused on Cole. “Do you hear me?” He jabbed a finger at the kid even as Alix tried to manhandle him back into the house. “Don’t you ever come over here again and talk to my mom like that, because I swear to God, I’ll kick you in the face. Your dad is the one who came on to her, so if you want to blame someone, blame your dad. He’s been all over her and I haven’t said anything about it, so you can blame him.”

Alix was having a tough time getting Sean inside and she realized she needed to give her son all of her attention at the moment. Apparently, he had some issues, too, so she shoved him inside and forced a smile at Cole.

“I’m sorry, Cole,” she said. “Please let me think about what you said and we’ll talk another time, I promise. Thank you for taking the time to come over and talk to me.”

She closed the door in the young man’s face, focused on calming Sean down. But Sean didn’t want to calm down and over the next hour and a half, Alix had to listen to Sean and his real feelings on the matter of her and Cord.

They weren’t very good.

CHAPTER NINE
 
“We’ve got a problem.”

Those were Alix’s words. Cord and Alix sat next to each other in the booth of a quiet little Italian restaurant over near the hospital. They were sitting as close as they possibly could without Alix sitting on his lap. He had his arm around her shoulders and was holding one of her hands.

They had talked four times on the phone since Cole’s visit to Alix the previous evening and had decided it would be best to meet someplace where the kids wouldn’t see them. Alix had been so glad to see him when he showed up at the restaurant that she had bolted out of her car and jumped on him, arms and legs all wrapped up around him. He held her tightly, kissing her within an inch of her life.

“I feel like we’re sneaking around behind my parents’ back,” she giggled as they sat the table, her head on his shoulder. “I feel so clandestine.”

He snickered. “Me, too,” he admitted. “But considering what you told me about Cole and Sean, I think this is for the best right now until we can figure this all out.”

She sighed as the waitress brought her a glass of red wine and him a tall beer. “I agree,” she said, taking her wine. “So what in the hell do we do about this? I don’t even know where to start.”

Cord collected his beer and, clinking it against her glass, took a long drink. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “So Cole really said that he was afraid you’d take me away from him?”

Alix nodded, sipping her wine. “It was so sad,” she murmured. “He’s so scared of losing you, Cord. He said you were the only parent he had left.”

Cord sighed heavily. “Wow,” he breathed. “I never knew he would even think something like that. It’s not like I run off with women on a weekly basis or anything. The boys have always had me to themselves, since Cole was a baby. I have to say that I’m a little hurt that Cole wouldn’t want me to be happy, though.”

“I don’t think it’s that more than he’s just afraid you’ll do what his mother did,” Alix said. “Did you say that you think she forgets she had kids from her first marriage?”

Cord nodded pensively. “She does. She hardly ever sees them.”

“Cole is just feeling insecure. He’s possessive of you and that’s natural.”

“What about Sean? How does he feel?”

Alix shrugged and sipped her wine again. “Like he’s being encroached on. He’s been the man of the house for four years and now you come along. He likes you a lot, but he feels threatened, probably just like Cole. Like he’s going to lose a parent. But he’ll come to terms with it.”

Cord sighed heavily, toying with his beer. “I think,” he said, “that this is all my fault. I’m the one who came on so strongly to you. I didn’t give anyone time to adjust; I just bulldozed my way in because I was so attracted to you and so thrilled I’d found you that I didn’t want to miss anything. I was afraid you’d slip through my fingers if I waited.”

Alix put her hand on his chest, patting him soothingly. “It’s nobody’s fault,” she insisted. “We were afraid that everything was happening so fast but I think we were only thinking of ourselves. We weren’t really thinking about the kids, just assuming they’d go along with us.”

He nodded, kissing the top of her head. “Chris and Kyle have been supportive, at least,” he said. “Don’t tell him I told you, but Chris thinks you’re hot. He even fist-bumped me about it.”

Alix giggled. Then, she sobered. “So what do we do? Do we have to sneak around like this for the rest of our lives?”

“No,” Cord said flatly. “At some point, Cole is going to have to understand that I’m not leaving him and you’re not taking me away. I love my son deeply, but I can’t really let him control my life like this. I won’t be held an emotional prisoner by a fourteen-year-old.”

Alix shifted so she could look up at him. “But you can’t let him feel insecure, like he’s going to lose you.”

Cord took another drink of his beer. “I’ll talk to him about it. If I have to, I’ll take him to a therapist. I’ve finally found the woman of my dreams and I’m not going to let my son ruin it. I’m sorry if that sounds selfish, but I’m just not.”

Alix was subdued, thinking of Cole, of Sean, and feeling incredible sadness and disappointment. “Maybe you and I should talk to a child therapist and see how they would recommend we handle it.”

“Maybe.”

“I’ll see if there’s one at the hospital we can talk to.”

“Sure,” he wrapped both arms around her and pulled her tightly into the curve of his torso. “Meanwhile, I guess you and I need to take it a little easy in front of the kids.”

She snuggled against him. “Agreed.”

“It’s really going to kill me to ease up with you.”

“Me, too.”

The waitress came and took their order. They ate their dinner over small talk and soft laughter as Cord told her some locker room stories of his days in the NFL. It was a Monday night and Cord had to work the next morning, but when the meal ended and they paid the check, he didn’t want to leave her.

He took her over to the Salem Waterfront Hotel and Marina, checked into a room, and they spent the next two hours between the sheets. They both realized that time alone would be very precious and hard to come by, so they intended to take advantage of it. Close to eleven at night, Cord’s cell phone went off at a most inopportune moment, so he let it ring until they were finished.

Exhausted, but in a good way, Cord lay on top of Alix for a several long and wonderful minutes before reluctantly rolling off of her and reaching for his phone on the nightstand.

Chris had left him a message. Two minutes after listening to it, they were both dressed and running out of the door.

* * *

“So, as you can see by the x-rays, he’s got a concussion and a fractured left forearm,” Alix was standing with Cord, Chris and Kyle in her office at the hospital and she delivered the news. “I want to keep him for twenty-four hours because of the concussion, but barring any complications, you should be able to take him home tomorrow.”

Cord was pale and drawn as he listened to Alix’s professional yet compassionate delivery of Cole’s injuries. Seated in one of her leather guest chairs, he sighed heavily and wiped a hand over his face.

“Thank God,” he breathed. “It could have been so much worse.”

Chris and Kyle, too, were pale and drawn. Having found their baby brother at the bottom of the stairs in a heap had scared the hell out of them. All Cole could tell them was that Aram got in the way when he had gone downstairs to get something to eat, that the dog had somehow tripped him. The kid had fallen all the way down the narrow back stairs in his house as his father had cavorted in a hotel somewhere. At least, that’s the thought that Cord couldn’t get out of his mind.

“He’s young, healthy and resilient,” Alix tried to sound positive. She could only imagine the guilt and sadness the man was feeling. “He should be fine.”

It was almost dawn, the sun starting to peek between the blinds in Alix’s office. Cord just sat there, looking at her, wanting to say so much more than he had but refraining because of Chris and Kyle. Finally, he stood up, wearily.

“Well,” he said, wiping his hand over his stubbled face again. “I’ll go say goodbye to him and take Chris and Kyle home.”

Alix, who had been seated behind her desk showing the Trevor boys a collection of Cole’s x-rays, stood up as well.

“He’s asleep now,” she said as she herded them out of her office and into the corridor beyond. “He won’t even know you’re there. Go home, get some sleep, and I’ll stay with Cole. I’ll call you if anything comes up.”

Cord dug into his jean’s pocket and pulled out his car keys, tossing them to Chris. “Go wait out in the car for me,” he told them. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

Chris and Kyle said goodbye to Alix, Chris even going so far as to hug her. She fought off a grin as they disappeared down the hallway, turning to Cord to see that he was watching her. She reached up and ran a soft hand across his cheek.

“He’s going to be fine,” she whispered. “Go home and get some sleep. I promise I won’t leave him.”

Cord stared at her a moment longer before exhaling sharply and drawing her into his enormous embrace. He just stood there and held her, tightly.

“God, I just feel sick about all of this,” he whispered. “He could have broken his neck.”

“But he didn’t,” she stressed, hugging him. “He didn’t break anything other than his forearm and that’s just a slight fracture. He’ll be out of the cast in a month. Don’t worry so much, okay? I promise I’ll take very good care of him.”

He kissed her cheek, her lips, before releasing her. “I know you will,” he murmured. “Thank you for what you’ve done for him already. You took charge when I was having a hard time doing it and you never left him, not even for a second. You made sure he was all right the entire time and even if I wasn’t madly in love with you already, that would have sealed the deal for me. I just can’t tell you what that all meant to me.”

He took her hand and kissed it sincerely. Alix smiled up at him. “You’re welcome,” she winked at him, glancing down the hall when a couple of nurses entered and started coming towards them. She let go of his hand. “For now, just go home. Call me when you wake up, okay?”

His blue eyes were soft on her. “You haven’t slept all night, either.”

“I’m fine. I’ll probably try to sleep this afternoon.”

“I wish it could be with me.”

He said it so sweetly, so softly. “Me, too,” she whispered. “But I will see you later for sure.”

“You better believe it,” he assured her, glancing at his watch. “Well, I guess I’d better get Chris and Kyle home. Do you want me to bring you some breakfast?”

She shook her head. “I’m fine, but thank you.”

Cord couldn’t help himself; he kissed her and hugged her tightly before releasing her. “I love you, honey. See you in a bit.”

Alix waved at him as he started to move away. “Love you, too.”

He winked at her and moved down the hallway, leaving Alix standing there, watching him, thinking he was just about the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

* * *

Cole slept well into the noon hour when the nurse woke him up to take his blood pressure and do a few other routine things. Alix had been down in the E.R. but the nurse had called her when he woke up. Alix finished up with the sutures she was placing in the shin of a man who hit himself with a garden hoe and headed up to Pediatrics.

As she approached the room, she could hear soft conversation inside. Entering the door, she saw a woman standing next to the bed, speaking with Cole. The woman was about Alix’s height, with long blond hair and expensive clothes. When she heard Alix enter and turned towards her, Alix could immediately see the resemblance between Cole and the woman. Alix smiled when their eyes met.

“Hi,” she said, extending her hand. “I’m Dr. Hendry.”

The woman smiled in return. “Hello,” she said. “I’m Dianne Norgren, Cole’s mother.”

Alix had suspected as much. She maintained her smile even though she was seriously looking the woman over, having heard so much about her. Mostly unflattering things, really, as far as the woman’s competency as a mother went. She had always wondered what kind of woman could have just picked up and left Cord and the boys. She was about to find out.

“Well,” she said as she crossed to the other side of the bed. “Has anyone talked to you about your son’s injuries?”

Dianne shook her head. “I got a call from his father earlier today telling me what had happened,” she said. “I came over as soon as I could. How is he?”

Alix smiled at Cole, who gazed back at her with a somewhat torn expression; he was still being very distant to her but there was something there that wanted to convey warmth. He was a very confused young man.

“He’s going to be fine,” Alix assured her. “The fracture is minimal and the concussion should go away in a day or so. I can show you the x-rays if you’d like….”

Dianne cut her off. “No need,” she said, her gaze returning to Cole. “If you say he’s going to be fine, that’s good enough for me. He really gave his father a scare.”

But he didn’t give you a scare? Alix thought. She glanced at the computer screen next to the bed, looking over his stats. “These things happen sometimes,” she said. “Dark stairs and dogs are a recipe for disaster.”

Dianne grinned, still looking at her son. When she ran a hand over his blond head, the boy seemed to recoil.

“I suppose,” she said. “It was stupid, really. Those dogs shouldn’t even be in the house.”

Cole tried to pull his head away from his mother. “I just didn’t see them,” he said, sounding angry. “I’m fine, Mom. You can go home now.”

Dianne’s grin faded as animosity from her son became evident. “I’ll leave soon enough,” she said, removing her hand. “I thought I’d bring your sisters over to visit.”

Cole shook his head, hard. “No,” he said flatly. “I don’t want to see them.”

Dianne eyed Alix, who pretended to busy herself with other things. “They miss you, Cole.”

Cole just shrugged and looked away. Dianne pressed forward. “Don’t you miss them?”

He just shook his head. He was obviously upset and Alix, coming to understand the relationship he had with his mother somewhat, was sympathetic.

“Cole should be getting lunch in a few minutes,” she said to Dianne. “Would you like to stay for lunch?”

Dianne shook her head and looked at her watch. “I wish I could, but I can’t,” she said. “I need to be back at the office in an hour. I just came to see how Cole was doing.”

“He’s doing fine,” Alix said. “He should be able to go home in a couple of days.”

“Good,” Dianne was back to smiling at her son. “I’ll tell the family you’re doing fine. Maybe we can have you over for a visit when you’re out of the hospital.”

Cole didn’t even look at her; he just kept his head turned and his gaze averted. “Whatever Dad says.”

Dianne’s smile faded again. “It doesn’t matter what your dad says,” she said as she picked up her purse from the chair next to the bed. “It’s whatever you say and I say. If I want you to come for a visit, you will.”

Cole’s head snapped in her direction, the pale eyes blazing. “Look,” he said pointedly, “the last time I saw you was six months ago and if I hadn’t broken my arm, I still wouldn’t be seeing you, so don’t act like you care about me or like you have any say in my life, okay? And don’t go bossing me around.”

Alix watched Dianne very carefully for her reaction, which wasn’t long in coming. The woman’s smile faded entirely and her jaw began to tick.

“Cole,” she admonished sternly. “I’m sorry you’re upset and I’m sorry you’re hurt, but please don’t speak to me like that. Of course I care about you; I’m your mom. I love you.”

Cole turned away from her and closed his eyes tightly. “No, you don’t,” he hissed. “Just… go away, okay? I don’t want to see you anymore.”

Dianne started to say something but Alix intervened; she had to. Cole had himself all worked up and she couldn’t let it go on. She waved a hand at the woman.

“It’s okay,” she said, positioning herself over Cole protectively. “He’s just tired. I’ll take care of him.”

Dianne had her purse on her arm, standing by the door. She looked at Alix, and Cole, and then back again before turning and leaving without a word. When the door closed, Alix looked at Cole.

“She’s gone,” Alix said reassuringly. “Are you okay? Do you want me to call your dad?”

He opened his eyes and looked at her with about as much animosity as he had looked at his mother. “No,” he said. “I want you to go, too.”

Alix’s gentle expression faded. “I have to stay,” she told him. “I’m your doctor. I have to check you out now that you’re awake.”

“No,” he said, more loudly. “I don’t want you to touch me.”

“Why not?”

He was starting to become very agitated. “Because… because you’re just doing it to score points with my dad!”

Alix frowned. “That’s not true,” she said. “I’m a physician. It’s my job to take care of you and it has nothing to do with your dad.”

Cole tried to move away from her across the small bed. “Leave me alone,” he muttered.

Alix watched him, coolly evaluating his manner. She wasn’t going to force herself on him but facts were facts; she was his doctor of record. She knew the kid didn’t care about that, but it was important.

“Cole,” she said evenly. “I need for you to listen to me. I know you’re upset and I can appreciate that, but it’s important that you understand something – I am your doctor while you’re here in the hospital. I know you don’t like it, but that’s the truth. I need to examine you and take care of you, and you’re just going to have to deal with it. You can’t always have what you want and in this case, you’re not going to make me go away just because you tell me to, so let’s try to get along so I can get you well and out of the hospital. Okay?”

Cole’s head was turned away from her. He was staring at the wall. “Fine,” he growled. “You do what you have to do. Then you can be a hero to my dad and you can both run off and get married and forget about the kids, because that’s what happens when parents fall in love. I get it.”

Alix sighed. “That’s not what happens,” she said. “We would never run off and leave you or your brothers, or my kids. You’re our children and we love you more than anything.”

Cole shook his head and looked at her. “That’s not true,” he said. “You don’t love us more than you love each other. My dad would do whatever you said and forget about what I want.”

“So you’re supposed to be allowed to tell your dad how to run his life?”

“No,” he said, tears forming in his eyes. “I told you before that he was all we have left; you’ve seen my mom and see how she is. We need my dad because my mom doesn’t care about us at all. We need somebody to love us. If my dad loves you, who will love us the most? Not him, because he’ll love you the most.”

Alix’s heart just about broke. She could see such a frightened, desperate young man underneath the animosity. “Oh… Cole,” she breathed. “That’s not true. He’ll always love you and your brothers more than anything.”

Cole broke down in sobs. “He’s done it before,” he wept. “He had a girlfriend once and she took all of his time. We never saw him. He’d be gone with her and Chris would have to make us hot dogs for dinner all of the time because we weren’t allowed to use the stove. Chris walked me to school in the morning, too, and one time I had a school play and my dad didn’t even come because his girlfriend made him go to something with her instead. If my dad gets with you, he’ll forget about us completely. I love my dad. I don’t want him to go away.”

Tears streamed down Alix’s cheeks and she wiped them away quickly.

“He’s not going to go away,” she assured him. “I promise, Cole, no one will be going away.”

Cole snapped at her angrily. “Last night, I called him at the station because he said he was working,” he said. “The guys told me he had taken the night off and I knew he was with you. He lied to us because he was with you, okay? So you know what I did? I didn’t trip on the dog; I fell down the stairs on purpose because I knew if there was an emergency, he’d come back to me. I had to get him away from you and I knew he would come if something was wrong. So I fell down the stairs and he did come.”

Alix was stunned. “Cole,” she breathed, “you could have broken your neck. Do you realize how serious this is?”

Cole shrugged, wiping at his running nose. “I didn’t mean to break my arm,” he admitted. “I thought I could catch myself and just make a bunch of noise, but it didn’t happen that way. I really did hit my head. I guess it was a stupid thing to do, but it got my dad back. That’s all I wanted.”

Oh, my God, Alix thought. The boy was resorting to hurting himself just to get his father’s attention because he was so terrified of losing him to a new girlfriend. Distraught and heartbroken, Alix patted the young man’s shoulder gently and left the room to make a phone call.

Cord was at the hospital in twenty minutes.

* * *

Alix was in the corridor when he arrived.

Cord burst out of the elevator and came charging down the hall into Pediatrics, spying Alix in the dim lighting near the door to Cole’s room. He went right to her.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded. “What happened with Cole?”

Alix was pale and drawn as she gazed up at him. She’d spent the last twenty minutes preparing what she was going to say to him and she wasn’t looking forward to it. The truth was that it was tearing her up.

“Physically, he’s on the mend,” she said. “But his mother was here earlier. He didn’t like that one bit.”

Cord’s tense features relaxed in understanding. Then, he took a long, deep breath, reaching out to take her arm as he slumped back against the cold, white wall of the corridor.

“Oh,” he said simply. “Christ, you scared the hell out of me telling me I’d better get over here fast. I thought something was really wrong.”

Alix looked at him seriously. “Something is really wrong,” she said. “Cord, I’m not going to beat around the bush with this so I’ll come out with it. We can’t see each other anymore.”

At first, her statement didn’t register with him but when it did, his eyes widened and he came up off the wall. “What are you talking about?” he breathed.

Alix sighed sharply. “Look,” she said, lowering her voice. “Last night, we met in secret because we’ve got two kids between us who aren’t thrilled with the fact that we’re dating. As a result, you weren’t home when Cole fell down the stairs. Do you know what he just told me? He did it because you told him you were working last night so he called the station only to be told you had taken the night off. He knew you had lied to him about where you were so he staged that fall down the stairs because he knew you’d come home if it was an emergency. Trouble was, he actually ended up hurting himself even though he hadn’t meant to.”

Cord was pale. “He did that on purpose to get my attention?”

Alix was starting to choke up. “He did,” she said. “Cord, we need to stop seeing each other for a while, at least until the boys can come to better terms with it. You can’t have Cole pulling stunts to get your attention every time you’re out with me and I can’t have Sean bottling it up inside of him because he doesn’t want to deal with it. We need to be unselfish about this and think about our kids.”

Cord’s expression was tight with grief. “I am thinking about my son,” he said. “But I’m thinking about you, too. I can’t let my fourteen-year-old son tell me how to run my life, Alix. I love you and he’s just going to have to deal with it.”

Alix’s tears were breaking through. “You can’t make me a priority over your son,” she said, stifling sobs. “You would hate yourself for doing it and eventually, you might hate me, too, and I couldn’t deal with it.”

“I could never hate you,” he breathed. “Please… Alix, there has to be another way.”

She shook her head, wiping at her eyes and struggling not to openly weep. “There isn’t,” she whispered tightly. “It’s not right to choose me over your boys and you know it.”

Cord’s chest was so tight with emotion that he could barely breathe. When he reached out to touch her, she pulled her hand away. He nearly shattered. “Alix,” he murmured. “I love you. I will always love you. I want to be with you forever and you know that. Cole will come to terms with us. He’ll see that….”

“And what if he doesn’t?” she turned on him, wiping at her eyes. “What if the next time, he runs in front of a car or does something stupid like that? You will absolutely hate me for the fact that your son injured himself because of me.”

“It wouldn’t be because of you,” he countered passionately. “I’m going to take Cole to a therapist or someone who can help him deal with these feelings. I can’t let the fear of him doing something idiotic control me. I can’t let him make a prisoner of me because he’s afraid of losing me.”

Alix just shook her head. “Just… settle things with him,” she said, struggling to recover her composure. “I need to settle things with Sean. Until we do, please don’t call me. Don’t send me flowers, and don’t come visit me at the hospital. I want you to stay away from me completely and deal with your son. Okay?”

Cord’s eyes were filling with tears. “Please don’t do this, Alix.”

She couldn’t say anything more. Hand over her mouth to fight off the sobs, she turned and walked away from him down the long hospital corridor. Cord stood there, tears in his eyes, until she turned the corner and disappeared from sight. His heart was in a million pieces, fragmented into shards so small he was sure he would never be able to put it back together again. His entire body hurt with emotion, from head to toe.

Slowly, his gaze moved to the door to Cole’s room. What he did was intentional. Forcing himself to move, he headed into Cole’s room. He had a few things to say to his son.

CHAPTER TEN
 
It had been a long shift, longer still when the fire department brought in three car accident victims right before Alix got off shift. She found herself in Exam One with a guy whose chest had been crushed by the head-on collision. Even as she and her team lifted the guy onto the hospital gurney and she began her trauma assessment, she could hear more people being brought in as a result of the multi-car accident. She could hear the fire department radios going off in the corridor outside.

Although she was professional on the outside, on the inside, she was dying. She hadn’t talked to Cord in five days and every one of those days was like living in hell. Especially at work; his fire station was assigned to North Shore so anytime there were medical calls, there was a huge likelihood he would show up. Every time she saw a fire engine or heard a radio, her stomach twisted in knots.

The injured man was going downhill fast so she ended up cracking the man’s chest and doing an open heart massage as they cleared a surgery room. Alix jumped up on the side of the bed, bracing herself and doing the heart massage with her left hand as her team wheeled the gurney out and headed down the hall towards Surgery. She was so involved in watching the heart monitor propped on the bed that she didn’t notice when the gurney wheeled right past Cord, who was standing at the nurse’s station.

Bloodied up to her elbow, like she was doing battle surgery, Cord watched Alix jet by and disappear down the hall. His heart sank, the weight on his chest so heavy that he could scarcely breathe. Already, he was having difficulty functioning without her, but seeing her after five days of not laying eyes on the woman had him physically ill. It was too much of a blow to his battered heart. He’d never been so miserable in his entire life. Once the rig cleared the hospital, he went back to the station and went home sick for the rest of the night.

Only he didn’t go home. He went back to the hospital and drove around in the parking lot looking for Alix’s car. It was still there, parked in the staff lot, so he parked his truck over in a corner of the lot with a bird’s-eye view of her car, and sat there, waiting, all night. He couldn’t go home. Not until he saw her.

People came and went out of the hospital staff entrance and every time the door opened, he strained to see if it was Alix. But the night went on and she didn’t appear. It was just before dawn when he caught glimpse of someone emerging from the staff entrance and, as luck would have it, it happened to be Alix.

Cord bailed out of the truck, making his way towards her car as the other vehicles in the lot camouflaged his approach. Heart racing, he reached her car just about the time she did.

Alix froze when she saw him standing by the trunk of her car, looking exhausted and pale. Having been awake almost twenty-four hours, and in a very brittle emotional state, one look at him was all it took for her to burst into tears.

“No,” she sobbed miserably, moving to the other side of her car to get away from him. “Please, Cord… please, don’t… please, just go.”

Cord followed her, equally as emotional. Tears filled his eyes as he rounded the car to cut her off so she couldn’t get away from him.

“Alix,” he begged, his throat tight. “Please, honey, don’t run from me. Please, I just… I just can’t take this anymore. It’s killing me.”

She saw that he was blocking off the door so she backed away from him, slumping against her car. She sobbed into her hand, trying not to look at him.

“I know it is,” she wept. “It’s killing me, too, but we can’t… Cole is your flesh and blood, and he’s more important than our relationship. We discussed this; if you choose me over him, you’ll never forgive yourself. He’s your son, Cord.”

He reached out and grabbed her. “I know he’s my son.” He tried not to hurt her as she struggled to pull away. “He’s my son and I love him, but I love you, too. I love you more than anything, Alix. I’ve had five long days to think about this and I’ve decided that I’m a horrible, horrible father because I want to be happy. I want it more than I want Cole to be happy. He’s afraid you’re going to take me away from him and the only way we can prove him wrong is to show him. Alix, I swear, I can’t live without you. I don’t want to try. Please don’t break up with me. I’ll never recover, honey. Please.”

Alix looked at him, then, seeing tears streaming down his cheeks. She stopped fighting him but she didn’t fall into his arms. She just stood there and trembled.

“I’m not sure if I can let you make that decision,” she sobbed. “You’d hate yourself, Cord, you really would. And then you’d hate me. You can’t choose a woman over your son. That’s just not right.”

His lower lip trembled as he looked at her. “It’ll all work out if we just stay together and stay strong,” he begged. “I can’t let this go, honey. I just can’t walk away from you. I’ve never loved anyone so much in my entire life.”

“Neither have I,” her sobbing had lessened but her entire body ached. He was still holding on to her arms and she crumpled, trying to pull away from him. “Cord, please let me go. It hurts… my entire body hurts when you touch me. You need to let me go.”

His voice cracked. “I can’t. I won’t. I’ll follow you forever, Alix. I can’t ever let you go.”

Her tears returned and she couldn’t hold out against him any longer. With a big sob, she threw herself into his arms and together, they wept openly, holding one another, so very devastated by the circumstances. Cord began kissing her head, her cheeks, tasting her salty tears, drowning himself in the feel and taste of her. Their lips came together in a clash of flesh and passion and emotion before Alix ripped away from him, violently, and ended up stumbling. As he reached down to pick her up, she scrambled away from him and ran around to the other side of the car.

Cord followed, listening to her loud sobbing as she jumped into the car and slammed the door, locking it. He tried to open it, pleading with her, but she shook her head and turned the car on. He was still trying to open the door as she backed up and drove away, screeching out of the parking lot and tearing off down the boulevard.

Cord ran to his truck, tears all over his face, as he jumped in and followed.

* * *

Alix spent the rest of the day in her bedroom, unable to sleep, sobbing intermittently. She was so exhausted but her emotional turmoil prevented her from sleeping. After her run-in with Cord in the parking lot, she’d come home and he’d followed, parking his truck outside her house and just sitting there. Once she realized he was parked outside, she couldn’t bring herself to look out of the window but eventually, she did look later in the afternoon and the truck was gone. She collapsed in tears.

When Sean came home from school, he went to tell his mother hello but entering her room, he could see she was a wreck and he was distressed. He offered to make her something to eat, but she declined.

Increasingly upset, he simply left her alone, feeling guilty, as if he had contributed to this somehow. Maybe he hadn’t accomplished her misery single-handedly, but he’d definitely been a part of it. So had Cole. They’d made their wants known to their parents and, like good parents, they had decided in favor of the kids. But that had been selfish. As Sean sat in his room and listened to his mother sniffle, he got on the phone to Kyle. Something had to be done about it. He just couldn’t take her misery any more, no matter how hard she tried to keep it from him.

It was near sundown when there was a soft knock on Alix’s door. Thinking it was Rose and Hester having returned from the playground, she sat up in bed as the door opened and Sean entered. But he wasn’t alone; Chris and Kyle were behind him.

Shocked, Alix sat up in bed and tried not to look too shattered, but the truth was that seeing Cord’s sons had tears on the surface again. As she grabbed for a sweat jacket to cover up with, one more person entered the room.

Alix found herself looking at Cole. The tall, blond kid remained by the door and wouldn’t come any further into the room. Kyle, the biggest of the three brothers, stood next to him as Chris and Sean faced Alix.

“Mom,” Sean began. He looked so very serious. “The guys and I have been talking and… well, we know you’re sad without Mr. Trevor. I know how miserable you’ve been and it’s just not right. You were so happy when you were with him and now… well….”

“My dad’s miserable, too,” Chris said. “All he does is sit in front of the television and watch the weather channel. He doesn’t do anything else. He just sits there and stares. We’ve got all these football practices during the week and even though he’s there, his mind isn’t, if you know what I mean. Dad’s just going through the motions these days. It’s like… like something went out of him when you broke up with him. He’s just lost.”

He turned around and looked at Cole, who was standing rather defiantly back by the door. Kyle grabbed his brother and pushed him forward as Chris snatched him by the arm and pulled. Cole skidded across the newly stained wood floor.

“Cole has something to say to you,” Chris said.

Sean and Chris stood back as Cole, his left arm in a cast that Alix had personally put on him, looked at her with a mixture of reluctance, defiance and remorse. As Kyle slipped from the room, Cole met Alix’s red-rimmed gaze for a moment but then ended up hanging his head.

“I…,” he started, paused, and started again. “I don’t even want to talk about this.”

“You said you would,” Chris growled from behind him. “You promised.”

Cole made a face, resistant to the end, but eventually seemed to give in. He stared at his feet as he spoke.

“I already told her all of this,” he muttered, unhappy. “She knows… why.”

“Tell her again,” Kyle said warningly.

“Fine,” he huffed. “I guess… well, my whole life, it’s just been my dad. Other kids have two parents but I’ve always felt like I’ve only had one. My dad had had other girlfriends, but they didn’t last very long and I was always happy about that because things could get back to normal. It was just us four guys, you know? We didn’t need anyone else. Then you came along and my dad was so interested in you. We could all see it, the first time we met you even. My dad just had this look on his face like I’ve never seen before.”

“And?” Chris prodded from behind.

Cole turned to glare at his brother before daring to lift his eyes to Alix. “And I was jealous. I was afraid he’d spend more time with you than with us and leave us like my mom did. But my dad said he’s got room in his heart for all of us and that you’re not going to take him away from us. I promised him I’d never do anything stupid again to get his attention and I won’t. I’m sorry I did.”

“My dad is really unhappy without you, Dr. Hendry,” Chris said from his position over against the wall. He glanced at Sean before continuing. “We’ve all talked about it and we decided that it’s good for you and my dad to be together because you make each other happy. What we feel… well, I’m all for it but I know Cole and Sean had some problems with it, but they just have to man up and accept the change. So I just have one question.”

Alix was feeling lightheaded, so overwhelmed by what she was hearing that she was having difficulty standing. “What question?”

Chris opened his mouth but Kyle came back in the room and looked at his older brother. “Dad’s on his way,” he said quietly.

Chris nodded and returned his attention to Alix. “When you guys get married, are we all going to live here? I’m just saying that I get dibs on my own bedroom ’cuz I’m not sharing a room with any of these knuckleheads.”

Sean took a good-natured swipe at him and even Cole snorted. Only Alix wasn’t grinning; her legs were shaking so badly that she had to sit down on the end of the bed, trying to process what the boys had said to her. As the boys began to talk about who got what bedroom, she put up a hand.

“Wait a minute,” she said, looking at Cole. “Are you telling me that you’re okay with your dad and me? That you don’t have a problem with us being together?”

Cole looked at her for a long moment before shaking his head. “My dad needs to be happy,” he said simply. “You make him happy.”

Alix exhaled heavily, as if the weight of the world just left her. Then she did it again and before she could draw another breath, she burst into tears. All of the snickering and chatter stopped in an instant as the boys, stricken, watched Alix have a meltdown. Sean and Chris went to her, Sean dropping to his knees beside her.

“Mom?” he put his hand on her arm. “What’s wrong?”

Alix couldn’t even answer him. She was absolutely overcome with emotion. Concerned, Chris bent down, trying to look her in the eye.

“Are you okay, Dr. Hendry?” he asked.

Alix bolted up from the bed, sobbing so hard that she was growing faint. She staggered into her bathroom and slammed the door, but the boys could hear her crying loudly. Startled, they looked at each other in various stages of shock when they heard a car pull up outside. Actually, it was more the roar of an engine and a screeching halt. They heard the car door slam, running feet, and the kitchen door thrown open so hard that it slammed into the wall.

Running feet were across the kitchen and up the back stairs. Then the second door in the bedroom that faced the kitchen stairs flew open and Cord was in the doorway, his handsome face taut with panic.

“What happened?” he demanded, then saw that all of the boys were there, including Cole. His eyes widened on his youngest son. “Cole? What in the hell are you doing here?”

It was then that he heard the hysterical sobbing in the bathroom and after a few seconds of listening to the hysterics, his cheeks flushed red as he looked at the boys.

“Okay,” he rumbled, struggling with his temper. “I’m going to try and stay calm, but why is Alix crying? What in the hell happened?”

Chris went over to his father. “It’s not what you think, Dad.” He could see the man was ready to blow his top. “We came to talk to Alix and….”

Cord cut him off. “Kyle called and said that I needed to get over here right away, that something had happened.”

Chris tried to calm his old man down. “Dad, we came here to talk to Alix,” he said, trying to finish explaining before his dad went on a rampage. “Sean called and said that Dr. Hendry was… well, it doesn’t matter, but we all discussed the situation and we’ve decided that you and Alix are better off together. You love each other, and you make each other happy, and we want to see you all happy. That’s what we told her.”

Cord’s pallor went from a reddish tone to somewhat ashen as Chris’ explanation settled. “You… you told her that you wanted to see us together?” he repeated, stunned. Then he looked at Cole. “Son? Is… is that what you think?”

Chris, Kyle and Sean all turned to look at Cole, just to make sure he didn’t go back on his word. Cole could feel their stares but he was looking at his dad. After a moment, he nodded. “Yes,” he said, looking the least bit sheepish. “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean to make you guys miserable. I was just… I was dumb, I guess. I know she won’t take you away from us. I guess I just have to get used to her.”

Shocked, Cord looked at his boys, at Sean, and felt much the same way Alix felt; he was overwhelmed. After a moment, he just shook his head.

“Are you sure?” he hissed in disbelief. “Really?”

Chris nodded. “Really,” he said. Then he pointed to the bathroom. “I’m going to take these boneheads out for something to eat, but you’d better calm her down. She’s been crying like that for five straight minutes.”

Cord moved for the bathroom door, somewhat haltingly, as Chris herded the boys out of the room. Struggling to recover his composure, Cord knocked softly on the bathroom door.

“Alix?” he said. “Honey, it’s me. Can I come in?”

The door abruptly flew open and Alix was standing there, mascara all down her face and her cheeks pale. Cord took one look at her and his heart just about broke.

“Come here, honey,” he whispered, opening his arms to her. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”

Alix threw herself into his embrace, her arms going around his neck and her legs wrapping around his waist. She was back to sobbing hysterically and he carried her over to the bed, sitting down on the end and just cradling her. His tears were coming now, too.

“I’m so sorry.” He held her head in his big hands and kissed her cheeks. “I’m so sorry you had to go through this.”

Alix was struggling to pull it together; she was still reeling. “I didn’t think I was ever going to see you again,” she wept, fixing him in the eyes. “God, I look at you now and you’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

He laughed even as tears splattered on his cheeks. He just hugged her, so incredibly glad to have her in his arms again. He couldn’t describe the euphoria, the surprise, the utter joy.

It was the best day of his life.

CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Late October
 
It was Halloween. The landscape had turned shades of yellow, orange and brown a few weeks back; all of the colors of fall popping forth that Alix had never seen on the west coast. It was really very beautiful and many a morning she would sit on her porch in the morning, sipping coffee and enjoying the day. If Cord wasn’t working, he would show up when Chris came to pick Sean up for school. Dad would climb out of the truck, Sean would jump in, and all four boys would make the two mile trek to school as Cord settled next to Alix on the porch with coffee she had waiting for him.

After their brief break up, things had been extremely good between them. They didn’t even speak of those five days they had been apart, mostly because they were still so emotional about it. They resumed a normal life but now they didn’t hide their relationship from the children. They were still appropriate, and somewhat careful, but if Cord wanted to hold Alix’s hand or put his arm around her in front of the boys, he damn well did it, which was pretty much all of the time. The kids had gotten used to the affection, even Cole and Sean. They didn’t think anything of it anymore. Rose couldn’t have cared less one way or the other, young and resilient as she was.

All Hallows Eve arrived with frost in the air and brilliantly colored leaves. As the sun began to go down, Cord fired up the jack-o-lanterns and put them on the front porch of Alix’s house as she busied herself upstairs dressing Rose up like a princess. Once the pumpkins were strategically placed around the house and the candy was ready in the bowl, the boys lit fires in the dining room and living room fireplaces before begging Cord to be allowed to go out and scare up mischief.

Cord was in the kitchen as the sun set, with Hester at the sink, snorting, because the boys were ganging up on him. He wasn’t sure what, exactly, they were going to do and he forbade them from throwing eggs or decorating front lawns with toilet paper. The boys assured him that they weren’t going to do anything like that, but one of their friends was having a party and they wanted to go and hang out.

As Cord tried to find out what they were really up to, as he wasn’t so sure about a party at a house where he didn’t know the parents, Alix came downstairs with Rose all dressed up. She saw the four boys standing around Cord.

“All hail, foolish mortals,” she said, helping Rose down the last step. “Princess Rose has arrived.”

The men turned to see Rose in her pink gown, all dolled up. Cord grinned. “Wow,” he said admiringly. “You look so beautiful, Rosie.”

Rose had her magic wand in one hand and her bucket for candy in the other. She marched right up to Cord.

“Let’s go,” she told him.

Cord glanced at Alix as he spoke. “But someone has to stay here to give out candy,” he told her. “You and your mom can go and I’ll wait here.”

Rose didn’t like that idea and began to whine. “No,” she said unhappily. “You come.”

Cord wasn’t sure what to say until Alix stepped in. She looked at the boys. “You guys stay here and pass out candy while we take her around the neighborhood. We won’t be out long.”

Kyle and Cole didn’t like that idea and looked at Sean to disagree with his mother. Sean wasn’t too keen on the suggestion, either.

“Mom,” he was trying not to sound like he was whining, too. “We have a party to go to.”

Alix fixed him in the eye. “When were you going to ask me if you could go? This is the first I’ve heard about it.”

Sean didn’t want to come across as if he were about to throw a tantrum. “I’m telling you now,” he said. “You’ve been busy with Rosie all night.”

“I saw you a half hour ago.”

“So you’re going to argue with me about it?” he thought he made a good attempt at turning it all around on her. “All of the kids are going to be there. Can we go just for a little while? Please?”

Alix twisted her lips wryly and looked at Cord. “Do you know these kids that are having the party?”

In response, Cord looked at his boys. “Whose house is it at?”

“Melody Longmyer’s house,” Chris said. “I promise we won’t get into any trouble.”

Chris was a responsible young man and Cord trusted him. So he reluctantly nodded, looking to Alix, who finally nodded as well. As the boys beamed, she held up a finger.

“With the provision that you guys give out candy for a half hour while we take Rosie around the neighborhood, okay?” she asked. “Please?”

Because Chris agreed, the rest of them nodded. Thrilled, Rose led her mother and Cord out into the dusk to harvest her bounty of candy.

With the grown-ups gone and a big bowl full of candy in the house, Cole, Kyle and Sean tore into the candy bars as they spread out over the couch to watch television until Cord and Alix returned. Chris got a hold of the remote and began flipping channels, much to the other boys’ frustration. As they began squabbling about it, the doorbell rang.

Kyle and Sean jumped up, giving out candy bars to about five or six little witches and ghosts trolling the neighborhood. When they closed the door on them, they ate more of the candy and realized the bowl was only about half full now so they stopped and pretended like they didn’t notice how much candy they ate. As they made their way back into the living room, Sean came to a halt at the base of the stairs.

“Hey,” he paused, looking up into the dark second floor. “Did anybody hear that?”

The only one who listened to him was Kyle. The big Trevor brother walked over to where Sean was standing at the base of the stairs.

“Hear what?” he asked.

Sean just stood there, ears attuned, his gaze on the darkened second floor. As Kyle looked at him curiously, Sean began taking the stairs two at a time.

“There it is again,” he insisted.

Kyle followed. As the pair of them came up to the second floor landing, they both heard the faint, somewhat off-key singing.

“Goody Good, Goody Good, ’ere snake and bird could”.
Kyle looked at Sean, stricken. “What the hell was that?”

Sean, spooked, shook his head. He was looking at Rose’s old bedroom, now shut up with boxes in it. His mom had moved Rose out of it and never said why. After the night she was thrown against the wall, Sean had guessed. But he didn’t like to think about that night because he thought he had imagined the whole thing.

Listening to the faint singing, he and Kyle crept towards the room. As they neared the door, the old panel unlatched. The boys froze. Then, the panel slowly creaked open.

The singing was louder now. Sean, driven by intense curiosity that was stronger than his fear, pushed forward with Kyle on his heels. Not only was there singing, but also an intensely strong smell of dirt. Like wet, moldering earth, it was a very distinct scent. As they came close to the cracked-open door, the panel yawned wider.

They could both see it in the room beyond. A little girl sat on the floor, apparently toying with something in front of her that neither boy could see. She was nebulous, like puff clouds, but defined enough to the point where they could see the entire body, a skinny little girl clad in a fine white dress. She had long dark hair and long fingers with oddly pointed nails. Whatever she was playing with twirled about in her ghostly hands as she busied herself with the activity.

Kyle was the first one to gasp, an ironically girlish sound coming from such a big boy. Sean went to slap a hand over his mouth but as he moved to do so, the little girl looked up from the floor.

Her face was misty and white, her eyes big black sockets and her mouth a jumble of blackened, sharp teeth. She looked right at the boys in the doorway, emitting a gurgling hiss that set Sean and Kyle’s hair on end. The black, sharp teeth bared menacingly and the strangely long fingers lashed out their clawed nails. But as swiftly as that occurred, the girl abruptly vanished. In a split second, it was all over, leaving extreme cold and the smell of dirt in its wake.

Sean and Kyle were already on the run. They thundered down the stairs, hurling themselves into the living room.

“Come on!” Kyle shouted. “We have to get out of here!”

Cole was automatically following them, the youngest brother who usually went along with the rest, but Chris remained on the couch.

“Why?” Chris demanded.

“Dude!” Sean was heading for the front door. “There’s a… a demon upstairs! We saw it! It’s got crazy teeth and claws!”

That was all Cole needed to hear to confirm the reason he needed to run. He was at the door with Sean and the pair of them threw the panel open to find a group of kids on the front porch preparing to knock. They ran past the group as Kyle grabbed the candy bowl.

“Here!” he put the bowl in the hands of the first child he came to. “Happy Halloween!”

He continued off the porch, running after Cole and Sean, as Chris appeared in the doorway. The eldest Trevor brother was baffled by the behavior of the younger boys but as he looked at the puzzled parents and kids on the front porch of the house, an unearthly howling suddenly came from the upper floor.

Startled, Chris turned in the direction of the stairs and the second floor beyond, listening to groans and scratching noises. His heart began to race, just a little, as the sounds of dragging began to occur on the landing over his head. He just stood there, looking upwards, until his puzzled gaze came back to rest on the people who were now beginning to filter off the porch. One kid still had the candy bowl. Chris was about to take the bowl back when a massive bang sounded overhead.

It was enough to get him out of the house, too.

* * *

“I don’t care what went on,” Cord was upset with the boys. “You shouldn’t have left the house with the lights blazing and candles in pumpkins on the porch.”

Chris, Kyle, Sean and Cole were following behind Cord as they walked up the driveway towards Evenshade. They were torn between the man’s anger and their sense of self-preservation.

“But I locked the door, Dad,” Chris said.

Cord glanced at his son. “And that’s another thing,” he said with disapproval. “Since when do you believe in crap like that? You gave up believing in ghosts when you stopped believing in Santa Claus.”

“You mean there’s no Santa Claus?” Kyle looked crestfallen.

As Sean and Cole giggled, Cord shot his son a nasty look. “I’m really not sure how you thought I’d believe a story like that, but you need to cut it out. I know it’s Halloween and all that, but don’t turn your pranks on me.”

“There were a whole group of people on the porch that heard the sounds, too,” Chris insisted. “All of this groaning and banging. Honestly, Dad, I don’t know what it was, but I wasn’t going to stick around to find out.”

They were at the porch of the house and Cord came to an abrupt halt, facing the group. “I’ll tell you what it was,” he began to point at Sean and Kyle. “You said those two went upstairs without you, right?”

Chris nodded hesitantly and Cord continued. “Somehow, some way, they set up a practical joke and you fell for it.” He turned back for the house and pulled out his key. “I’m going to go upstairs and find the CD player they set up to scare the crap out of you and then I’m going to ground them both for a week.”

Sean and Kyle frowned. “You can’t ground me,” Sean insisted weakly.

Cord cocked an eyebrow at him. “You want to lay money on that?”

Sean just made a face and looked away as Kyle jumped in to defend them. “Dad, I swear, I’m not making this up,” he insisted. “Why would we? All I know is that we heard this weird singing so we went upstairs and there was this little girl up there only she wasn’t a little girl; she had big holes where her eyes should have been and these scary sharp teeth. And the song she was singing….”

Sean piped up, cutting him off. “I’ve heard Rosie sing it before,” he said as if suddenly remembering. “It went like… like … ‘Goody Good, Goody Good’, or something that sounded like that.”

Cord paused, looking at them as he inserted the key into the lock, before shaking his head and pushing the door open.

“Look,” he said as the door swung wide. “I appreciate the fact that you’re trying to scare all of us because it’s Halloween, but you really shouldn’t have left the house like this. Plus, you scared the crap out of Alix and Rose with your crazy story.”

Alix and Rose were still down the street trick-or-treating as Cord had volunteered to go back to the house and see what was really going on. The boys had been positively frantic when they had found Alix and Cord a few houses down with the little princess, demanding candy from the neighbors, and had spooked Alix fairly good with their tales of a ghostly girl.

“I didn’t mean to scare my mom, but it’s the truth,” Sean insisted. “We really did see a ghost and she really did sing that song that Rosie sings.”

Cord stepped into the house, pretty much ignoring Sean’s statement as he looked around. The fire was still blazing and the television was still on. He would have gotten extremely upset about it had it not been for one thing; it began to occur to him that Chris would never have run out of a house without turning off the television or dampening the fire. The kid had always been inordinately responsible. It wouldn’t have been in his character to go off and leave everything blaring. For the first time, Cord began to feel a sense of unease.

“Chris?” he turned to his eldest. “Blow out the jack-o-lantern candles, okay? Let’s start getting this place buttoned down for the night.”

As Chris went out to the porch, Cole, Kyle and Sean stuck to Cord like glue. Where he went, they went. The house seem completely normal as Cord moved from the living room into the dining room, and on into the kitchen. His trio of shadows followed close behind.

“I’m not sleeping here tonight,” Sean declared as they passed from the utility room and into a pair of small adjoined rooms opposite the living room. “No way I’m sleeping with ghosts.”

“Yes, you are,” Cord said steadily, inspecting the smaller built-in closets in one of the rooms. “In fact, we’re all going to sleep here tonight because I have a feeling your mom might not want to sleep here, either, after she heard you guys. This house has her spooked as it is and she’s going to need moral support.”

“Dad!”

It was Chris, out in the main hall, and they all moved out there to see what he was shouting about. The moment they hit the entry, Chris pointed up the stairs.

“It’s happening again,” he whispered. “Hear it?”

Cord went to the base of the stairs, listening. He could, indeed, hear something, the same odd whispered singing he had heard once before when he had been alone in the house with Alix. It was the third time in as many months that this had been brought to his attention and he was starting to think that it wasn’t a neighbor’s television turned up too loud or the imagination of a young child. As much as he hated to admit it, there had to be another explanation, although he couldn’t bring himself to believe that it was anything supernatural. Still….

He mounted the steps, listening to the softly uttered song that was emanating from the upper floor. He glanced back at the boys, huddled at the base of the steps, and by the time he turned his focus forward to see where he was going, something stopped him dead in his tracks.

Rose was standing at the top of the stairs, watching him. But something was off; Cord knew immediately that it wasn’t Rose – the eyes were dark and sunken, looking blankly at him. The girl was dressed in a white knee-length dress with a high collar and long sleeves, looking like something from eras past when young girls would dress primly and prettily. He could hear the boys behind him gasping and hissing, but he kept his focus on the figure several feet in front of him and tried not to panic.

“Rosie?” he finally said, softly.

The figure twitched, shifted, and it was then that he realized he could see through her. He could see the light from hall bathroom shining through. Still, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing, shocked into disbelief even though his eyes were telling him something completely different. The child-figure began to rock back and forth.

“Goody Good, Goody Good, ’ere snake and bird could,” it whispered. “Mercy is revenge in Bebe’s house.”

The voice was oddly strained, with uneven tones that weren’t of this earth. Shocked, Cord watched as the ghostly Rose opened her mouth to reveal sharp, blackened teeth. The mouth opened wider and wider still, and the head tilted back, the arms lifting as if to embrace the world. An otherworldly groan filled the air, seeming to come from the very walls, as the figure evaporated like a puff of smoke. Cord, in fact, watched the smoky mist drift up to the ceiling and vanish.

As quickly as she had appeared, the apparition disappeared. Stunned, Cord stood on the stairs, midway up, trying to wrap his head around what he just saw. When he finally turned to look at the boys still standing at the bottom of the steps, he could see how terrified they all were, especially Sean. His eyes were bugged out as he pointed to the spot where the spirit had vanished.

“That was… that was Rose,” he gasped.

Cord just stood there. He really didn’t know what to say. Finally, he lumbered down the steps, slowly and laboriously, thinking many different things at that moment. But the most important thought he had was of Alix. He had no idea how he was going to break the news to her, but he had a feeling how she was going to react. It wasn’t going to be a happy reaction.

“I think,” he said slowly, “that you’d better let me tell your mother about this. No one else say a word, okay? Let her hear it from me. Also, I think we’ll all be spending the night at our house tonight.”

The boys looked at each other, nodding fearfully. “What was that, Dad?” Chris asked.

Cord just shook his head. “I have no idea,” he said, looking to the apprehensive faces around him. “But I think I’d better find out.”

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
“Evenshade is a marvelous example of early Colonial architecture,” the woman from the Historical Society was saying. “True saltbox architecture with sharp roof angles. And you say you’re the new owner?”

Alix nodded her head as the woman came out from behind her desk to shake her hand. “Yes,” she said. “We bought it a couple of months back and it’s been going through some renovations. In fact, people from the Danvers Historical Society have been out to see it to make sure we’re not altering the structure or destroying valuable historical material.”

The woman nodded quickly. “Yes, I know,” she replied. “I’m Mrs. Mowbray, by the way. My husband has been out to see the renovations a few times. He says the place is looking marvelous.”

Alix shook the woman’s hand. “Alix Hendry,” she said, indicating Cord as he, too, shook the woman’s hand. “This is Cord Trevor. He’s my….”

“Trevor?” the woman cocked her head. “Not from the Trevor family? The descendants of John Trevor of the Mayflower?”

Cord nodded. “Yes, ma’am. That would be me.”

Mrs. Mowbray was evidently thrilled. “I knew Cecily Trevor when I was a very young girl,” she said. “Oh, it must have been in the nineteen thirties. Cecily had, I think, three brothers and a sister. The Trevors were one of the very first families to settle the area back in the day.”

Cord nodded again. “Cecily is my great-aunt,” he replied. “Her brother William was my great-grandfather. He passed away about twenty years ago, but she’s still alive. She turned ninety-seven last month.”

“Goodness,” Mrs. Mowbray exclaimed. “Still living, did you say? Well, I was a very young girl when I knew Cecily. I was at least ten or twelve years younger than she was.”

Alix couldn’t help the grin on her face. “That makes you in your early eighties,” she said. “I certainly hope I’m as active as you are when I get to be your age.”

Mrs. Mowbray grinned. “That’s very kind of you,” she flashed her yellowed teeth. “Say… you’re not from around here, are you?”

Alix shook her head. “California.”

Mrs. Mowbray brightened. “I can tell,” she said confidently. “You don’t talk like one of us. Plus, you have that skinny California look to you. Pretty, like a movie star, you know?”

Cord chuckled. “Yes, she is very pretty,” he said, returning the focus to the house. “Mrs. Mowbray, we came by to see what we could find out about the history of the house. Even though it’s been in my family since it was built, other than general information, I don’t know as much about it as I should. We were hoping you could help.”

Mrs. Mowbray looked at him as if he had committed a sin. “You don’t know about your own house?”

“No,” he admitted. “The house was passed down through another branch of the family, so I’ve never been directly involved with it. All I could tell Alix is when it was built and by whom, but not much more than that.”

Mrs. Mowbray understood, somewhat. “Well,” she cocked her head thoughtfully. “When the new owner applied for the remodel permits, we looked into the history of the house and its significance, so I can tell you what we found out. What in particular did you have in mind?”

Alix and Cord looked at each other, shrugging. “Everything,” Alix finally said. “We’d like to know whatever you can tell us.”

Mrs. Mowbray indicated a table with some chairs around it. It was cluttered with neat stacks of books and historical periodicals, as every inch of the Historical Society seemed to be crammed with paper. The one-room office was full to bursting. As everyone took a seat, she began to speak.

“As I recall,” Mrs. Mowbray began, “Evenshade was built in 1690 by Ezra Hyde Holcombe, who was thirty-eight years old when he married fourteen-year-old Abigail Williams after she fled the Salem witch trials. She was one of the chief accusers, you know.”

Alix and Cord were listening intently. “I know,” Cord nodded. “And the house was already built when Ezra married Abigail.”

“Exactly.”

“And then they had four children – Elizabeth, Mary, Matilda and John. There was another daughter that died in infancy, but those four were the survivors. My branch of the family descends from John.”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded excitedly. “I remember hearing about that from Cecily back in the day. Anyway, because of Abigail’s association with the witch trials, people were hesitant to come around, so the Holcombes lived a rather isolated existence in the house and, eventually, it was rumored that Abigail herself was a witch.”

Cord lifted his eyebrows. “Interesting.”

“It’s true,” Mrs. Mowbray suddenly jumped up and scooted over to the cluttered desk. “But given the notoriety of the trials, one shouldn’t be surprised. Abigail, or Bebe as she was called by the family, was someone to be feared. She contributed to the death of a lot of people.”

Bebe. Cord thought. Wasn’t that something the ghostly Rose had said? But he didn’t voice his thoughts, watching instead as Mrs. Mowbray rooted around her desk, looking for something.

“In fact,” the woman finally pulled out a file folder and opened it up, reading the documentation as she headed back over to the table. “Sarah Good, one of the original accused, in particular, had it out for Abigail. There was bad blood between them ever since Goody Good caught Abigail stealing from them. Or, at least, that was what Sarah Good’s child testified to. That seemed to be why Abigail accused Goody Good of witchcraft and contributed to her death.”

Alix appeared both concerned and thoughtful. “I don’t know that much about the Salem Witch trials,” she admitted, “but it would make sense for the young girl to have it out for a woman who caught her stealing. But what does any of this have to do with the house?”

Mrs. Mowbray sat down, going through the papers in the file. “I’m getting to that,” she said, inspecting what appeared to be the copy of a very old document. Alix and Cord could see the carefully-written long hand. “Again, this testimony comes from Sarah Good’s daughter, Dorothy, but it appears that Sarah Good may have, indeed, had some hand in witchcraft. We have documentation that she cursed one of the judges at her trial, a man who died in the exact manner Goody Good had predicted. Additionally, Sarah Good was pregnant when she was imprisoned after the trial and gave birth to a daughter, Mercy, while in jail. Unfortunately, the baby didn’t survive long, I’m sure due to poor conditions and malnutrition, among other things. But the odd part of this story comes in Dorothy Good’s testimony after the death of her mother.”

Alix was hanging on the story. “What’s that?”

Mrs. Mowbray sighed faintly, reading the bottom of the document. “According to Dorothy, her mother told her husband, Dorothy’s father, that she intended to inhabit the body of the baby after her death and bring curse and ruin to Abigail. She instructed the husband to bury the infant’s body under Abigail’s house. Dorothy states that the husband held on to the infant’s corpse, storing it in the root cellar, until Sarah was hanged. Then, he kept track of Abigail as she fled Salem and when she married Ezra, the husband buried the baby’s remains under Evenshade so Goody Good could forever haunt Abigail.” She finally looked up from the photocopied document, smiling weakly at Alix and Cord. “Pretty morbid, I must say. But back then, the people were extremely superstitious so the suggestion of curses was taken very seriously.”

Alix was just staring at the woman. Beside her, Cord put his hand on her knee and gently squeezed her comfortingly in spite of what he was thinking. Mercy. Bebe. Both words the little ghost girl had said. Things were starting to make some sense and he wasn’t sure he was at all comfortable with what he was hearing, but for Alix’s sake, he kept on an even keel.

“That’s, uh, interesting,” he said. “Is there anything else about the house that we should know, history-wise?”

Mrs. Mowbray looked back at her papers. “Let’s see,” she leafed through a few sheets. “The Holcombe family kept to themselves for a very long time. There’s a letter from General Gates, the Revolutionary War general, which was written from Evenshade, and means he probably spent the night there once. We also have documentation that Fredrick Douglas attended a supper at the home given in his honor. Did you know that the Holcombes were part of the abolitionist movement?”

Cord nodded. “I knew. In fact, we’ve had a lot of civil rights activists and suffragists in the family.”

Mrs. Mowbray returned to her papers. “The house has seen more than its share of history,” she confirmed. “It’s a significant part of the history of our nation.”

Cord watched the woman ruffle through her documents. “It sure is,” he agreed. “But beyond the history, are there any legends about it? You know – stories or hauntings – or anything?”

Mrs. Mowbray stopped going through the papers and looked at him, thoughtfully. “Nothing that’s been documented other than the curse from Sarah Good,” she said, “but I seem to recall hearing the place was haunted as a child. Just rumors, really. Everyone always called the place haunted but I imagine most of that was because it just looks like a haunted house. Why? Have you heard anything?”

Cord avoided the question. “What rumors about it have you heard?”

Mrs. Mowbray set the folder down completely as she pondered his question. “I seem to remember hearing the house was haunted by the ghost of a little girl,” she said. “When I was a child, the kids used to say the place was haunted by a girl in white, only she wasn’t really a little girl. She was Sarah Good returned to fulfill her curse. You haven’t happened to have seen a little girl in white, have you?”

She said it with a smile, teasingly. But Alix, having sat largely silent throughout the meeting, didn’t think it was a joke. She realized that she suddenly wasn’t feeling too well. The stories of curses and witches had her stomach in knots, and when the woman asked the question, she simply shook her head and stood up from the table.

“You’ve been more than generous with your time, Mrs. Mowbray,” she said as Cord stood up beside her. “Thank you for telling us what you know. It’s definitely an interesting house.”

Mrs. Mowbray stood up as well, looking rather confused at the abrupt end of their discussion. “Of course,” she said. “We’re always here to help, especially with a house of such significance to the community.”

Alix was already moving for the door, feeling ill and flustered. “Thank you again. We appreciate it.”

Mrs. Mowbray barely had time to bid farewell before Alix was out onto the sidewalk with Cord on her heels. Once outside, Cord put a big arm around her shoulders and pulled her against him.

“Hey, slow down,” he murmured. “Why the rush? What’s wrong?”

Alix broke down in quiet tears. “I don’t know,” she said. “All of that stuff about dead babies buried under the house and curses and witches… I just didn’t want to hear anymore. I’m scared, Cord. The whole situation has me scared and sick.”

He hugged her gently as they headed towards his truck. “I know,” he said sympathetically. “But I thought getting some history on the house might help us understand what’s going on.”

Alix sniffed, wiping her eyes. “Me, too,” she said. “But it’s so awful. What do we do now?”

He was quiet a moment as he unlocked the truck and opened the door for her. As Alix climbed into the truck, he leaned against the seat, wedging himself in between her legs as she sat sideways on the seat. He wrapped his big arms around her as she caved in to his strength, her head resting on his chest.

“Let me think about this and come up with a plan,” he said thoughtfully. “I need to take a look at the basement and see if there are any areas where a body could have really been buried. The house has a full basement, though. I don’t recall if there are any crawlspaces.”

Alix snuggled against him. “Archaeologists have portable ground penetrating radar machines,” she said. “Do you think we could contact a museum or a university and see if they’ll come out and do a survey? If we tell them it’s about the Salem witch trials, I’ll bet we get some interest.”

He kissed her on the top of the head. “That’s not a bad idea,” he said. “We could have archaeologists come out and dig around to see if they can come up with anything. The house is so historically significant that I’m sure we could get someone to come and do it. Maybe that’ll help with the ghost problem.”

Alix was feeling better, but only marginally. Cord gave her a big squeeze and made her put her legs back into the truck before he shut the door and went around to the other side. Climbing into the vehicle, he engaged the ignition and headed for home.

* * *

Quirt and Mary Trevor lived in a home built in 1790 along the banks of the Porter River in Danvers, not too far from where Cord lived. It was a beautiful Colonial-style home, painted the original shade of blue, and sat on a half-acre of land that included a tennis court and a swimming pool, and a very creepy cluster of ancient trees down by the river’s edge. As a kid, Cord had always been afraid of them. The house had been passed down on his mother’s side of the family, the Van Wycks, and a Van Wyck had lived at the property since the day it was built.

Cord was acting battalion chief on the day after visiting Mrs. Mowbray at the Historical Society and was driving the appropriate red SUV that declared his title. He pulled up his parents’ driveway and climbed out, hearing the dogs inside the house go crazy. His parents had two Pekingese dogs or, more accurately, his mother had two Pekingese dogs that ruled the roost. His dad hated them. As Cord walked up the steps, he saw the dogs in the window, barking madly, and one of them pulled down the curtains. He laughed as he knocked on the door.

Cord could hear his mother approach the door, admonishing the dogs. The bolt was thrown and the panel opened.

“Cord!” his mother exclaimed, grabbing the dogs when they tried to charge the man in uniform. “Hi, honey. What brings you here?”

Cord came into the house, grinning as his mom wrestled with the dogs. “If they bite me, I’ll punt them out into the river.”

His mother made a face at him. “They’re not going to bite you,” she scoffed. “They’re just excited.”

She put the dogs down, who made a run at Cord until he stuck a big boot out and pushed them away. Then they ran the other direction, barking like crazy. He heard his dad coming up from the basement as he followed his mother out into the kitchen.

“I’m going to kill those damn dogs,” his father said as he opened the basement door. He had something in his hands, fussing with it. “Shut the hell up!”

“Quirt!” Mary scolded. She didn’t like anyone to yell at her dogs. “Look who’s here.”

Quirt glanced up at his enormous son. “Oh, hey, Cord,” he said, still messing with whatever he had in his hands. “Long time, no see.”

“I know; sorry. I’ve been busy.”

“What brings you around?”

Cord leaned against the kitchen counter as his mother poured a cup of coffee. “Just driving between stations and thought I’d stop by,” he said. “I haven’t seen you two in a while.”

Quirt sat down at the kitchen table. “You do better than your sister and brother,” he said. “We go months without seeing those two.”

“Kent’s a busy guy,” Cord said of his younger brother by two years.

“He’s a chiropractor,” Quirt said wryly. “How busy can he be? He goes to work at ten in the morning, leaves at four in the afternoon, and then golfs all the rest of the time.”

“So go golf with him.”

“I can’t. He beats me and then makes me pay for everything.”

Cord grinned. “You’re a sucker if you let him do that to you,” he said. Then he eyed the device his father was messing with. “What’s that?”

Quirt glanced up at him. “A metal detector,” he said. “I’m going to scan this entire property and see what treasures I can find. God only knows what the Van Wycks have buried around here.”

“Bodies, more than likely,” Cord said. “They were famous for deceiving the Native Americans and then killing them and calling it self-defense.”

“Cord,” his mother admonished. “Enough of that.”

Quirt was grinning as he finished the adjustments on the electrical box in his hands. “Well, I intend to find all of the skeletons I can,” he said. “Maybe I’ll sell them to a museum.”

“Or have the entire Iroquois nation down around this property trying to declare it a sacred burial ground.”

“If that’s the case, I’ll sell it to them for five million bucks. Historical properties are worth a lot.”

Mary, with two cups of coffee in her hand, put one down on the table in front of her husband and handed the second one off to Cord.

“You two are impossible,” she sniffed. “Besides, this isn’t ‘just’ historical property. It’s family property.”

“Speaking of family property,” Cord said casually, “I told you that Evenshade was sold, didn’t I?”

Quirt nodded, looking up at him. “You sure did,” he said. “Didn’t your new girlfriend buy it?”

Mary shushed her husband harshly but Cord grinned. “I know you think you’re kidding, but you’re not,” he said. “I told you a doctor new to the area bought it.”

“A woman,” Mary said helpfully. “You said she has a couple of children. Are you… seeing her, son?”

Cord nodded. “I am,” he said. Then, he sighed and ran a hand over his cropped blond hair. “I haven’t seen you two in a while. A lot has happened. I don’t even know where to start.”

Quirt quit messing with the metal detector box and looked at him. “Are you really seeing her?” he asked. “I was just needling you. You only mentioned her once a long time ago, I think about the time she first moved in. But the way you spoke about her, I thought something might be up.”

Cord grinned. “You could say that,” he said, his voice softening. “I love her and we’re going to get married.”

Mary let out a squeal and ran at him, throwing her arms around his neck and giving him a big kiss on the cheek. “Cord, I’m so thrilled,” she gushed. “When do we get to meet her?”

Cord was smiling at his mother. “Soon,” he said. “It’s just been a really busy time with her new job, the kids in school, my work… you know how it is.”

Quirt was on his feet, extending a congratulatory hand to his son, who took it. “I’m sincerely happy for you,” he said. “It’s been a long time since… well, anyway, how do the boys like her?”

Cord shrugged. “Chris and Kyle think she’s great,” he said. “Cole has been a little slower to come around but he’s okay with it now. In fact, Alix has a son a little older than Cole and the boys all get along great. She also has a four-year-old daughter who’s just as cute as she can be.”

“A girl?” Mary repeated. “Oh, happy day! You’ve got three boys, Kent has two boys, and Elizabeth has two boys, so I was thinking we’d never have a granddaughter.”

“Rose is her name,” Cord snickered at his mom’s happiness over a step-granddaughter. “She’s a doll.”

“Rose,” Mary repeated, rolling it off her tongue. “Can we invite ourselves to your house one day and meet everyone?”

Cord nodded. “Maybe this weekend,” he said. “I need to check with Alix’s work schedule, but I think she’s off on Sunday.”

Mary was thrilled as she turned to look at the calendar above the phone on the wall. “We’re free,” she declared. “Oh, Cord, this is such good news. When do you think the wedding will be?”

Cord shrugged and set his coffee cup down. “I’m not sure,” he said. “I’m leaving that up to Alix. I think we’ll probably move everyone into Evenshade since it’s bigger than my house. In fact… that’s actually what I came to talk to you about.”

“What?” Quirt asked curiously.

“Evenshade,” Cord replied hesitantly. “When Aunt Cecily owned the house, did she ever mention to you that it was haunted?”

Quirt’s curious expression transformed into something thoughtful. “There has always been that rumor.”

“I know, but did she say something about it?”

“Why do you ask?”

Cord lifted his eyebrows. “Because I’ve been spending a lot of time over there,” he said. “I have to tell you that I’ve had some very weird experiences, including seeing a ghost.”

“A ghost?” Quirt looked startled. “You’ve seen a ghost?”

Cord nodded. “Look, you know I’m not one to believe in that kind of stuff. In my world, everything has a logical explanation so I don’t take lightly what I just told you and I hope you don’t, either. I wouldn’t make this stuff up.”

Quirt was shaking his head before Cord even finished. “I know, son,” he said, moving to reclaim his seat at the kitchen table. “You’d be the last one I’d expect to hear that kind of thing from. So it was really a ghost, eh? What did it look like?”

Cord took his coffee cup and went to sit at the table with his dad. “Like a little girl,” he said frankly. “In fact, it looked like Alix’s daughter, only there were big black holes where the eyes should have been and the teeth… big sharp fangs. It was the craziest thing you’ve ever seen.”

“Was it the first time you’ve seen it?”

Cord nodded. “Seen it, yes,” he said. “But I’ve heard it before. When Alix first moved in, she said she kept hearing a little girl singing and her daughter has this imaginary friend she calls the ‘sad girl.’ At first, the ‘sad girl’ did things like steal stuffed animals but then she grew more violent. She actually pushed Alix down and knocked her out. Then, on Halloween night, she sure made her presence known. We all saw her. It has made Alix understandably edgy so we went to see Mrs. Mowbray over at the Salem Historical Society. She told us a lot about the house, including the legend that Sarah Good had her dead baby, Mercy, buried under the house to curse Abigail Williams. Have you ever heard anything like that?”

Quirt was listening to him seriously. After a moment, he nodded his head slowly. “I have,” he said. “From my grandfather. He was Aunt Cecily’s brother, you know.”

“I know. What did he say?”

Quirt cleared his throat softly, glancing at Mary as he spoke. “You’re not going to like it.”

“Why not?”

“Because he said they used to keep a ring of stones on the basement over what was presumed to be Mercy’s grave,” he said. “The stones were supposed to keep her evil suppressed. They’ve been there since the house was built. Have you looked in the basement at all?”

Cord’s features twisted with confusion. “No,” he said. “What the hell is this stone circle about?”

Quirt sipped his coffee as he thought on his answer. “You know,” he said casually, “when you were young, you wanted to know all about our bloodlines and your legacy as a Caster, but when you got older, you didn’t want to hear it anymore.”

Cord stiffened up, sitting back in his chair. “Are you going to start that witch stuff again?”

“It’s in your blood, Cord.”

“It is not in my blood.”

“As my son, my firstborn, it’s in your blood. You have the casting gift.”

Cord abruptly stood up. “I don’t have anything,” he snapped. “I came here to find answers but if you’re going start up with that witch stuff again, then I’ll just talk to you another time.”

“Another time might be too late,” Quirt said, his focus on the tabletop. “It sounds like the activity may be picking up. If the stone circle has been moved, then that could be a problem.”

Cord stopped his agitated pacing and looked at his parents. It was clear that he was mulling over what his father said, and the truth was that he had come here for answers. Even answers he didn’t like. Alix was involved and if she was in danger, then perhaps he really did need to listen to what his father told him. With a grunt of frustration, he reclaimed his seat.

“It’s always witchcraft with you,” he muttered. “So what’s the deal? What’s going on at that house?”

Quirt looked up at him. “I didn’t ask for the gift any more than my father did, or my grandfather,” he said. “Abigail Williams was a witch of the greatest degree and she made sure that the males in her family line were given the gift of Casting because she was afraid if she passed her knowledge down to the women, they would be more easily persecuted. I’m sorry, but that’s just the way it is. We have the power. But so did Sarah Good.”

Cord sighed heavily. Then he put up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Okay, so we have the power,” he said. “And Sarah Good had the power. So it’s really true that she had her baby buried under the house?”

“According to family legend, it is.”

“Then why didn’t Abigail just remove the body?”

“She couldn’t get near it because Sarah had placed a spell on it,” Quirt said. “Abigail countered the spell by putting a stone ring around the grave that was christened with a spell that would keep the evil in the grave from escaping. Trouble is, that house has always been cursed with a ghost of a small girl. My grandfather saw it and so did my father, so somehow, someway, something has managed to get out of that grave. Now it’s haunting the house and I’m sure it will be particularly interested in you. It will know you as a Holcombe descendant. You may do more harm than good if you can’t protect yourself and your girlfriend’s family from it. Don’t ignore it, son. That’s the worst thing you can do.”

Cord sat back in his chair, looking at his father in disbelief. “Are you serious?”

“You came here for answers, son. If you don’t like what you hear, then I’m sorry, I really am. But that’s what I’ve been told.”

At this point, and given what he had seen, Cord was willing to go on a little faith. Still, he was confused and, if he were to admit it, a little frightened. He needed to mull all of the information over before he took the next step. With a heavy sigh, he stood up.

“Thanks anyway,” he said. “I need to think about all of this. We’ll talk again on Sunday.”

Quirt and Mary stood up with him, following him out of the kitchen. “Do you want your mother to go over to the house?” Quirt asked helpfully. “She senses things, you know. Maybe she can help you make sense of this.”

Cord looked at his parents, so seemingly normal; his father was a retired lawyer and city councilman for the city of Danvers and his mother had been a high school principal. Two nice, normal people who happened to be a warlock and a medium, respectively. Cord didn’t know what to think anymore, but one thing was certain; he was starting to be just the least bit open-minded about it. After what he had seen, he had to be.

“Maybe on Sunday,” he said. “Let’s just play it by ear.”

“Okay,” Mary said, kissing her son on the cheek. “We’ll see you then. We’re looking forward to it.”

Cord waved at his parents as he left the house and climbed back into the battalion chief’s SUV. Backing down the driveway, his mind lingered on what his parents had told him. They’d known exactly what he was talking about, including the little ghost girl. That frightened him because it meant that whatever was happening at Evenshade had history. The evil had history.

He wasn’t sure what he was going to tell Alix.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
After Cord’s visit with his parents, he had gone back to the station and done some of his own research on Evenshade and how it was linked to the Salem witch trials. He came across more information about a curse from Sarah Good against Abigail Williams, but nothing specific until he happened to be looking at images regarding the trial, woodcuts and the like. He also came across a seventeenth century woodcut commissioned by Sarah Good’s daughter, Dorothy, that was the image of a house that looked strangely like Evenshade, with a devil-looking thing rising up out of a circle in the ground in front of it. After that, he had to stop looking because it was going to give him nightmares.

Later on that evening, Cord and his station had brought in a medical aid patient and he stood at the nurse’s station, waiting for the paramedics to finish up so he could clear the rig. But he was mostly looking for Alix, as this was his third trip to the hospital during that shift and he’d already seen her twice. He looked forward to the medical aid calls these days just so he could see her lovely face. It always made his day.

As he stood at the nurse’s station and chatted with an older African-American nurse he had known for years, he caught sight of Alix as she emerged from a corridor with a couple of men in suits. One man in particular was handsome and Cord felt territorial testosterone seizures coming on as he watched Alix interact with the two men. She was so fluid and lovely to watch. His eyes must have narrowed or he must have otherwise given a signal that he was mentally chest beating, because the nurse he was speaking with turned to see what had his attention. She grinned as she turned back to her computer monitor.

“There she is, Cord,” the woman teased. “Go get her, honey. Don’t let those men take her away from you.”

Cord didn’t take his eyes off the trio. “Hmmm,” he grunted. “I’m bigger than they are. I can take them.”

The nurse laughed. “I wouldn’t worry about them too much,” she said. “They’re pharmaceutical reps. They come around here a lot.”

Cord glanced at the woman, giving her a wry expression. “They better not come around her a lot, if you get my drift. Make sure they know that, okay?”

The nurse was still giggling, shaking her head. “She’s only got eyes for you. Don’t worry so much.” Before he could respond, she glanced up at him. “How’s she been feeling, by the way?”

Cord tore his eyes off the pair of men and looked at the nurse. “Fine, I guess. Why do you ask?”

The nurse shrugged. “She seems like she’s been under the weather for the past few days,” she said. “She was sick in the bathroom both yesterday and today.”

“Sick how?”

“Vomiting. She actually had to leave a patient this morning because she was sick. I tried to get her to go home but she says she’s fine.”

His brow furrowed. “I didn’t know anything about that,” he said. “But I’ve also been on a double shift. I haven’t been home in a couple of days.”

“It’s probably just the flu.”

He appeared upset as he began to move in Alix’s direction. “Then what in the hell is she doing here?”

It was a rhetorical question. Cord made his way over to Alix as she was winding down her conversation with the suits. She saw him coming out of the corner of her eye, smiled at him, and then politely excused herself from the two sales reps.

“Hi, baby,” she said, her eyes twinkling wearily at him. “Back again?”

He nodded, leaning down to kiss her and making sure the suits saw it. “What’s this I hear you’ve been sick?”

Her smile faded. “I’m okay,” she said quietly. “Don’t worry about me.”

He looked at her as if she had just made a ridiculous statement. “Of course I’m going to worry about you,” he snapped without force. “What’s the matter?”

Alix glanced around, looking rather hesitant. “Well….”

“Well what?”

She paused a moment, hesitantly, before grasping his arm. “Come back to my office for a second.”

Cord had his radio with him so he let her pull him back to her office, tucked back in one of the multitude of corridors. She had a nice window view. As she closed the door, the radio chattered at Cord and he responded.

“I need to clear the rig, honey,” he said. “What’s up?”

“This will just take a minute,” she said, gingerly rubbing her belly. “You haven’t really been home so I haven’t had a chance to talk to you about this.”

“About what?”

She gazed up at him, his strong features and handsome face, and her stomach was all in knots. As he stood there looking at her expectantly, she suddenly ducked for the trash can, picked it up, and puked right into it. Startled, Cord put his hand on her back as she ended up dry heaving.

“Oh, honey,” he said sympathetically. “You need to go home. How long has this been going on?”

Alix sat the trash can down, struggling to catch her breath. Her entire face was pasty-pale as she reached for the box of tissues to wipe her mouth off.

“A couple of days,” she said. “It’s going to get a lot worse before it gets better.”

“Why would you say that?”

She looked at him, then. She sighed heavily. “Because it’s not the flu,” she said. “It’s morning sickness. I’m pregnant.”

His reaction was instantaneous. “You are?” His eyebrows flew up and the color drained from his face. “Oh… my God, you’re pregnant?”

She couldn’t tell if he was happy or angry. “Yes,” she said, sounding weary and defeated. “I had the lab do a test this morning and it came back positive, so I’m seeing the OB/GYN later today.”

Cord stood there and stared at her, shocked to the bone. But with his next breath, he was throwing his arms around her and lifting her off the ground, hugging her so tightly that she grunted.

“Oh, my God,” he gasped again. “Are you serious? A baby?”

Alix was coming to figure out that he was happy about it. “Yes,” she winced when he squeezed too hard. “Baby, put me down, please. My stomach can’t take this.”

He set her down immediately. “I’m so sorry,” he said, concerned. “Did I hurt you?”

She grinned weakly, patting his cheek. “No,” she said. “But you need to be mindful of my belly. Next time you do that, I might puke all over your shoulder.”

He laughed, happily, his big hands on her arms. Then he just stared at her, slowly shaking his head. “I can’t even tell you how happy I am right now,” he said hoarsely. “I just feel like… like the luckiest man in the world. Really? A baby?”

She couldn’t help but giggle at his enthusiasm. “Really,” she confirmed. “A baby.”

Cord pulled her into his arms again, only this time, much more gently. “Oh, honey,” he murmured, kissing her head repeatedly. “I’m so thrilled about this, I just can’t tell you.”

Alix gave in to his hug, his comfort, taking satisfaction in it like nothing she had ever experienced before. It brought tears to her eyes and she snuggled against him, letting herself get swept up with his power and warmth.

“Good,” she murmured. “I’ve suspected for a week or two but I guess I didn’t want to admit it. When the nausea started coming on, I figured I’d better face facts.”

He released her from the hug but his arms were still around her. “What time is your doctor’s appointment this afternoon?”

“Four.”

“I’ll be here.”

She smiled weakly at him. “You don’t have to,” she said. “It’s not a big deal. He’s just going to examine me and give me a due date.”

“Like I said, I’ll be here.”

She chuckled, seeing there was no dissuading the man. Putting her hands on his cheeks, she stroked his face affectionately.

“We’ve already got five kids between us,” she said. “Looks like we’re going to have an even half-dozen.”

He just grinned like a fool. “Maybe it’ll be a girl.”

“Is that what you want?”

“I just want a healthy baby, but I’d love to have a girl. I don’t have one, in case you didn’t realize that.”

She laughed, patted his cheek, and kissed him. “I did, in fact, realize that,” she said as she released him and opened her office door. “So now if you see me duck for the trash can, you’ll know why. But keep it to yourself, okay? I just started this job and now I’m pregnant… I’m not sure how my new colleagues are going receive the news.”

He grew serious. “I don’t give a damn how they receive the news,” he said. “This isn’t their decision or their choice.”

He was starting to get worked up and she shushed him, her gentle hands to his face, her fingers across his lips.

“It’s okay,” she assured him “Don’t get upset about it. I’ll all work out.”

He was genuinely angry. “You’ll tell me if someone gives you a bad time about this, right?”

She nodded patiently, holding his hand as she led him out of her office and into the corridor. “Of course I will.”

“I mean it, Alix. If anyone hassles you about this, they’re going to have to deal with me.”

She continued to nod patiently and steadily, pausing to kiss him before they made the turn that led out into the emergency department.

“See you back here at four,” she said, trying to get his mind off his frustration. “Go tell your buddies what I told you but tell them to keep it to themselves for a while, okay?”

He was successfully diverted. “Okay,” he said, the lure of telling his fellow firemen the good news bringing the smile back to his face. He bent down and kissed her again. “I love you. See you in a bit.”

Alix watched him walk out into the emergency room, his proud stride and powerful body. The man made her heart flutter just to look at him. But that warm and wonderful thought was cut short as she had to rush back into her office for the trash can again.

* * *

Cord didn’t make it for her doctor’s appointment but Alix suspected it was because he was on a call. The man would have come unless it had been utterly impossible for him to get away. So she had a consultation with Dr. Sutton, an OB/GYN who had come to her highly recommended, and Dr. Sutton did an ultrasound that revealed a viable pregnancy. Based on his calculations, Alix’s due date was June 4, which meant she was about eight weeks along. When she got out of Dr. Sutton’s office, she called Cord’s cell phone but it went straight to voice mail, so she left a teasing message that would make him crazy until he called her back.

Grinning, she went back to work in the emergency department, reviewing the chart of a kid who had been in a car accident and consulting with the orthopedic surgeon. When she was finished with the consultation, she walked up to the nurse’s station with some lab paperwork in her hand and noticed that both television sets were turned to a news channel. Glancing up, the first thing she saw was a building on fire. Upon closer inspection, it was a church with a very tall steeple. Curious, Alix tried to hear what the newscaster was saying.

“What’s happening?” she asked the half-dozen nurses who were crowded around the nursing station.

The African-American nurse who knew Cord was the first to speak. “The Tabernacle Church is on fire,” she said. “Apparently, it’s been burning for a while. Part of the roof has caved in and….”

The phone rang, interrupting her. The nurse answered the phone and after a few quick words, hung up the receiver. She turned to the group behind her, including Alix.

“That was city fire,” she said. “They’re sending over some injuries and want us to be prepared. Burns, trauma, that kind of thing.”

“Did they say how many?” Alix asked.

The woman shook her head. “No,” she replied. “But there must be quite a few if they’re calling ahead.”

Alix had been through that kind of drill before, especially in Los Angeles. She snapped her fingers because she was the only doctor in the emergency room at that point.

“Let’s get rolling, folks,” she said as the group started to move. “We’ll set up triage right here in front of the nurse’s station and tag accordingly. Has everyone been through something like this before?”

A couple of the younger nurses shook their heads, looking rather wide-eyed. Alix mainly focused on them.

“You’ve been trained in the S.T.A.R.T. system, right?” she asked. “Simple Triage and Rapid Treatment?”

When the women nodded, she continued. “We’ll tag according to the severity of injury,” she said. “Black for morgue, red for immediate, yellow for delayed, and green for minor. Do we have a stash of triage tags?”

The African-American nurse was already pulling out the box of tags. Alix pointed at her. “Grace, you meet the ambulances as soon as they pull in and start tagging,” she said, grabbing the head nurse. “Deb, you coordinate them as they come in to the E.R. I have a feeling I’ll be tied up, so it’s up to you and Grace to coordinate, okay? Also, someone call Dr. Philby and Dr. Potts off their break. They must be in the cafeteria because that’s where I saw them heading. And someone call the department head and tell him to get in here. We’re going to be full.”

Everyone started moving, including Alix. Confident everything would work like a well-oiled machine, she changed into fresh scrubs and washed her hands, preparing for the onslaught. She also took a couple of antacids because her stomach was starting to lurch again. She didn’t want to have to make a break for a trash can at an inopportune time.

The first ambulances rolled in less than ten minutes later. Alix took the first case, a young man who had fairly serious burns and a crushed sternum. She was focused on her patient and not listening to much of what was going on, but at some point, she began to hear murmurs of injured firefighters. She tried to fight down her anxiety by focusing on her patient, but she was pulled away from the young man. Once she had him stabilized she focused on a firefighter who had his entire right side smashed when part of the roof of the church caved in.

He was badly injured and badly burned, but Alix remained calm and soothing with him, feeling increasingly apprehensive for Cord’s safety. She had every reason to believe he had been fighting the church fire because of the proximity of his station to the blaze, but so far, he hadn’t shown up in the emergency room and for that, she was extremely grateful. As she worked to stabilize the young firefighter whose greatest concern seemed to be if he would have any scars on his face, Dr. Potts, one of the other E.R. doctors, entered her exam.

“Dr. Hendry,” he reached out and pulled her away from her patient. “I need you to come with me.”

Alix left her patient in the hands of a competent nurse and followed Dr. Potts into the main area where the nurse’s station was. All of the exam rooms were full, as was the big open area near the nurse’s station. There was quite a triage going on, like M.A.S.H. surgery, and she faced Dr. Potts, who put his arm around her shoulders.

“I wanted to be the one to tell you that Captain Trevor is here,” he said softly.

It didn’t really register with Alix what he meant. She began to look around. “Where is he?”

“In Exam Two,” Dr. Potts, an older man with a truly gentle manner, was trying to go easy on her. “Let me give you a rundown of his condition before you go in there; he’s got a fractured pelvis, six broken ribs and a collapsed lung. I think he’s also got some internal injuries so we’re having the portable MRI brought down here. He may need surgery, Alix. I’ve already called your partner, Dr. Levenger, and he’s on his way. I wouldn’t expect you to do this.”

Alix stared at the man as his words began to sink in. Her heart began to race and she could feel the tears springing to her eyes, but she fought it. Still, she couldn’t help the abject grief that was tearing at her.

“Oh, my God,” she breathed, turning towards Exam Two. “I have to see him.”

“You’ll have to do the surgical consult,” Dr. Potts said. “The sooner we can diagnose, the sooner we can get him into surgery. Dr. Levenger is going straight to surgery to scrub up when he gets here, so you’ll have to do the evaluation. Okay?”

Alix was already moving for the exam room, somewhat unsteadily, nodding her head to Dr. Potts’ question.

“Okay,” she whispered.

“Are you all right?” Dr. Potts was following her. “I’ll help you out on this, but I wanted you to know what was going on, Alix. I’m so sorry.”

Alix didn’t acknowledge him. She walked straight into the exam room, ignoring the firefighters crowding around the door, only to see Cord lying on the gurney, covered in filth. He had his turn-out pants on, and his boots, but his clothing had been cut away from the waist up and IVs were running into both arms. His eyes were closed, his body prone, and he looked to Alix as if he were already dead. It was a horrifying sight.

A sob caught in her throat as she went to his bedside, struggling with every ounce of strength she possessed not to break down. Cord’s chart was up on the monitor and she took a moment to examine his stats. His blood pressure was low but his electro-cardiogram was good, so she took some comfort with that. Then she noticed x-rays up on the view plate all along the wall. She paused, looking at an x-ray of Cord’s pelvis, his lungs, his neck and his spine. She could feel Dr. Potts beside her.

“How long has he been here and nobody bothered to tell me?” she hissed.

Dr. Potts tried not to look too contrite. “About twenty minutes,” he said. “You were busy with another patient and I wanted to get Cord stabilized before we told you.”

Alix was furious, mixed in with her grief. She opened her mouth to blast Dr. Potts when Cord’s soft voice interrupted her building tirade.

“Alix?” he murmured.

Her head snapped in his direction, noting his eyes were open and he was looking at her. When their eyes met, he smiled. “Hi, honey.”

Alix went to his bedside but she couldn’t speak. The tears were building up, spilling down her face as she grasped his hand and tried not to fall apart. Finally, she put a hand across her mouth so she wouldn’t break out into gut-busting sobs.

Cord could see her breaking down and he tried to lift a hand to comfort her, but it was fairly impossible with the IV lines. He shushed her. “It’s okay,” he assured her, squeezing her hand. “I’ll be okay. I’ve got the best doctor in Salem on my side, right?”

Alix could only nod her head, so very devastated. “What happened?” she whispered.

Cord sighed, squeezing her hand again as he closed his eyes. They’d given him something for the pain and it was making him very sleepy.

“The roof caved in,” he muttered. “I was too dumb to get out of the way.”

A sob escaped her lips then as she struggled not to openly weep. “Oh, my God,” she whispered. “I… I can’t believe this.”

His eyes rolled open again and he focused on her. “Everything is going to be fine,” he said, as if she were the one that needed reassuring. “Tell the boys I’ll be home in a few days. I’ll be fine, I promise.”

He drifted off, the pull of the drugs too hard for his wounded body to resist. Dr. Potts put his hand on Alix’s shoulder as she struggled.

“His vitals are stable for now,” he assured her. “I’ve given him some Demerol, so he’s not in any pain, but his blood pressure is flirting with the danger zone.”

Alix wiped furiously at the tears coursing down her cheeks, focusing on what she was trained to do. Her breakdown had been brief but now she had to get down to business. Cord’s life depended on it.

“Cord” she said quietly, putting her hands gently on his abdomen. “Baby, I need to examine you, okay? Can you please tell me if this hurts?”

He laid there, eyes closed, as she probed around his belly. His left side was pretty well battered, his magnificent chest bruised and cut. He was silent until she came to the left side of his stomach. A couple of gentle pushes just beneath his rib cage and he grunted. Alix paused and looked up at him.

“Does this hurt?” she pushed again, very gently.

He grunted again and his eyes rolled open. “A little bit, yes.”

“Do you have any pain in your left shoulder?”

“My whole left side is killing me.”

Alix poked around a few more times before checking the drainage tube stuck in his side, draining into a bag next to the bed.

“There’s a lot of blood in his drainage bag,” she muttered to Dr. Potts.

Potts nodded. “I know,” he said quietly. “That makes me think he’s ruptured something.”

Alix concurred. “No doubt about it,” she said. “In fact, I can’t wait for Dr. Levenger. Let’s get him up to surgery now.”

“But, Alix….”

“Now, Dr. Potts,” she snapped, louder. “I’m not waiting another minute. If he’s bleeding out, I need to get in there. Please make sure I have a surgery room cleared because he’s going right now.”

Dr. Potts sighed heavily. “You know I can’t let you….”

“Yes, you can,” her tears were fading and she was becoming more businesslike, utterly stubborn and pushy. “I’m not his wife. I’m not a relative of any kind. I’m taking him in for surgery immediately. If you don’t like it, file a grievance with the Board. I have work to do.”

With that, she began issuing orders to the nurses in the room and, even though they all glanced at Dr. Potts, they began doing her bidding. Monitors were unplugged and Cord’s bed was shifted into the wheeled position. Dr. Potts, knowing it would be of no use to try and stop her, made his way out to the nurse’s station to make sure a surgery bay was cleared out. Dr. Hendry was on her way.

Alix was at Cord’s head, softly but steadily issuing orders to the nurses who were wheeling him out, when they wheeled the bed past a collection of firefighters still standing outside of Cord’s room. When the men saw Alix, Steve, the firefighter who had once tried to pick her up, reached out to gently touch her arm.

“Dr. Hendry?” He caught her attention. When she turned to look at him, impatient, he spoke quickly. “Cord… I just want you to know he saved a lot of guys today. Take good care of him, okay?”

Alix came to a halt even though Cord’s bed kept going. “What do you mean?”

Steve was dirty, grimy and exhausted. He sighed heavily. “He was inside the church with several other firefighters when part of the roof collapsed,” he said. “Cord jumped right in and started pulling guys out, dragging them to safety. Because he was trying to pull the last guys free, he got caught in the second part of the roof collapse. It came down right on top of him. I swear to God, it’s a miracle he survived. So you take good care of him, okay? He’s our hero today.”

Alix’s tears returned. She was only able to keep herself in control if she was thinking about the surgery ahead, and not the fact that it was on Cord, but Steve’s soft words had her breaking down a little bit. She touched the man’s arm, smiling even as she wiped the tears away.

“He’s always been my hero,” she whispered. “He’s the most important thing in the world to me. I promise I’ll take excellent care of him.”

With that, she scurried after Cord as he disappeared down a corridor. The firefighters from Station Four watched her go, each one of them saying a little prayer for Captain Trevor and his beautiful young surgeon.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Cord awoke to the faint sound of Alix’s voice.

It was soft and gentle, and although he could hear her, he couldn’t make out the words. He was in a haze, warm and liquid, but gradually the haze burned off and he found himself facing the soft fluorescent glow of a hospital room. There was pain and discomfort there. Opening an eye, he saw that Alix was standing right next to the bed.

“The drainage is becoming less,” she was saying to someone. “We can probably remove the tube in a day or two, depending on how he’s healing up.”

“I’m going to heal up fine,” he mumbled, his tongue thick and dry. “I’m fine already.”

Alix gazed down at him, smiling. “That’s what you think, big boy,” she said. “I’m going to keep you here a couple of days longer if I have to sit on you.”

“You might have to,” he said. Then he opened both eyes, sleepy and drugged, and gazed up at her. “But I do know one thing.”

“What?”

“I must be in heaven.”

“Why?”

“Because there’s an angel standing next to the bed,” he muttered, watching her giggle. “How are you?”

“I’m good.” Alix leaned down and kissed him on the forehead. “How do you feel?”

“I’m hungry.”

She laughed. “We’ll get you something to eat,” she said. “Want some good news?”

“Sure.”

“You didn’t lose your spleen, although it was touch and go for a while,” she said, stroking his head. “Everything is intact but you’re very bruised internally. You got off lucky, my love.”

He sighed, grunting because taking a deep breath hurt his cracked ribs. He lifted a hand, one that wasn’t stuck with IV needles, and Alix held it tightly.

“So I’m going to make it?” he asked.

“You’re going to make it.”

He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Did you do the surgery?”

Her smile faded. “I did,” she said. “I wasn’t going to let anyone else touch you.”

He smiled at her. “I’ve got the best doctor in Salem.”

Alix leaned forward, kissing his lips sweetly. It was a painfully tender moment, one wrought with relief and joy. Tears sprang to Alix’s eyes but she fought them. There was much cause for rejoicing.

“Hey,” she said, kissing his cheek one last time before pulling away. “You’ve got about twenty people out in the waiting room to see you. The boys are here, your parents are here, your brother is here, and there are about ten firemen I don’t know waiting to see you. I really think you should see the boys and your parents, but everybody else can wait.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, still in the pull of the drugs. “So you met my parents, did you?

She chuckled. “I did, and I met your brother, too,” she said. “They knew exactly who I was when I said my name, even before Chris did any introductions. Your mother even hugged me.”

He grinned. “How are the boys?”

Alix stood up from the bed. “Chris is a rock, like always,” she said. “Kyle is quiet and Cole looks like he’s been crying. They’re afraid. I’ll bring them in, okay?”

He nodded weakly. “Okay.”

Alix left him and headed out to the waiting area that was crowded with people. Some were sitting, some were standing, but nearly everyone seemed weary and concerned. When the group saw her coming, they perked up and turned their attention towards her. Alix smiled at the anxious faces to let them know everything was okay.

“He’s awake,” she said, mostly speaking to the boys and to his parents. “His vital signs are steady and he’s lucid. He’s going to be fine.”

Everyone hissed their relief, happy encouragement going all around. Cord’s mother wiped her nose with a handkerchief.

“How does he feel?” she asked. “Does he feel okay?”

Alix was gentle with her. “He feels as good as can be expected at this point,” she said. “He says he’s hungry and that’s a good sign. Let me take the boys in there for a few minutes and then you can go in and see him.”

Mary nodded and blew her nose as Chris, Kyle, and Cole gathered next to Alix in a group. She smiled at the boys and motioned for them to follow. Back down the sterile hallway they went, entering Cord’s room where the nurse was adjusting his fluids. When he saw the boys come in, he extended a hand to them.

“Hey, guys,” he said. “Come on in.”

Timidly, the three boys stepped into the room, followed by Alix. Chris was the boldest, approaching his dad and taking the man’s hand. He held it tightly.

“How are you?” Chris asked, deeply concerned.

Cord wriggled his eyebrows. “I’ve been better,” he said. “But I’ll be fine. I don’t want you guys to worry, okay? God, I don’t even know where to start. How long have I been out?”

“It’s Friday,” Chris said. “You got hurt on Tuesday.”

Cord thought on that, trying to clear the cobwebs out of his weary mind. “Where have you been staying the past few days?”

“With me,” Alix said quietly. “They’ve been staying at my house at night and Hester has been there to make sure they’re taken care of. Your mom took them back to your house last night and stayed with them.”

“Gramma cooked a huge breakfast this morning,” Kyle said, grinning, trying to lighten the mood. “I tried to go back to bed afterwards but she made me go to school.”

Cord grinned at his big-eating son. “You guys have probably been eating like kings between Alix and Gramma.”

“It’s hard to say who’s a better cook,” Chris agreed. “I’m leaning towards Alix. She makes this thing called a Dutch Baby. It’s like a giant pancake-popover thing and… oh, wow, is it good. That, and some bacon and eggs, and I’m pretty happy.”

“Are you going to get out of here soon, Dad?” Cole asked. He was standing back by the wall, looking forlorn and scared. “How long are you going to be here?”

Cord turned towards his son. Indeed, he looked as if he had been crying. “Not too much longer,” he said. “I’m going to be fine, okay? I told you not to worry.”

“I’m not,” Cole insisted. “I just want to make sure… you know, that you’re okay. That you’re coming home soon.”

“I’m coming home soon, I promise.”

Cole looked embarrassed by his display of emotion and looked at his feet. Cord eyed his youngest son for a moment before looking to the older boys. “I’m feeling kind of tired,” he said quietly. “Can you ask Gramma and Grampa to come in here for a minute? Cole can stay with me until they come.”

Chris and Kyle bowed out, leaving Cole and Alix with their dad. Alix thought to leave, too, so Cole could have some alone time with Cord and slipped out with the excuse that she had something to do. When it was just Cord and Cole, Cord held out his hand to his youngest. Cole came forward and let his dad grab hold of him, pulling him closer.

“You okay?” Cord asked.

Cole nodded but the minute he did so, the tears started to come. “I’m okay.”

Cord watched him struggled. “Were you scared?”

Cole nodded furiously. “Everybody was scared,” he said. “And Alix… she never left you. Even when we came in to see you after you had surgery, you were still knocked out and she was with you the whole time. Sean said she didn’t come home for two straight days.”

Cord suspect as much. He knew Alix and knew she would have stayed with him constantly to make sure he was okay, but still, he was touched by such devotion. “She’s a good doctor,” he said quietly.

Cole was looking at his dad’s big hand as it held his, dwarfing it. “She saved your life,” he insisted. “I heard some of the firemen talking when you came out of surgery. They said she saved your life.”

“She did.”

Cole hung his head. “Dad, I know I was mean to her when you guys first got together,” he said, struggling to find the right words. “But… well, she saved your life and I’m glad it was her. I mean, I’m glad she did it. She’s okay.”

Cord smiled faintly as he deciphered what his son was trying to say. “You mean that she’s okay with you now.”

“Yes.”

“She’s proven herself worthy.”

“Kind of.”

“I’m glad,” he murmured. “Did you tell her that?”

Cole looked mortified. “No way!”

Cord laughed, squeezing his son’s hand. “Maybe someday you’ll tell her.”

Cole turned bright red but was saved from saying anything more as his grandparents entered the room. Quirt and Mary went straight for the bed, all but ignoring Cole, but he was okay with that. He actually felt better than he had in days.

Cole turned for the door just as Alix was coming in and their eyes met. Normally, he would have tucked his head down and kept walking but this time, when she smiled, he returned it. For a moment, he just stood there and smiled at her, finally looking away in embarrassment and continuing out of the door. It was a warm, wordless gesture that was completely unexpected. But the acceptance, the silent thanks, was there. In fact, Alix was shocked. A good shock, but shocked nonetheless.

Everything was going to be okay.

* * *

“Carefully,” Alix admonished the boys. “Be careful of his left side.”

Chris was on his dad’s left side while Kyle was on the right. Cord had his arms around his boys’ shoulders as they helped him from the truck and, very slowly, walked him towards the kitchen door of Evenshade. The ground was even and there were very few steps, unlike his house which was on a raised foundation with steps everywhere. Cole was behind his father, his hands carefully on the man’s back to prevent him from falling backwards if he lost his balance.

“I’m okay,” Cord assured the collection of concerned family members. “Just take it slow and I’ll be fine.”

Sean was at the kitchen door, holding it open, as the Trevor boys helped their father in through the opening. Five days after his run-in with a collapsed roof, Cord had been released from the hospital and was off duty for at least six weeks until he healed up. Alix stood back, holding Rose’s hand, as the boys moved Cord inside.

Once inside the kitchen, Alix picked Rose up and moved to the back hall and the two smaller rooms that were back behind the living room.

“Bring him in here,” she instructed, daughter slung on her hip. “I’ve got it all set up down here for him so he doesn’t have to take any stairs.”

The boys very carefully assisted their father across the back hall and into the first room, which Alix had set up with a fold out couch, a big television, and more pillows and blankets than the man would need in a lifetime. Rose slithered down from her mother’s arms and ran to the fold out bed, jumping on it, as the boys eased Cord down onto the mattress.

“I’m good,” he insisted, grunting as he gingerly tried to get comfortable. There were a lot of hands trying to help him. “I’ll be fine, really.”

Alix was putting pillows behind his back, trying to help him find a good position, as Rose slipped in under the radar and tried to climb on his lap. Cord grunted again as the little girl made contact with his bruised body.

“No, Rosie,” Alix grabbed her daughter before she could do any damage. “Cord has boo-boos. You can’t jump on him, okay?”

Cord put his arms up for the little girl, pulling her out of Alix’s arms. “She’s okay,” he insisted. “She can sit right next to me and we can watch television.”

As Rose happily sat next to Cord, the boys were all over their dad. “Dad, are you hungry?” Chris asked, rather anxiously. “We can go get you something to eat.”

“Nobody is going anywhere,” Hester was in the doorway, watching everyone hover over Cord. “I’ve made lunch and there’s plenty. Pulled pork barbeque.”

Sean and Cole made a break for the kitchen to get some food while Chris and Kyle maintained vigilance over their father.

“Do you want something, Dad?” Kyle pressed. “A sandwich? Soda?”

What Cord really wanted at the moment was just to be left alone but he knew everyone was very concerned about him. He felt awful that he had upset everyone so badly, but he also felt incredibly blessed and grateful to be alive.

“Sure,” he said after a moment, giving in to his boys’ anxious faces. “A sandwich and a soda would be great.”

He watched his boys run off, turning to Alix as she stood next to the bed. Their eyes met and he smiled, reaching out to take her hand.

“How are you doing today, honey?” he asked. “Feeling okay?”

Alix smiled, squeezing his big hand. “I’m fine,” she began to choke up. “I’m more worried about you. How are you handling the Percocet?”

He could see she was starting to get weepy so he kissed her hand, squeezing it. “It makes me kind of tired, but the pain isn’t nearly what it was,” he assured her. “Besides, I have a great doctor. I’ll be up and moving around in no time.”

Alix wiped at her eyes before the tears could escape. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m not usually so emotional about things, but I’m a little hormonal.”

He kissed her hand again, lifting Rose up so she was over on his right side. “Come sit down with me,” he murmured. “I haven’t had the chance to hug you yet today.”

Alix sat down beside him, very carefully, and he put both arms around her, hugging her gingerly as Rose got a hold of the television remote and turned on the set. Cartoons began to dance across the screen as Cord buried his face on top of Alix’s head, holding her against his chest.

“Thank you,” he said. “For everything you’ve done for me, thank you. But I feel like I’m really putting you out by camping out in your study.”

Alix lifted her head, kissing him sweetly. “I’m so happy to do it,” she assured him. “In fact, they let me take a few weeks off with FMLA. Levenger was really generous about letting me take the time off to care for my ‘significant other’.”

He looked surprised. “Really?” he said. “You did that?”

She grinned. “Of course I did,” she replied. “But I have to be careful about rationing it because I want to take time off when the baby is born, too.”

His grin broadened. “So I get you all to myself for a while?”

“You sure do. At least, until the baby comes.”

He snorted happily, pulling her into an embrace again, made slightly awkward because of his aching ribs. Next to them, Rose was laughing happily at the sponge and starfish cartoon as the boys came back into the room bearing plates of food. Cord glanced up at his boys as he released Alix.

“Speaking of babies,” he muttered, accepting a big plate of barbeque from Chris. “Wow, thanks for this. Looks great.”

Chris handed him napkins as Kyle put a soda on the table next to the fold-out. “What babies?” Kyle asked.

Cord looked at Alix, who shrugged at him with a smile playing on her lips. Cord gazed up at the boys standing around, all four of them.

“I think we could all use some good news,” he said, looking at the concerned and eager faces. “I know it’s no big secret that Alix and I are going to get married. You guys are cool with that, right?”

The boys nodded. Even Cole and Sean, the original holdouts, nodded without hesitation. It was evident that they had become completely comfortable with the relationship between their parents. Cord reached out and grasped Alix’s hand as he continued.

“Well,” he said after a moment, “this has been such a bad week for all of us and I want to change that. I’m going to heal, everything is going to be fine, and Alix and I are getting married very soon. Plus, there’s something else we need to talk about and I hope you guys will be as happy as we are. Alix and I are going to have a baby next summer.”

Kyle and Cole looked at their dad with their mouths hanging open while Chris just started laughing. “I’m going to be leaving for college,” he said, pointing at the younger boys. “You dudes are going to have to change the diapers.”

He was having a great time at his brothers’ expense. Eventually, Kyle and Cole began to grin but Sean, standing next to Cole, was just staring at his mother. Without a word, he turned and left the room. Alix watched her son go.

“I’ll be right back,” she said, getting up off the bed and following Sean’s trail.

She found him out in the driveway, heading for the big shed that still housed some of the old furniture. Alix caught up to him as he neared the old structure.

“Hey,” she said, gently grasping his arm. “Where are you going? What’s wrong?”

Sean pulled away from his mother, looking at his feet. “Nothing,” he said, although he was still walking. “I don’t know. Just… leave me alone for a while, would you?”

Alix continued to follow him. “Please, Sean,” she commanded softly. “Stop. Please tell me what you’re feeling. Please tell me why you’re upset.”

He came to a stop but he wouldn’t look at her. He just stared at the ground, kicking at little pebbles. “I don’t know what I’m feeling,” he muttered. “I guess… I guess I’m feeling weird.”

“Why?”

“Because,” he kicked a pebble away, growing agitated. “Because if you’re… you’re going to have a baby, that means… I just don’t like thinking about that.”

Alix could see what he was driving at, embarrassed and frustrated. “You don’t like the thought of sex?”

He nodded sharply but kept his mouth shut. Alix could feel a great deal of sympathy for the confused young man and labored to keep the conversation sensitive yet comforting.

“Cord and I are adults,” she said. “We can make decisions like that for ourselves. Most importantly, we love each other very much and when adults love each other, sex is a part of that demonstration. It’s normal and natural.”

He sighed sharply. “I just don’t like to think about him… you know, touching you… it’s just weird.”

“Then don’t think about it,” she said frankly. “You shouldn’t be, anyway. What Cord and I do is our business and you need to accept the fact that your mother isn’t dead, Sean. She’s in love with a very good man and this baby is a result of that love. We’re very happy about it and I hope you can be, too. But I want you to know that you can always talk to me about this kind of thing, but if not me, there are lots of other people who would be happy to help you work through your feelings.”

He just shrugged, still kicking at the ground, and Alix took a few steps in his direction. “I love you, Sean,” she said gently. “You’re my firstborn, my son, and I love you more than anything. You know that. This baby won’t take away from that and getting married to Cord can’t take away from it, either. Nothing will ever change that. Okay?”

Sean looked at her, then. “Why is it okay for you and Cord to have a baby and you’re not married?” he wanted to know. “If I got some girl pregnant right now, I’d get in big trouble.”

It was a legitimate question. “Because Cord and I are responsible adults, with jobs, and we’re able to make decisions like that for our lives,” she said honestly. “You’re sixteen years old, Sean. Do you have any idea how having a child would affect your life? You’d grow up in an instant and end up having to be an adult before you were emotionally ready for it. Do you have a job? A place to live? A college degree? No, you don’t. You don’t have any of these things; therefore, you can’t make a responsible decision like that about your life. You’d have two human beings dependent on you and no way to provide for them.”

Sean fell silent, kicking at the ground. His mother, as always, made sense. But he still wasn’t sure how he felt about anything. More than anything, he just wanted to be alone so he could sort it all out. He waved his mother off.

“I get it,” he said. “I’ll be okay. I just need to… think.”

Alix sighed, watching her handsome son as he struggled with his feelings. “If you want to talk, I’m just inside.” She pointed to the house as she began wandering back towards it. “Or if you want to talk to Chris or Kyle, you know they’ll listen. Cord’s pretty wise, too, you know.”

Sean just nodded and waved her off again, so Alix headed back into the house. He wandered out to the old shed that was so picturesque amongst the trees and tall grass. There was still a ton of old furniture out in it and he leaned against the big dresser that had nearly squashed his mother that day so long ago when they had first moved in.

He sighed heavily, thinking on his mom’s announcement and the way his life was changing. He wasn’t the only one in for a change but he felt like it; for so long it had only been him and his mom because his dad really hadn’t been around much and when he was, he never seemed to take a lot of interest in his only son. Therefore, Sean and his mother had been very close; this move to the East Coast had been okay with him because he didn’t hold any real fondness for California and if he were to admit the truth, he kind of liked having three brothers. It made him feel part of something bigger, like he wasn’t so alone anymore.

But then there was Cord, the man he was now sharing his mother with. He had resigned himself to that, but now with the baby, he was going to have to get used to that, too. Now, instead of just him and his mom and Rose, there were four other people in his family and soon a fifth. He knew how much his mother loved Cord and he’d stopped being jealous of that long ago. They were all melding into one big family, something he never thought he’d be a part of.

Sitting down on an old chair next to the dresser, he thought about the new baby and wondered if it would be another boy. There sure would be a lot of boys in the family, but he was okay with it. In fact, if he thought hard on what his mother said, he was okay with everything. He was loved, he was happy, and, in the end, that was all that mattered.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
December
 
Mrs. Mowbray stood on the wide porch of Evenshade, gazing up at the structure with some awe and fear. The last time she’d seen Evenshade had been decades ago; she lived in another part of town these days and didn’t get much opportunity to get over to the older section that used to be the outskirts of Salem Village. Evenshade had gone through a great deal of renovation and looked beautiful. She was duly impressed.

Knocking on the big, newly restored front door with its original knocker, she was in the process of inspecting the door itself when it suddenly opened. A young man stood there, gazing back at her.

“Hi,” he said.

Mrs. Mowbray smiled nervously, displaying her yellowed teeth. “Hello,” she said. “I’m from the Salem Historical Society. I’m looking for Mrs. Hendry.”

“Dr. Hendry is my mom,” the young man said. “She’s in the kitchen; I’ll get her.”

Mrs. Mowbray waited patiently on the door stoop as Sean wandered down the wide central hall, calling for his mother. As she heard chatter towards the back of the house, Mrs. Mowbray peered inside the house, studying the newly renovated floors and spectacular staircase that led up to the second floor. Everything, from what she could see, was beautifully restored. As she squinted at an eighteenth century portrait of a woman in a white dress on the wall near the door, Alix emerged from the dining room.

“Mrs. Mowbray,” she greeted her. “Please come in. I’m sorry my son didn’t invite you inside to wait.”

Mrs. Mowbray stepped inside, shaking Alix’s extended hand. “Not to worry,” she said. “He was very polite.”

“Thank you,” Alix said, but she could see the woman’s attention was on the house. “Did you drop by to see the house? I’d be happy to show you around.”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded. “I would love to see it,” she said eagerly. “However, my purpose today was not to see the house. It was to give you a little more information about the legends surrounding it. After you left a few weeks ago, I did some research and found out a few things you might like to know.”

Alix was eager to hear. “Of course I would,” she said, indicating for the woman to follow her back to the kitchen. “Would you like a cup of coffee? I just made some fresh.”

“Thank you,” Mrs. Mowbray said as they entered the kitchen.

The kitchen was a masterpiece of stainless steel appliances, granite countertops, and black and white flooring that all blended seamlessly to create a restored kitchen space that looked chic yet appropriate for the age and architecture of the house. Alix indicated for the woman to sit at the stylish kitchen table and Mrs. Mowbray took a seat, setting her purse and a briefcase-like bag on the chair next to her. As Alix poured the coffee, Mrs. Mowbray looked around the spectacular kitchen.

“The house is beautiful,” she said sincerely. “You have done a remarkable and tasteful job of restoring it.”

Alix came over with the cups and set one of them down in front of Mrs. Mowbray. “Thank you,” she said as she sat at the table. “We’re still working on the bedrooms upstairs but it’s almost finished.”

“I’m sure this house never looked so good, even when it was new.”

Alix grinned, pleased that the woman from the Historical Society thought so much of what she had done. But she noticed that Mrs. Mowbray had brought some things with her so she indicated the briefcase.

“So,” she said, “what else have you found out about the house?”

The old woman immediately began opening up her bag. “You really whet my interest when you came a few weeks ago asking about this house,” she said as she pulled out some papers. “I thought I’d look into it some more to see if I could find out anything else. Since it is so heavily associated with the Salem witch trials, I started there. I searched many different documents without any luck until I came to the journal kept by Dorothy Good. If you recall, that was Sarah Good’s daughter.”

Alix nodded, interested. “I do,” she said. “What did she say?”

Mrs. Mowbray passed her some photocopies. As Alix peered at the copies made of faded, barely legible writing, Mrs. Mowbray began to speak. “Those are copies of a section of Dorothy’s journal that I thought you would find interesting,” she said. “Dorothy was only four or five when her mother was sent to jail and, subsequently, Dorothy was questioned by the inquisition and also put in jail. She was the youngest person to be accused of witchcraft during those trials.”

Alix lifted her head and looked at Mrs. Mowbray. “Four or five years old?” she repeated. “She was my daughter’s age. She was just a baby.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Mowbray agreed sadly. “But, as a child, she was interrogated and admitted to all sorts of things, including incriminating herself as a witch. She had a big imagination.”

Alix refocused on the photocopies with very juvenile writing on them, shaking her head with disbelief. “Kids that age make up all kinds of things,” she said, immediately thinking of Rose and the sad girl who followed her around. She found herself struggling to shake off the feelings of unease as she had come to discover that Rose hadn’t been making up that particular friend. “Children that age hardly have a grasp of anything beyond their own growing worlds. I can’t believe adults would have taken anything seriously from a five-year-old.”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded. “Sad, but true,” she said. “In any case, it was well known that Dorothy Good suffered from mental issues the rest of her life and it was attributed to her incarceration. It seems strange that a child that young, who was really only jailed for a few short months, should be so mentally troubled by so short an exposure, so I started reading her journal to see if there was something more to it, perhaps something more that happened during that time. I think I found it.”

Alix perked up. “What did you find?”

Mrs. Mowbray sighed heavily and took the photocopies back from Alix. She shuffled them around before she came to the one she was looking for. She glanced at Alix, perhaps apologetically, before continuing.

“Dorothy wrote in her journal of her mother bearing a child in jail,” she said. “This, too, is documented, but apparently Dorothy was the only one present when her mother gave birth to the baby. That, in and of itself, would probably scar a child, but there’s more to it. According to Dorothy, she was released from jail a short time before her mother was hanged and when she was released, she says that her mother had her smuggle the baby out of prison. She said her mother told her to take the baby to Bebe’s house.”

Alix cocked her head thoughtfully. “Bebe’s house?” she repeated. “I thought the husband brought the dead baby here to bury it under the house?”

Mrs. Mowbray shook her head. “According to Dorothy, she’s the one that took the baby from the jail,” she said. “Now, you must remember that Dorothy is barely older than a toddler herself at this time so her recollections may or may not be entirely accurate. But she states that she took the baby to Abigail’s house but that her pet snake told her to throw it down the well because it was evil. So she did.”

Alix’s eyes widened. “She threw the baby down the well?”

Mrs. Mowbray pointed at the photocopy that apparently contained the fateful entry. “That’s what she says.”

“So the husband didn’t bury it?”

“Not according to Dorothy.”

“But there’s no well on this property that I know of.”

“To protect the water source and to make it convenient, wells were sometimes sunk and the houses were built up around them.”

Alix looked stricken. “In the basement?”’

“Exactly.”

Alix’s mind began to race. So much of this weird tale was starting to make sense; most importantly, both tales she had heard referred to something being buried under the house. It was true that there hadn’t been any more paranormal events since Halloween and there were days when the house seemed very charming and normal, but now she was starting to feel creeped out again. She didn’t like it at all.

“That poor little girl,” she said after a moment. “If this is true, what a burden she carried.”

“Enough of a burden to mentally scar her for the rest of her life.”

“That’s for sure,” Alix said, thinking on a five-year-old throwing a dead baby into the well. “I don’t even know if there’s a well in the basement. The laundry room is down there but I haven’t really gone exploring.”

Mrs. Mowbray returned her attention to the photocopies. “I suppose this all really doesn’t matter in the long run,” she said. “I just brought it to your attention because I thought it was interesting. Just more folklore.”

Alix still wasn’t happy about it. “I suppose,” she said. “Thank you for sharing this. Can I keep these photocopies?”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded. “I brought them for you.”

“Thank you,” Alix said again, peering at the copies of the very old script. “This story of Sarah and Dorothy and Mercy just seems to get sadder and sadder. Whatever happened to Dorothy?”

Mrs. Mowbray shrugged. “She lived the rest of her life as an outcast, at least until her late teens,” she said. “After that, no one seems to know. I can’t find any record of her as an adult, or if she even married or had children of her own. I did find reference to her working as a servant girl, but that’s really it. Being mentally unstable limited her in many ways.”

“So she just disappeared?”

“It seems so.”

Alix thought on that. “How strange,” she muttered. “And how sad.”

Before Mrs. Mowbray could reply, Rose came running into the kitchen. She ran straight to her mother, looking shyly at Mrs. Mowbray. Alix put her arms around her daughter and kissed her head.

“This is my daughter, Rose,” she said. “Rosie, this is Mrs. Mowbray.”

Mrs. Mowbray smiled at the little girl, her ugly teeth evident. “Hello, Rose,” she said, glancing at Alix. “I see the resemblance between you two.”

Alix smiled, hugging her daughter. “I’ve heard that more than once,” she said, looking down at Rose. “My mother says it all of the time.”

“She’s right,” Mrs. Mowbray said, focusing on Rose. “How old are you, young lady?”

Rose held up four fingers. “Four.”

“Do you go to school?”

“Sometimes.”

“Ah,” Mrs. Mowbray said confidently. “You must be in nursery school.”

Rose didn’t say anything; she was too busy acting shy and shoving her fingers in her mouth. Alix gently removed them and turned to Mrs. Mowbray.

“Well,” she said, standing up to signal that their conversation on the mysteries of the house was over, “it was really nice of you to come out today. Would you like to see the rest of the house before you go?”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded enthusiastically. “I would love it, thank you,” she said. “As I told you before, I knew Cecily Trevor when she lived here and that was back in the nineteen thirties.”

Alix listened with interest as she took Rose’s hand and began walking from the kitchen. “When I moved in, I think there were still remnants of the house from that period, including the big cast iron sink in the kitchen, which we kept. We just had it refinished. Did you notice?”

Mrs. Mowbray looked at the sink, nodding her head in approval. “Beautiful,” she said. “It looks like you kept most of the flooring intact.”

Alix nodded. “I did,” she said. “All of the flooring was saved. So was the banister on the front stairs.”

As the women lost themselves in a discussion about the house, Rose began to hum. Holding her mother’s hand, she hummed that strange little song that she seemed to have made up since they had moved into the house.

“Goody Good, Goody Good, ’ere snake and bird could,” she sang as she walked with her mother. She seemed to be looking off to her right, as if something was trailing behind her. Then she suddenly came to a stop and tugged at her mother. “Mommy?”

Alix was pointing out the details of the two hundred-year-old banister but she paused. “Yes, baby?”

“Mommy, the sad girl says we can’t go upstairs,” Rose said.

In days past, Alix wouldn’t have given Rose’s comment any credence. She would have ignored it. But these days, when Rose spoke of the sad girl, she was inclined to listen whether or not she wanted to. Call it a hunch, or instinct, of the need for self-preservation, but she would make herself listen. She could feel the hair on the back of her neck go up.

“Why not?” she asked softly, trying to keep the conversation between her and Rose as Mrs. Mowbray inspected the banister.

Rose looked up at her mother with her big gray eyes. “She doesn’t like the lady.”

Alix glanced at Mrs. Mowbray. She tilted her head in the woman’s direction. “Her?”

Rose nodded solemnly. “She says she can’t go upstairs.”

Alix’s jaw ticked as she thought on how to proceed. She was afraid of what would happen if she ignored the warning, having experienced a taste of the entity’s power before.

“Rosie,” she said carefully. “Where is the sad girl?”

Rose turned around, pointing down the hall. “There.”

“Is she watching us?”

“Yes.”

“Can you see her?”

“Yes.”

Alix looked down the hall. Back there was the corridor to the study, the kitchen, and the rear of the house. She pondered the situation for a moment before turning to Mrs. Mowbray.

“If you want to step into the living room, you can see the hearth with the original stonework,” she said. “There’s even an iron arm in the mortar that they used to hold pots and kettles and things. You’re welcome to take a look while I take care of something.”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded eagerly. “Thank you, I’d be happy to.”

Alix waited until the woman wandered into the living room before turning to her daughter. “Show me where the sad girl is.”

Silently, Rose led her into the back hallway by the utility room. She pointed to the doorway leading into the utility room.

“Here,” she said.

“Is she there now?”

“Yes.”

Alix fixed on the open doorway, taking a deep breath as she composed her thoughts. “Rosie, you told me her name once,” she said. “What was it?”

“Mer-cy.”

“Mercy?”

Rose nodded. Alix felt rather sick to her stomach. “Oh, Christ,” she whispered. “She told you her name was Mercy?”

“Uh-huh.”

Alix looked at the doorway again, trying very hard not to feel frightened. Mercy… wasn’t that the name of Sarah Good’s dead baby? Alix seriously resisted the urge to run and take her daughter with her. Rosie had mentioned the name before, once when Alix had gotten knocked out by an unseen force, but she hadn’t paid much attention to it. Now, she wished she had. Pieces of a very sinister puzzle were coming together and she didn’t like it one bit.

“Rosie?” she asked.

“What?”

“Is she still there?”

“Yes.”

“What is she doing?”

“Looking at you.”

Alix realized she was trembling. She focused on the empty doorway, summoning her courage. When she spoke, it was to the air.

“Mercy,” she whispered. “I know you know me. I’m Rose’s mom. I know you are sad and scared, but you are not allowed to tell me what I can do in my own home. This is my home now and I’m the master. Do you understand me? I want you to go back where you came from and stay there. You are not welcome here.”

She was met with silence. After a moment, she turned to Rose. “Is she still there?”

Rose shook her head. “She went away.”

It was then that they heard a massive thump overhead and the entire house shook. Alix raced to the front staircase just about the time she heard Sean yelling upstairs. Mrs. Mowbray bolted out of the living room and met Alix by the front door.

“What on earth was that?” the old woman asked, breathless.

Alix looked at her as she mounted the steps. “We… uh, we still have some renovation going on up there,” she said quickly. “Would you mind letting yourself out? I need to see what’s happened.”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded, watching Alix fly up the stairs. She was concerned but she did as she had been asked and headed for the door. As she opened it, she realized that Rose was standing behind her, gazing up at her. Mrs. Mowbray forced a smile at the little girl.

“It was nice to meet you, young lady,” she said. “I hope we meet again soon.”

Rose simply nodded her head and closed the door on the woman, very nearly pushing her from the house. Mrs. Mowbray swore she caught a glimpse of another little girl standing on the staircase just before the door shut and blocked her view.

It was a little girl in a white dress that was the image of young Rose Hendry.

* * *

Two weeks later
The wedding planner had done a spectacular job of decorating the house and grounds of Evenshade in fabulous winter colors, making the old house with the frightening reputation look like something out of a wedding magazine. It was a winter wonderland, a full-blown Christmas wedding complete with white trees and crystal lights everywhere. The theme was winter white with hints of silver and gold, and the wedding itself was set for the winter solstice, December twenty-first, at sunset. It was a magical time of the year.

Alix had taken the week off of work to prepare for the wedding although the wedding planner had it well in hand and Cord wouldn’t let her do any work. He, too, had taken almost three weeks off of work and with a few of his buddies and his sons, took to re-landscaping the backyard where the wedding was to take place.

As the weather hovered in the teens and the brisk feel of winter kissed the landscape, Alix and Rose watched from the warm comfort of the house as Cord, Chris, Kyle, Sean, Cole, and about six firefighters ripped up the backyard and laid out an exquisite network of rocks and landscaping. A gazebo went up and a waterfall and pond went in. Sod was laid, one that was resistant to the extreme cold, and shrubbery was planted.

Since it was heading into the dead of winter and a snowstorm had been forecast for Christmas Eve, Cord didn’t worry about flowers. He simply lay down what he could and hoped it would keep its green color until after the ceremony. After that, it could turn purple for all he cared. He just wanted it looking good for the wedding.

His work buddies worked for free food and beer, which Alix kept amply supplied. She made big pots of chili or chicken and dumplings, her favorite, and fed them hot food every couple of hours. She also checked fingers and noses periodically for frostbite. Chris and Kyle worked silently alongside their father but Cole, being younger and not so hearty, would sneak inside to warm up along with Sean, the California boy, who had never dealt with weather this cold. He had no idea how to cope with it.

The first day of the landscaping party had been brutally cold and Alix brought Sean indoors after just an hour because his lips were turning blue. He got angry with her about it because he didn’t want his future stepbrothers thinking he was a wimp, but the truth was that she gave him a great excuse to warm up.

Once the landscaping was down, the wedding planner went to work with her exquisite white lighting and other marvelous effects. It was absolutely gorgeous and the night before the wedding, Alix and Cord had stood on the back porch, arms wrapped around each other, and just admired everything. The whirlwind courtship was culminating in a dreamlike wedding, and they were still both coming to terms with it. Deeply in love and deliriously happy, they were both savoring every minute of it. It was unbelievably right, all of it, and they were very thankful.

On the night before the wedding, the snowstorm hit. Alix awoke in her bed, alone, as Cord and his boys were down the road at his house, to Sean yelling excitedly about snow. Staggering out of bed, she had opened the shutters to be faced with a world blanketed in white, including her brand new landscaping. She had been standing there staring at it in wonderment when her cell phone rang. She didn’t even have to look at the number; she knew who it was.

“Hi, babe,” she said, sounding sleepy.

Cord’s voice was warm and deep. “Hi yourself,” he said. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Surprisingly well,” she said. “In fact, I’ve woken up every morning for the past couple of weeks and have felt fine. I think the worst of the morning sickness curse is over.”

“Thank God,” he breathed quietly. “But speaking of worst, have you looked out the window lately?”

Alix grinned. “I’m looking out of it now,” she said. “I think I see your house buried under a bunch of snow.”

Cord snorted. “You think you’re kidding,” he said. “I’m going to send Chris and Kyle up to the house to shovel the driveway and put down salt. I’ll be up in a few minutes to take a look at the backyard and see what we need to do about cleaning the snow off the gazebo and such.”

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll make some breakfast.”

“Thanks,” he said. “We’ll be right up. I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Alix hung up the phone and went to take a quick shower. It was hot and wonderful, steaming up the bathroom, as she finished up and dried off. She took care to rub oil over her growing belly so she wouldn’t get stretch marks, inspecting her belly in the mirror and realizing it had grown quite a bit over the past few weeks. She was nearly four months along and suspected it was going to be a rather large baby.

Drying her long hair and putting on a bit of make-up, she dressed in stretchy leggings and a gorgeous oversized sweater that was warm and cozy. Pulling on her fuzzy boots, she headed downstairs to begin breakfast which, for Cord and his boys, was a rather large affair. They were big boys and they liked to eat, so the moment she got into the kitchen, she went straight to the refrigerator and pulled out the eggs. That was where she started.

By the time Cord and his boys rolled up several minute later, Alix already had a mass of scrambled eggs with ham, bacon, potatoes and juice on the table. As the door opened and they began piling in, she put the first big stack of pancakes on the table. Chris, Kyle and Cole threw themselves at the table with its cornucopia of breakfast delights while Cord went to Alix and took her in his arms.

“Hello, beautiful,” he said, kissing her lips.

“Hi,” she said, kissing him in return. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t think the groom is supposed to see the bride before the ceremony.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her as he headed for the table. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t think the bride is supposed to cook for the groom and his sons before the ceremony.”

Alix giggled and flipped a pancake. “It’s the least I can do before I throw you all out into the snow.”

Cord sat down as Chris handed him the plate with the eggs. “We’re used to it,” he said, scooping out a healthy portion of eggs. “Besides, I already called some of the guys. They’re coming over in a while to help get this place cleaned up.”

Alix finished up pancake round number two and put the plate on the table as Sean came down, lured by the noise. He sat between Kyle and Cole, already getting a ribbing for the fact that he was still in his pajamas. Alix grinned, pouring Cord and Chris some coffee, thinking she would be very happy to listen to the brotherly teasing for the rest of her life. When she should be on duty in the emergency room, she was making pancakes, pouring coffee, and loving every minute of it. Her entire life had been filled with ambition and medicine, but the past few months had seen that drastically change. Ironic how the right man could change everything.

Rose began to cry as she was pouring some orange juice for Sean so she raced up the back stairs and into her daughter’s bedroom. Rose was still in one of the back bedrooms because Alix didn’t want her returning to the front bedroom where the sad girl seemed to pay so much attention to her. However, when she entered Rose’s pink and white princess bedroom, her daughter was nowhere to be found. But she could still hear the crying.

“Rose?” Alix called out. “Where are you?”

No answer but more crying. Alix went into both bathrooms and Sean’s room but she still couldn’t find her daughter. As she came back out into the corridor, she noticed the door to Rose’s old bedroom slightly ajar. Feeling the least bit of trepidation, she pushed it open and stuck her head in.

“Rosie?” she called.

There was more crying but it was louder now. Alix stepped into the room, which had now become a storeroom for boxes and stuff that Cord was moving into the house, looking around to see where her daughter was and what had her so upset. But Rose didn’t seem to be anywhere in the room. Puzzled and concerned, Alix was about to turn for the door to call down to Cord for help when she noticed that the closet door was cracked open. She immediately went to it and opened it.

“Rosie?” she called up the narrow attic stairs. “Are you up there?”

“Mommy!” Rose cried, sounding frightened. “Mommy, come get me! She won’t let me leave!”

Alix started to take a step when an unseen hand suddenly shoved her back. She stumbled out of the closet, backwards, but when she tried to grab the door, it slammed in her face. It was a loud and violent sound. Rose started screaming and so did Alix.

“Cord!” she shrieked.

She could hear the cavalry coming up the back stairs. It sounded like a thundering herd. Cord burst into the room, followed by all four boys. Alix pointed at the closet door in a panic.

“She’s up there and I can’t get the door open!” she cried.

Cord raced to the door, listening to Rose’s screaming in the attic. He pulled and pulled but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t budge the door. Alix began crying, terrified for her daughter, as Cord ended up pulling the door knob right out of the door.

“What the hell?” he exclaimed, looking at the old iron latch in his hand. He tossed it aside and tried to get his fingers into the mechanism to open it. “What in the hell is wrong with this door?”

Alix was in tears. “It pushed me back and slammed the door in my face when I tried to get to Rose.”

He looked at her. “What pushed you back?”

She was nearly hysteria. “That big draft you said didn’t exist,” she said angrily. “It pushed me out of the closet and slammed the door in my face. I need to get to my daughter!”

Cord had his hands full with a panicked fiancée and a jammed door. He turned to Chris. “Find me something,” he said with urgency. “An axe, a hammer… any kind of tool I can use to bust this door down. Go!”

Chris was off. Cord grabbed his biggest son, Kyle. “Help me with this door,” he said. “We’re going to try to kick it down, okay?”

Kyle put his size fourteen feet to work. He and Cord began kicking at the door, anything to get it to move, but it seemed more stuck than ever. Even the old wood of the panel seemed like concrete; no cracks or chips. Alix was panicking, which in turn fueled Cord. They could all hear Rose screaming. But then, it abruptly stopped.

The sudden silence was electrifying. Alix stopped crying, her eyes wide with terror as she looked at Cord. He glanced at her but didn’t take the time to stop and comfort her. He was desperate to get the old door open. Looking around the room, he could see a big brass lamp base, heavy and well made. He grabbed it and returned to the door, lifting it like a hammer and preparing to take a swing. But just as he brought it down, the door swung open.

Rose was standing there. Cord was already in full swing, bringing it right down on Rose’s head before he could stop himself. He heard Alix scream and he even heard the boys yell, but he was already in motion. It all happened too fast. But just as soon as he delivered a blow that would have surely killed the child, she vanished into thin air. All that was left was an open door and a dark, empty stairwell.

Cord nearly had a heart attack. He dropped the lamp base and pitched forward, stumbling into the closet and onto the stairs. Alix was literally on his heels as he raced up the steps.

“Rosie?” he yelled. “Rose, where are you?”

They reached the top of the steps, into the dark and eerie attic with its shadows and crevices. There was a ton of old junk up here, left by previous tenants and owners, stuff that had accumulated over the years. Boxes littered the area, a dark and dusty expanse that stretched the entire length of the house.

Cord charged into the attic, looking around frantically for Rose. Kyle and Sean and Cole were right with him, looking behind boxes and moving things aside to see if she was hiding anywhere. They were all frantic with worry. Alix, however, had turned to the right while everyone else went to the left. She spied her daughter over near one of the small windows that faced the south side of the house.

“Rose!” she cried.

She ran to her daughter and dropped to her knees as Cord and the boys thundered up behind her. Rose had been sitting on the floor when Alix picked her up, clinging fearfully to her mother.

“Rosie!” Alix gasped. “Are you okay?”

Rose threw her arms around her mother’s neck and refused to let go. Alix couldn’t even pry her away to get a look at her and when Cord tried, she screamed, so he let her alone. Alix held her daughter tightly, sitting on the floor of the attic. At least her child was in her arms now, and safe, so Alix took a lot of comfort in that. But not for long; she was frantic to know what had happened.

“Rosie,” she said gently. “Please tell me what happened. Did you accidentally get locked up in here?”

Rose shook her head. “No.”

“Then what happened?”

She pulled her head out of the crook of Alix’s neck, snot and tears all over her face. “The sad girl told me to come up here because we would play a game,” she said. “When I wanted to leave, she wouldn’t let me.”

Alix swallowed hard, feeling a great deal of fear creep over her. “The… the sad girl kept you up here?”

“Yes.”

Alix didn’t ask anything more, at least not at the moment. The truth was that she wasn’t quite sure what more to say. As she comforted her daughter, Cord was standing over the pair, protectively, feeling very frustrated and, if he were to admit it, a little frightened. He knew what he had seen in that darkened closet; it was the image of Rose, just as he had seen on Halloween night. When he’d brought the lamp base down, he swore he had killed Rose and to see the image disappear… well, he was having a difficult time reconciling it. He didn’t believe in ghosts but he’d seen one – twice. He’d even talked to his parents about it. Maybe there was something more to this than he was willing to admit. Still, he was having a tough time accepting everything. He just couldn’t seem to wrap his mind around it.

“Come on, honey,” he said gently, putting his hands on Alix’s arms to help her stand up. “Let’s get her downstairs. It’s cold and dusty up here.”

Alix nodded, trying to stand up with Rose in her arms but she couldn’t quite manage it. Sean had to come to her rescue and took Rose because she wouldn’t go to anyone else, including Cord. When Sean took Rose and Cord helped Alix stand, they both noticed something on the floor beneath them. Alix had been sitting on it, blocking it. Curious, they peered at it.

“What in the hell is this?” Cord asked.

Alix shook her head, looking at the floor board partially pulled away. Cord got down on one knee and pulled at it. He ended up popping it out completely, as it wasn’t secured in the least. A hidden compartment lay beneath and Cord pulled out what appeared to be a series of documents bound together. They were extremely old, brittle and yellowed, with a texture like dead fall leaves. Cord peered at them curiously before handing them over to Alix.

“More mysteries from this house,” he muttered, watching Alix carefully inspect the brittle documents. “Can you make out anything?”

Alix squinted at whatever was written on the paper. “No,” she said, shaking her head after a moment. “I can’t see in this light.”

Cord stood up. “Let’s get out of here,” he said, gently ushering everyone back towards the stairs. “We’ll take this all downstairs and have a look.”

The Trevor boys pounded down the attic stairs followed by Sean carrying Rose, and finally Alix and Cord. Cord shut the closet door leading up into the attic and pointed at the children.

“Nobody goes up there again,” he said quietly, firmly. “All right? Agreed?”

The boys nodded and Cord looked specifically at Rose. “No more going up there,” he told her with gently sternness. “It’s dangerous, honey. I don’t want you to get hurt. Okay?”

Rose nodded unsteadily and Cord rewarded her with a kiss on the cheek. “Good girl,” he said. “Now, let’s go back downstairs, finish breakfast, and start getting the driveway cleared. We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”

Everyone started moving. Alix collected Rose from Sean and passed the old documents back to Cord. As the boys headed back downstairs, she went back to her bedroom with Cord on her heels. He set the old documents on his dresser as Alix set Rose down on the mattress and checked her arms and upper torso for injury. She checked the little girl’s head, scalp, legs and feet before she finally eased up. Then, she stood back and put her hands on her hips.

“Now,” she said to her daughter, “tell me everything that happened. You said the sad girl wanted to play. What did she want to play?”

Rose looked pale and tired. She shrugged her little shoulders restlessly and began to crawl off the bed.

“She said she wanted to call her mommy,” she said. “She said I had to help her but I didn’t want to play and then she wouldn’t let me get out. Mommy, I’m hungry.”

Alix watched her daughter climb off the bed, feeling apprehension at her statement. “She said she wanted you to help her call her mommy?” she repeated.

Rose was heading for the door. “Yes.”

“But… who is her mommy?”

“I don’t know.”

“She didn’t say?”

“She said her mommy was waiting for her to call her.”

“Why?”

Rose didn’t know. She just kept walking, heading out of the room and towards the back staircase. Alix let her go, calling down to Sean to let him know she was coming down the stairs. Then, she looked at Cord and expressions of confusion passed between them but in Alix’s case, there was more to it. She was weary, emotional, and hormonal, and Cord watched as her eyes filled with tears.

“What in the hell is happening around here?” she hissed. “You saw that… that girl in the closet. I thought it was Rose and you almost… you….”

She couldn’t finish her sentence and Cord took her in his arms, holding her tightly. He thought back to that moment when he thought he’d killed Rose and it shook him up. In fact, the more he thought on it, the more nauseous he became.

“I know,” he said when she couldn’t go on. “I saw it, too. I thought I’d killed her. I swear that little incident just took twenty years off my life. I’m still shaking.”

“What are we doing to do? Why is this all happening?”

“I don’t know but I intend to find out.”

Alix wiped at her eyes and lifted her head to look at him. “How?”

He sighed heavily. “I’m not sure this is even the day to talk about this,” he said. “We’re getting married in about eight hours. I want to focus on that and not this… this craziness that seems to invade every inch of this house.”

Alix pulled away from him gently and went to the tissue box. “Then you really do think something is going on now.”

“I can’t deny what I’ve seen.”

“You sure didn’t believe me in the beginning.”

“I’ve change my mind. I can’t refute what I’ve seen. But like I said, I really don’t want to focus on that today.”

Alix put the tissue to her nose. “I don’t want to focus on it, either, but we don’t really have a choice.” She blew her nose. “What are we going to do? I don’t want people in the house and suddenly this… this ghost makes an appearance.”

He shrugged. “She seems rather selective when she makes her appearances,” he said quietly. “She doesn’t seem to do it for anyone but us. I’ll see if I can find a medium or a psychic or something to come in here and see what they can figure out. I’ll get help for this, honey; I don’t want you to worry about it.”

Alix blew her nose again. “Of course I’m worried about it,” she said. “This sad girl seems to be fixated on Rose and I’m scared for my daughter. She’s downstairs with the boys eating breakfast now and I don’t even want to let her out of my sight. What happens if the sad girl takes her out on the roof next time and tells her to jump? I’m scared to death.”

Cord sighed again and went to her, kissing her on the forehead. “Let’s just get through today and we’ll worry about the rest of it later,” he said quietly. “Okay? I don’t want anything to spoil this day I’ve waited my whole life for.”

Alix gazed up at him, his handsome face and hopeful expression, and began to soften. “Okay,” she agreed. “While you guys are shoveling snow, I think I’m going to lie back down for a while. This whole incident has me kind of rattled.”

He agreed. “Me, too,” he said. “You and Rose take a nap and let us handle the house.”

They turned for the door but as they did so, the old documents Cord had set on the dresser caught their attention. Cord reached out and collected the documents, thinking about making heads or tails of the situation, but reconsidered. He opened up his top dresser drawer and carefully put them inside with his watches and handkerchiefs.

“I’m going to call Mrs. Mowbray at some point and take those documents over to her,” he said “She seems very interested in this house, so I’m sure this will be a real thrill. Maybe… maybe there’s something in there that will help us figure all of this out.”

“And solve it?”

“I hope so.”

Alix sighed heavily and he kissed her head, giving her a gentle and encouraging squeeze. Together, they headed back downstairs to finish breakfast and move ahead with their day.

They had a wedding to participate in.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
At four o’clock, Dr. Alix Hendry became Dr. Alix Hendry-Trevor. Dressed in a Medieval-looking white brocade wedding gown with an empire waist that disguised her growing belly and a white faux fur cape, she married Cord in the gazebo in the backyard of Evenshade in front of thirty people. It was a very small wedding of mostly Cord’s people because Alix’s were all out in California. Alix’s two cousins managed to make it, however, and two aunts, but her parents had passed away a few years earlier so she had no immediate family present. Being an only child, she was fairly alone in that department.

But no longer; she now had a husband, his three boys, his parents, two sisters-in-law and two brothers-in-law, and four nephews. It was a big and happy family that was thrilled to welcome her. She had never actually met Cord’s brother and sister, Kent Trevor, a very handsome man with Cord’s smile, and his sister, Elizabeth, who was very pretty and very sweet. They were both very gracious and very friendly to her, and Alix took to Elizabeth immediately.

About halfway through the wedding ceremony it began to snow, so they finished their vows with snowflakes on their eyelashes. Rose, who had been the flower girl, grew restless by the time Cord kissed his bride and he soon found himself carrying his new stepdaughter down the aisle. He held Alix’s hand tightly, never more happy or proud of anything in his life, as they headed from the garden straight into the house. The guests, cold and being snowed upon, quickly followed.

The caterer had set up inside the house and a fire burned brightly in every fireplace so it was very warm and festive. The big dining room in the front of the house was set up like a buffet and as the guests began to serve themselves ham, turkey, prime rib and other succulent items, Cord and Alix and the immediately family went back outside to take a few pictures that were quickly hampered by both the weather and the setting sun. After taking several lovely shots, everyone hustled back inside and the reception was full-on.

Evenshade was perfectly laid out for entertaining because, back in the day, it had been the only house for miles around big enough to accommodate more than ten people. It had seen its share of events. Along with the big dining room, it had enormous double parlors that, at some point, someone had removed the pocket doors and turned it into one enormous room. There was a partial wall in the middle of it as a result, but it didn’t impede the flow.

People ate in the big living room or wandered back to the library or den where Cord had recovered from his injuries, warmed by the inviting fires in the fireplaces in each room and enjoying the atmosphere. With the firelight and gentle lighting, one could almost see people in Colonial American attire moving from room to room, or envision how they spent their evenings. At Evenshade, it was easy to see.

As the wedding photographer took Cord and Alix into the library to shoot some portraits of just the two of them, the rest of the family were free to eat. As the Trevor boys and Sean tore into the ham and beef, Mary and Quirt worked around them and managed to fill their plates. While everyone else went to the living room to eat, Mary and Quirt ducked into the kitchen where the caterer was quietly working. Sitting at the lovely kitchen table, they tucked into their food.

“I haven’t been inside this house since I was a boy,” Quirt said, looking around the stylish kitchen. “It’s changed a lot.”

Mary had her fork in her hand and was picking at her food. Mostly, her attention seemed to be on the house. She looked around as her husband spoke.

“I’ve never been in here,” she said. “Wasn’t your Aunt Cecily the last family member to live here?”

Quirt nodded, his mouth full of prime rib. “Yes,” he said. “Then she rented it out, oh, thirty years ago before she went to that retirement community.”

“We haven’t seen her in a few years.”

“I know,” Quirt said, looking guilty. “We really should. She’s the last one of that generation left.”

“We should have brought her to the wedding.”

“She lives in Arizona, Mary, and she’s ninety-seven years old. She’s not going to travel well.”

“Still,” Mary said wistfully, setting her fork down and looking around the room. “Maybe we should have at least called her.”

Quirt shook his head, shoveling in mashed potatoes. “Why?” he asked. “There’s no point.”

Mary let the subject drop. She could hear people in the other rooms, talking and laughing, but she wasn’t in the mood to do either. She seemed very uneasy. Quirt finally noticed that she wasn’t eating.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, gesturing at her plate. “Why aren’t you eating?”

Mary shook her head, her eyes moving up to the ceiling of the room. “I don’t know,” she said. “There’s something….”

“Something what?”

Mary shook her head again. Then, she stood up. “I need to… walk around a bit,” she said. “I need to see the rest of the house.”

Quirt caught on to what she was saying. “Why?” he asked. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure.”

This time, Quirt set his fork down because he could tell she was uneasy. “Did you see something?”

“No,” Mary said faintly. “But I feel something.”

“Like what?”

She didn’t reply. All she could do was shake her head because she really wasn’t sure. All she knew was that she was very unsettled. Slowly, and with some trepidation, she began to walk towards the back stairs that led up to the second floor. She peered up the darkened stairwell.

“I don’t think Cord wants you wandering around,” Quirt told her.

Mary didn’t take her eyes off the stairwell. “He’s busy right now,” she said. “Besides, he won’t mind if I want to see the house.”

Quirt looked around, noticing the door to the basement underneath the stairs that led up to the second floor. His gaze lingered on it. “If we go anywhere, it should be down in the basement to see if we can find remnants of that stone circle,” he said quietly. “Knowing Cord, he hasn’t done a thing. Maybe it’s up to us to take a look.”

Mary was still fixated on the second floor. “After I’ve seen what’s up here, maybe we will,” she said.

She started up the stairs and Quirt sighed heavily, setting his fork down. Dutifully, he followed.

The second floor was quiet and dimly lit as light and noise from the first floor drifted up the stairwells. Mary went to the first door she came to which happened to be Alix’s bedroom. She stuck her head in, looking around the exquisitely decorated room, visually inspecting everything. But she was doing more than that; she was reaching out with her senses, especially that sixth sense that sometimes saw or heard things that no one else could.

Mary had always had the gift, ever since she had been a child and old enough to understand that sometimes she saw people that no one else saw. It was something her daughter had also inherited. The entire Trevor family was gifted one way or another, but some family members didn’t accept those gifts, Cord included. She’d long learned to accept his reluctance even though it still saddened her a bit to think on it.

Mary stood for several long minutes studying Alix’s room before moving on. The next room was Rose’s old room and she quietly opened the door only to be faced with stacks of boxes and a deserted room. The rest of the house was so lovely that this room, and a very big one at that, seemed oddly out of place. Curious, she stepped inside. Quirt was behind her, more interested in the boxes than in the room. As Mary wandered into the middle of the room, she suddenly came to a halt. Quirt was still peering at the boxes, being nosy and lifting lids to see what was inside, when he happened to glance over at his wife and saw her stagger.

“Hey,” he called over to her. “What’s the matter?”

Mary had her hand at her throat, her wide eyes staring up at the ceiling. “There’s something…,” she trailed off and then cocked her head as if listening to something. “Do you hear that?”

Quirt looked around the room. “Hear what? I don’t hear anything.”

Mary’s movements were odd and jerky as she moved around, listening. “Singing,” she said. “I hear a child singing. Can’t you hear it?”

Quirt shook his head. “Nothing, Mary.”

Mary picked her way through the dusty, cluttered room, ending up near the closet. She looked at the door, noting the ripped-out latch. Puzzled, she stuck her fingers into the hole and opened the door. It was dark in the closet, a soft whoosh of stale attic air caressing her face. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she could see a set of narrow steps leading up. Her gaze trailed up the stairs and at the very top, she could see the outline of a small child silhouetted in the darkness. She froze.

“Quirt,” she hissed. “Come quick!”

Quirt scooted over to the door to see what had his wife so excited. When he peered up the steps, there was nothing there. Simply darkness. He looked at his wife.

“What is it?” he asked softly. “What did you see?”

Mary was pointing up the steps. “I’m not sure,” she said. “It looked like… like a child.”

“A child?”

She nodded firmly. “It was there and then….”

As she spoke, the light in the stairwell seemed to change, like the flicker of a soft white light or perhaps the moon glow when clouds pass over it. It was very faint but noticeable, flickering almost like static. Dim, bright, dim, bright…. Suddenly, a small girl was standing on the flight of stairs midway down. Both Mary and Quirt jumped back as she was illuminated by the flicker. But when the flicker grew dim again, she was gone.

Quirt opened his mouth to say something to Mary but the flicker came back again, stronger than before, and like a strobe light flickers violently, the little girl was suddenly standing in front of them at the base of the stairs. She flickered in and out, in and out, and with each successive flicker, her dark eyes turned to boiling liquid dark, running down her face, and her dark mouth opened to reveal ugly, sharp fangs.

Quirt slammed the door and grabbed his wife, running for the door to the bedroom, but it slammed in their face. Startled and terrified, Quirt crashed into the panel, hitting his head, as Mary smashed into the back of him. They both turned around, facing the bedroom that was now flickering strangely, also, to see the ghostly girl standing a few feet behind them. All running face and fanged mouth, the child with the stringy dark hair and old-fashioned dress cocked her head in a curious gesture.

“Ent thou home?” she hissed. “Whereas Rose?”
Mary and Quirt gazed back in various stages of terror, but Quirt regained some of his composure. He had to; otherwise, he was going to climb right through the wall and probably kill himself. He forced himself to breathe. Just breathe!
“Who are you?” he asked, trying not to sound terrified.

The ghost girl simply stared in return. At least, that’s what they thought she was doing; they really couldn’t tell because she had no eyeballs, just big black holes in her face. She took a step or two closer, the fanged mouth flexing horrifically. Then, a skeletal hand lifted, the bony fingers pointing directly at them.

“Fetcheth my Rose,” she garbled.

Above all of their fear, they recognized Rose’s name. Mary, her curiosity overcoming her fear, endeavored to communicate. As a medium, and a very good one, she tried to be clinical about it, but it was an uphill battle. Whatever stood in front of them wasn’t a little girl; she knew that. It was a spirit, or perhaps something even worse, manifesting itself as a child. It was a deceiver, something very wicked trying to make itself seem harmless. Every sense in her body was telling her that.

“Rose?” she repeated. “What about her? Is she your… your friend?”

The ghostly girl lowered her pointing finger. She took another step towards Quirt and Mary but they realized she wasn’t walking at all; her feet were mist and not even touching the floor. She seemed to be turning her head in Quirt’s direction.

“Thou Bebe stock?” she asked in that oddly hissing tone.

Quirt had no idea what she said but he knew it wasn’t good. He was a warlock, an artist in the magic arts, like his father and his father before him. The entire line back to Abigail Williams had the skill and knowledge, old practices that were kept private and secretive. It was in their blood, as he had told Cord. Like brown eyes or freckles, it was just something his family had. As he gazed at the fanged ghost, he drew upon that innate part of him that understood things of the paranormal nature. He accepted that there were things of this earth that could not be explained. But this thing in front of him… it was evil. He knew that in his gut, just like his wife did.

“Tenet creatura, redire unde orta es. Non es hic susciperent,” he said, lifting his hand to her. “Recede et non revertitur.”

The ghostly girl snarled at him, her mouth opening wide and an unworldly hiss bursting forth. Her bony hands turned to claws and lifted in their direction but Quirt didn’t back down. He jabbed a finger at the ghost.

“Et vade, te creaturam malam,” he said louder, casting a spell of departure and banishment. “Et revertatur in domum discedere inferni. Non habetis hic potentia.”
The ghost girl began to dissipate, like steam, but the gaping mouth continued to hiss. The horrible teeth gnashed at him. Quirt lifted both hands, palms-out, as if shoving the ghost girl and her evil away from him.

“In nomine Iesu Christi, ego præcipio tibi, et numquam ad locum istum omnia saecula saeculorum,” he commanded. “Et vade!
A clawed hand swiped in his direction but turned to mist when it made contact with Quirt’s arm. Mary shrieked and yanked open the bedroom door, pulling Quirt with her. As they fled into the hallway, the hissing followed them until the bedroom door slammed shut again. They raced down the stairs and into the living space below.

Cord found his parents on the porch a half hour later, sitting huddled up on the patio furniture as the snow fell and the night deepened. They wouldn’t go back in the house no matter how much he tried to coax them.

* * *

“Dad, it’s really freezing out here,” Cord said. It was nearing midnight and all of the wedding guests had departed, but Quirt and Mary remained on the porch. Cord had brought them blankets and hot coffee but they still refused to budge. “Can I at least convince you to come into the kitchen?”

Quirt shook his head, his arm around Mary, who was wrapped up in a quilt with a cup of coffee in her hand.

“Son, I’m not trying to be difficult, truly,” he said, “but no amount of convincing is going to get me back into that house again, not ever. I told you that.”

Cord sighed heavily. “Yes, but you won’t tell me why,” he said. “What in the hell happened that made you run out of the house and sit in freezing temperatures?”

Quirt eyed the front door as it opened and Alix appeared. She was out of her wedding dress and swathed from head to toe in a ski jacket, mittens, heavy pants, and boots. She was ready for the cold. She smiled timidly at Quirt and Mary as she made her way over to Cord, who put his arm around her.

“You two are going to get frostbite out here,” she said. “Won’t you please come inside?”

They both shook their heads as Mary spoke. “Where is your daughter?” she asked.

“Rose?” Alix said. “I put her to bed.”

Mary shook her head, almost violently. “Please,” she begged. “Don’t leave her alone. Don’t ever leave her alone in this house again.”

“Why not?”

Mary looked at Quirt, guiltily, and Cord had enough. He pulled out a chair that was sitting back against the wall and put it right in front of his parents. He planted himself in it and faced them.

“Look,” he said, his voice low but firm. “Something happened this afternoon and you need to tell me what it is. What has you two so spooked that you’d sit out here and freeze?”

Quirt cleared his throat and glanced at his wife. “Well,” he said reluctantly. “We… we just didn’t want to ruin your wedding day, that’s all.”

“The wedding is over and the guests have gone,” Cord said, sounding rather irritated. “You can’t ruin anything. Tell me what’s going on.”

Quirt sighed heavily, taking a sip from his coffee cup before he spoke. He was gathering his thoughts, not wanting to over-dramatize what he’d seen but not wanting to diminish it, either. He and Mary had spent the past few hours trying to figure out what, exactly, to tell their son. They opted for the truth.

“Your mom wanted to see the house earlier,” he said, which really wasn’t a lie. Mary had wanted to see the house. “We were upstairs and ended up in that front bedroom with all of the boxes. When we were there, Mary thought she heard singing coming from the attic so she opened the closet door – you know – the one that leads up to the attic. We got more than we bargained for.”

Cord suspected what his father was going to say. “What did you see?”

“A little girl,” Mary said, looking between Cord and Alix. “There was a little girl there and… well, she was a ghost. Her feet didn’t reach all the way to the floor and she had big black holes where her eyes were supposed to be and sharp teeth. I think she asked for Rose.”

Alix, standing behind Cord, began to feel weak in the knees. She suddenly bolted for the house and Cord jumped up, running after her. The two of them raced up the stairs and threw open the door of Rose’s bedroom only to find the little girl sound asleep. Vastly relieved, Alix went into the room and touched her daughter’s head, just to make sure everything was all right. She couldn’t even describe the terror she was feeling now that Cord’s parents had seen the ghost girl; things were getting worse. She could feel it.

By the time she turned around, she could see Quirt and Mary standing behind Cord in the hallway. Evidently, they decided to overcome their fear of coming into the house with the prospect of a child in danger. Quietly, Alix walked out of the room and carefully shut the door. She faced Mary and Quirt.

“What else did she say?” she whispered. “That little ghost girl has been hanging around Rose since we moved in and she’s getting bolder. What else did she say about my daughter?”

Mary shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “I didn’t understand what she was saying but I did understand your daughter’s name. Alix, I don’t know if Cord has told you, but I’m a medium. I have been all of my life. I sensed something dark and heavy when I entered the house today and those feelings made me want to look around. I’m sorry if I was being nosy; I wasn’t trying to be, but the feelings I had were becoming overwhelming. When I entered that front bedroom, I felt such anger and sadness. It was like… like hysterical grief that had transformed into something very sinister and evil. When the girl appeared, I felt such darkness from her. I can’t describe it any better than that. She is here and she means to do you harm, I feel. You mustn’t leave Rose alone in this house. In fact, I want you to move. Move back to Cord’s house. Just don’t stay here.”

Alix felt as if she had been hit in the gut. She actually sucked in her breath. She looked at Cord, her eyes wide with fear and grief. Then her eyes began to fill with tears as hard as she tried to stop it.

“I… I don’t know,” she whispered, averting her gaze. “This is my home and I’ve put a lot of money into it. I love it; my kids love it. Cord and I are going to make our home here and I don’t want to abandon it, but if my daughter really is in danger, then I have to protect her.”

She was starting to cry and Cord put his arms around her, holding her close. As Alix buried her face in his chest, he looked at his parents.

“Mom, I respect your gift,” he said quietly. “You know I do. If you say there’s something awful here, then I believe you. I’ve seen it, too. But Alix and I need to talk about this, okay? I appreciate your advice, though.”

Mary was saddened by Alix’s reaction and put her hand on the woman’s back. “I’m sorry, Alix,” she said. “I didn’t mean to upset you so much. I just thought you needed to know.”

Alix sniffled and took Mary’s hand, holding it tightly. “I appreciate it,” she whispered tightly. “I’m glad you did. There’s been a lot of crazy stuff happening around here and hearing you talk about it… it just validated it for me. Something really terrible is going on.”

Mary squeezed her hand. “Quirt cast a banishment spell but I don’t know how well or how long it will work,” she said. “It seemed to do some good. The entity seemed to lose some of its steam.”

Alix looked at Quirt curiously. “Banishment spell?” she repeated. “How would you know that?”

Quirt looked embarrassed and hesitant. He glanced at his son as he spoke. “Oh, that,” he said, clearing his throat nervously. “Cord can tell you more about that. It’s just a little…something I do.”

“Did you really?” Cord interrupted, seriously questioning his father. “What did you do?”

Quirt shrugged, not wanting to make a big deal out of it. But he gazed at his son with equal seriousness. “Told it to leave and never come back,” he muttered. “Threw a few licks at it. Spun a fairly powerful web of protection, I hope. Cord, did you ever go down to the basement to see if there were remains of a stone circle?”

Cord shook his head. “I’ve been down there a few times, especially since the Historical Society told us about the legend of Mercy Good’s grave, but I haven’t checked for a stone circle since you and I discussed it.”

“Maybe you should give it some thought.”

“Maybe.”

Before Alix could question them further about spell casting and stone circles, Mary squeezed her hand again. “Can I please make a suggestion? Can I take all of the children back with me to our house?” she asked. “It would give you two a chance to have a honeymoon night without five children in the house and you wouldn’t have to worry… well, you know, worry about Rose.”

Alix wiped at her eyes, looking up at Cord for his response. He shrugged faintly, as if inclined to agree. She returned her attention to Mary.

“Are you sure?” she asked. “That’s a lot of kids invading your home.”

“We would love it. We don’t often get our grandkids and I look forward to getting to know our new ones.” She squeezed the woman’s hand one last time. “Please, Alix?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Alix agreed. “Okay,” she agreed. “The boys are still awake so you can go tell them to pack up. I’ll get Rose ready.”

Vastly relieved, Mary and Quirt went to get the boys organized as Alix and Cord took care of Rose. Within a half hour, all five kids were strapped into Quirt and Mary’s big SUV and heading back to their house. As Alix and Cord stood in the living room and watched them drive away down the dark and snowy street, Alix turned to her husband.

“Now,” she said, “what’s this about stone circles in the basement and your father casting spells?”

He faced her in the soft light of the fireplace. “Are you sure you want to hear this tonight?”

“You’d better tell me everything.”

Cord drew in a long, deep breath as he collected his thoughts. He pulled Alix into his arms, kissing her forehead before speaking. He found he was very nervous about it, terrified it would change her mind about him. But he knew, at this point, he had no choice. He had to come clean.

“Well, Your Honor, it’s like this,” he said, watching her grin. “Last month, after the incident on Halloween when the ghostly girl scared the boy’s right out of the house and then made an appearance to me, I went to see my parents. I thought they might shed more light on the history of the house than what Mrs. Mowbray told us since my dad’s aunt lived here for so long. My dad elaborated on the legend of Mercy Good being buried under the house. He told me that Abigail knew that the baby had been buried underneath the house to bring a curse upon her and that she cast a spell over a circle of stones around the grave to keep the curse at bay.”

Alix was listening intently. “Is that the circle of stones he referred to?”

“Yes.”

“He asked you if you had gone down in the basement to look for them.”

“Yes, he did, but I haven’t done it. With everything that’s gone on since he told me, I just haven’t had the time.”

“So when were you going to tell me what he said?”

He sighed. “I just didn’t want to freak you out more than you already were,” he said. “Honey, there’s been so much going on and you were stressed out enough as it is. If I didn’t tell you, it was just to help keep you sane. I hope you understand that.”

Alix nodded, her eyes glittering at him in the firelight. “I do,” she said evenly. “But from now on, don’t hold anything back like that, especially when it’s a situation where my children are involved. I need to have all of the facts, okay? I’m not a weakling. I can take it.”

He was properly contrite. “I know you’re not a weakling,” he whispered. “I wasn’t trying to pull a fast one on you or hide anything from you.”

“I know you weren’t,” she said. “But what’s this about spell casting? What the hell is up with your dad?”

There was another big confession on the horizon. Cord scratched his forehead in thought as he pondered the right way to deliver the news that Alix had just married into a family of witches. He found himself praying that she would be understanding or, at the very least, accepting.

“I told you that my family descends from Abigail Williams,” he began, “who, in fact, was a very skilled witch. It was something in her blood, something she had within her like a gene or a curse, something that she passed down through the male line in my family through her son, John. All of the firstborn males carry this trait. My father has the gift of Casting, as did my grandfather and his father before him. In my family, it’s as natural as breathing. What you heard was my father talking about casting a spell of banishment on the ghostly girl.”

Alix looked at him with astonishment. “Are you serious?” she asked. “He thinks he’s a witch?”

Cord shook his head. “He doesn’t think he is,” he said. “He is a witch. Well, a warlock, really. I’ve seen him…well, it doesn’t matter, but believe me when I tell you that he is effective. He’s very good.”

Her mouth popped open. “Really?”

“Really.”

She was truly astounded. “But… but you’ve never talked about this before,” she said. “You’ve never made any mention of this, and… and if it’s passed down to the firstborn males in your family, then that means you do it, too?”

He shrugged, averting his gaze. “I’ve spent most of my life ignoring what’s in my blood,” he admitted. “When I was young, I thought it was really cool. I wanted to learn all about it, but the older I got, I realized that I was the only one of my friends who could cast spells so in my mind, it became uncool and ridiculous. I didn’t want to be different. I wouldn’t speak to my father about it for years even though he tried. When I was young and learning about my heritage, my father and grandfather said I had the greatest gift of Casting they had ever seen. It came really easy for me. But when I grew older, I didn’t want to do it anymore, so I have just ignored it.”

Alix was dumbfounded. After a moment, she simply shook her head. “Cord,” she said, “you can’t be serious. Are you telling me that you’re a witch?”

“Warlock, but yes.”

“God’s honest truth?”

“God’s honest truth.”

Alix was torn between disbelief and fear. She simply didn’t know what to say. Seeing her reaction, Cord sighed faintly.

“Honey, do you remember when the roof collapsed on me a couple of months ago?” he asked.

“Of course I do.”

“Do you remember the guys telling you that it should have killed me?”

“Yes.”

He looked her in the eye. “It didn’t kill me because I had half a chance to cast a protection spell, something that held that roof long enough so that the full weight didn’t crush me. Sure, it came down, but it could have been so much worse. I saw it coming and was able to remember things that my father had taught me, spells of protection, enough so that I was able to deflect that roof somewhat. It saved my life and I suppose, ever since then, I’ve been a little more willing to discuss something I haven’t discussed in thirty years. I’m willing to discuss who and what I really am.”

Alix’s eyebrows lifted. “A witch?”

“My dad likes to call us Casters, as in spell casting.”

She stared at him. True, she was wallowing in disbelief but there was another part of her that was very intrigued. She knew he wouldn’t lie to her but, much like ghosts, she had to see it to believe it. It was the scientist part of her brain and not the part that went on faith. She should have thought the man was crazy but she couldn’t bring herself to do it. After what she’d seen in Evenshade, she had more acceptance for things out of the norm. Perhaps anything was possible, even a new husband who thought he was a witch. After a few seconds of indecision, she finally shrugged.

“Okay,” she said. “If you say so, I’ll accept it. I can’t say that I really believe it, but I’ll accept it. But you should have told me all of this sooner.”

“It just never came up,” he said. “Does it change your mind about me?”

She laughed. “If it did, it’s too late now,” she said, but his expression was still tense and she could see he was serious. She softened. “No, it doesn’t change my mind about you. I still love you madly and it doesn’t change a damn thing.”

He visibly relaxed. “Thank you,” he said. “I have to admit I was a little worried. This isn’t a normal confession like I’m secretly a crossdresser or I was born with a third leg that I keep hidden.”

She giggled. “It’s weird, but I suppose after seeing ghost girls, I’m open to anything now. Who’s to say things like witches and warlocks don’t exist after all?”

He went to her, putting his arms around her and giving her a sweet hug. “Thank you for being so understanding,” he murmured. “It’s a load off my mind. But now that it’s over with, I say let’s get the honeymoon started.”

“You don’t waste any time, do you?”

“Not when you’re involved, I don’t.”

Alix laughed at him but they were both distracted when, in the bedroom directly overhead, they began to hear soft singing. The singing grew louder and soon a massive thump shook the house. Cord went to investigate but he naturally came up with nothing.

They spent their honeymoon night in a motel.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
June
 
The evening was unusually cool for early June as Cord finished up with the dishes because it was Hester’s night off. The boys had done the cooking so he was doing the cleaning. Now, all four boys were in the den playing a war game on the giant, flat screen television. Cord had already gone in three times to tell them to hold it down, but the noise was starting to get loud again. It was hard to play war video games and not get loud about it.

Turning on the dishwasher, he dried his hands off as he went back into the study for the fourth time in the past twenty minutes. The boys caught him out of the corner of their eye, abruptly shutting down the volume and the noise when he walked into the room.

“Sorry, Dad,” Chris said. “We’re trying to keep it down.”

Rather than become irritated with them, Cord smiled weakly. “I know you are,” he said. “Do the best you can. I’m going upstairs for a while.”

Rose, tucked in behind her brother on the other side of the couch, slithered down and went to Cord, taking his hand. Cord looked down at her, shaking his head.

“I thought you were upstairs,” he said. “What are you doing down here?”

Rose gazed up at him with her big gray eyes. “I wanted to play, too.”

Cord’s eyebrows lifted. “War games?”

Rose just nodded. “They promised to play bunnies and duckies when they were done.”

She was referring to her favorite video game and Cord looked at the group of boys, cocking a fatherly eyebrow. “They promised, did they?”

“Yes,” she said solemnly. “They told me if I was quiet that they would play with me later.”

“And they will, too. Starting right now.”

Kyle and Cole groaned but Chris dutifully shut off the war game and went on the hunt for the bunny game. Delighted, Rose ran back into the den as Cord, with a smirk on his face, headed for the back stairs.

Mounting the steps, he emerged into the hall and headed for the master bedroom door, very carefully opening it so he wouldn’t disturb Alix. He flipped on the hall light because it was so dark, glancing down the long hallway purely out of habit. It had been a long time since he had last seen a surprise in the dark. In fact, since their wedding on that cold December day, they hadn’t seen a trace of the ghost girl. She had virtually disappeared.

Whatever his father had done, whatever spell he cast, must have worked because the house had been utterly quiet for six months. In fact, Chris now occupied that giant front bedroom where all of the occurrences happened and there hadn’t been a peep. But they kept the closet door and the stairs to the attic bolted. No one was willing to take any chances or rock the boat. Better to let sleeping ghosts lie.

Cord was thankful, too. Without the paranormal element, Evenshade was a wonderful family home and he loved it here. Even the dogs, who had initially been very fearful to come into the house back in the fall when he had moved in, now freely roamed the house and slept on beds they weren’t supposed to sleep on. But Cord was incredibly happy, more than he had ever been in his life. As he quietly opened the door to the bedroom he shared with his wife and poked his head in, he was surprised to see that Alix was awake, lying on her side as she watched television. Cord smiled when she looked over at him.

“Hi, honey,” he greeted, moving to sit beside her on the bed. “How are you feeling?”

Alix rolled onto her back. At nine months pregnant and two days over her due date, she was in a miserable state. It was exhausting to stand and uncomfortable to lie down. Alix rubbed at her enormous belly and made a pouting face.

“I’m sore,” she said. “I’m sore, stiff, tired, and exhausted. The baby’s lying on my diaphragm and I can’t sleep.”

He grinned as he sat next to her. “Did you try to move him?”

She began pushing at the top of her belly. “He won’t budge,” she said miserably. “He’s too big. There’s no room for him to roll around anymore, but as long as he’s head down, I don’t give a damn. He’s pointed in the right direction.”

Cord laughed, putting his hand on her colossal belly. “It’ll all be over soon.”

“Maybe sooner than you think.”

“Why do you say that?”

She shifted on the bed, grunting as she tried to find a comfortable position. “Because I think I’m in the early stages of labor,” she said. “My lower back and thighs are very achy. I can’t tell if they’re contractions yet, but I’m definitely achy.”

Cord’s grin faded and he grew serious. “Do we need to call Dr. Sutton?”

Alix shook her head. “I don’t think so,” she replied. “Not yet, anyway. Let’s see how the next few hours go.”

“If you say so.”

She squirmed again and held up a hand. “Help me up, please.”

He stood up and carefully pulled her into a sitting position. Then he pulled her off the bed and made sure she was steady on her feet before letting her go. Alix waddled into the bathroom and shut the door as Cord lay back down on the mattress and began surfing the channels. He found a baseball recap and was watching the scrolling scores when Alix emerged from the bathroom.

“Anything exciting going on in there?” he asked.

She shook her head, frustrated. “No,” she said flatly. “No mucus, no blood, no nothing.”

“Sealed up tight.”

She made a face as she walked, rubbing at her back as she headed back to the bed. “Can we take the dogs and go for a walk?”

Cord rolled off the bed. “If you want to,” he stood up. “Are you sure you feel up to it?”

She nodded as she hunted around for her shoes. “I can’t lie down anymore,” she found her shoes and handed them to him so he could put them on her. “My whole body hurts from laying down all of the time.”

He held her steady as she lowered herself on the edge of the bed, lifting a foot so he could slip on a little white tennis shoe. “I don’t want you wearing yourself out walking, though.” He tried to be gentle with her because her emotions were volatile these days. “Dr. Sutton wanted you to take it easy.”

He apparently wasn’t gentle enough because her nose scrunched up in a frown. “I gotta do something to get this labor going,” she said, unhappy. “I need this baby to be born. Do you realize I haven’t seen my feet in over a month?”

Cord laughed; he couldn’t help it. “That’s why you have me around,” he told her. “I can see your feet and they look great.”

She grunted, making faces. “If the walking doesn’t work, then we’re going to try sex next.”

“Dr. Sutton said we probably shouldn’t with the baby so low in your pelvis.”

“I don’t care what he says. The stimulation should trigger something.”

Cord didn’t argue with her; he just finished putting her shoes on. Collecting her jacket, he went down the stairs in front of her, making sure she was steady as she labored down the steps. He tried to help her on with her jacket but she shooed him away, too hot for the jacket. Tossing the jacket on to the kitchen chair, he went to the study and stuck his head inside.

“Alix and I are going for a walk,” he told the kids, now crowded around the television playing bunnies and duckies. “We’ll be back in a little while.”

They boys waved him off, as did Rose, who was front and center with the video controller. As Cord moved into the back hall as he headed back to the kitchen, he whistled softly and Manitou and Aram, sleeping where they weren’t supposed to be on the living room couches, bolted up and trotted into the kitchen. Cord intercepted them before they could happily knock Alix around, putting on their leashes.

Alix was already opening the kitchen door, heading out into the summer dusk as the fireflies were just starting to get busy. It was a lovely evening and she sighed, feeling more cramping in her back and hips as she observed the pink and blue sunset. With the dogs taking the lead, Cord and Alix headed down the driveway.

“I’ve been thinking something,” Alix said.

Cord was trying to hold both dogs’ leashes in one hand and Alix in the other. “What’s that?”

“Well,” she said thoughtfully, “now that we’ve moved Hester downstairs because we turned her room into a nursery, we really should build her a bathroom. Right now, she’s sharing two bathrooms with five kids and four of them are boys.”

Cord considered her suggestion. “Her bedroom isn’t big enough to install a bathroom in,” he said. “But we could probably enlarge the half bath in the utility room and put in a shower. That’s a fairly large room so there’s enough room to do it.”

That made Alix happy. “Good,” she said cheerfully. “Will you talk to your friend at work that does construction on the side and see if he’ll give us an estimate?”

“Of course.”

They were down the street, heading towards Cord’s house down in the glen. Cord finally took the dogs off their leashes and they ran around happily, jumping around in the grass but avoiding the street. Alix’s gaze was on the blue house down the road, now with a different car in the driveway and lights on in the kitchen.

“Do you miss your house?” she asked.

Cord was shaking his head even before the question left her mouth. “No,” he said. “My sister and her kids love it and I love where I’m at right now. There’s no place else I’d rather be.”

She smiled up at him. “A house with five kids, a housekeeper, two big dogs and a massively pregnant wife?”

He laughed. “I love my life. You have no idea how much.”

She giggled because he was, carefully noting the increase in cramping in her back and hips, now joined by cramping in her thighs. She paused, hunching over slightly and rubbing at her belly. Cord paused beside her, watching her with some concern.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Alix nodded but didn’t stop rubbing at her stomach. “I’m really hoping I’m in the early stages of labor,” she said. “I’ve got fairly significant cramping in my back and legs, plus noticeable pressure in my pelvis.”

“Any pain?”

She shook her head. “Nothing unusual or unbearable.”

“Maybe we should head back to the house.”

Alix shook her head and resumed walking. “I’m fine,” she insisted. “In fact, I was thinking… oops… uh oh….”

She came to an abrupt stop. Cord stopped right next to her. “What’s wrong?”

She didn’t look particularly distressed but he noticed she was standing oddly. “Uh…,” she turned rather stiffly in his direction. “My water just broke.”

Cord could see a big wet stain in the crotch area of her black yoga pants. He immediately grasped her by both arms and turned her in the direction of the house.

“Here we go,” he said calmly, although his heart was starting to race with excitement. “Let’s head on back to the house.”

Alix let him turn her around and they slowly began to make their way back to the house. He tried to pick her up at one point but she squawked at him so he stopped trying and just held her tightly as he assisted her up the hill towards the house. By the time they hit the driveway, she grunted and stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Cord asked.

She was breathing heavily and steadily, sucking in air through her nose and blowing it out her mouth. “Contraction,” she said, then straightened up after a moment. “Wow, that was a strong one, like all of a sudden. Weird.”

Cord glanced at his watch so he could start timing the contractions, feeling excitement and joy like he’d never felt in his life. He had one arm around Alix’s waist while his other hand held her left elbow, gently escorting her up the driveway. He was supporting her, surrounding her, protecting her with his body as well as his mind. He was giddy thinking about what they were preparing to go through.

“You know,” he ventured, “I was really excited when the boys were born, and happy, but I didn’t feel the thrill with them that I feel with this baby.”

Alix looked up at him. “Why?”

He shrugged, his gaze on the house in front of them, the very reason they had met in the first place. “I’m not sure,” he said. “It just all centers around you, and this house, and the warm feelings I have for it because it’s where I met you. Having a baby with someone I love so much is something I never really thought I’d experience. It’s such a beautiful and emotional thing because every time I look at this baby, I’ll see you. It’s like a culmination of a love I never thought I’d experience. I’m not sure if I can explain it better than that.”

He heard sniffling and looked down at Alix, who had tears in her eyes. “That’s so sweet,” she whispered. “I feel the same way. I really do. I’m so proud to be your wife and to be having your baby. My whole life has revolved around my career and my ambitions, but over the past year it seems to be all centered around you and the kids, and I’m not unhappy about that at all. In fact, I’ve never been happier. I love the way my life turned out and it’s all because of you.”

He smiled, giving her a squeeze as they made their way slowly up the driveway. Cord whistled for the dogs as they approached the kitchen door, opening the door and calling for the boys as he helped Alix inside. Just as she crossed the threshold, she grabbed Cord’s hand hard enough to break bones and nearly doubled over.

Cord had her in his grip as she suffered through another very strong contraction. Chris and Kyle came into the kitchen in time to witness Alix grunting through the pain and Cord counting it out and telling her to breathe. Their eyes widened.

“The baby’s coming?” Chris looked seriously concerned. “What can we do, Dad?”

Cord was calm on the outside but on the inside, he was apprehensive like any father. “Get the dogs in,” he told them evenly. “I’m going to take Alix over to the hospital.”

Alix started shaking her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she was panting. “I’ve got a huge amount of pressure in my pelvis right now and that pain was really strong. I don’t know if we’ll make it. You’d better call the ambulance and tell them to bring an incubator.”

Cord’s composure took a hit. “Seriously?”

She was breathing easier now that the pain had passed and turned to look at Cord. “Seriously,” she said, her voice softer. “Did I mention that I had Rose in forty-four minutes from start to finish?”

Cord’s eyebrows lifted. “You did not.”

She nodded wearily and turned for the stairs. “Help me upstairs,” she said, turning for the boys that were still standing in the kitchen. “I want you guys to find all the clean towels you can and bring them up to our bedroom. Then I want you to pull out a bunch of those baby receiving blankets from the nursery; they’re in the bottom drawer of the dresser and they’ve already been washed. Bring those in as well, along with a couple of diapers.”

She said it so calmly that the boys moved to do her bidding without much reaction, but the more they thought on the fact that Alix was about to have the baby right there at home, the more terrified they became.

As Cord helped Alix up the back stairs, he was feeling the terror as well. Well, shock was more like it. He’d delivered his share of babies, but never his own child. He tried not to think about what could go wrong and the fact that they weren’t in a hospital. He just tried to focus on Alix and take his direction from her.

“I’m sorry, baby,” she said as she reached the top of the stairs, breathing heavily. “I’d do this myself, but I don’t think I’m going to be able to deliver my own baby.”

He smiled at her, trying to be calm and confident in order to keep her calm. “Not to worry,” he said. “I’ve done this a few times. Everything will be fine.”

Alix was holding on to both of his hands as she waddled stiffly into their bedroom. Then she stopped, looking at the bed.

“That’s a new mattress,” she sighed. “I really don’t want to get it all messy.”

Cord lifted an eyebrow at her, prying his hands away from hers so he could start getting everything ready. He went straight to the bed and yanked off the covers.

“I don’t think we have a choice unless you want to give birth in the bathtub,” he said, pushing the covers up against the wall to get them out of the way. “Besides, there’s a waterproof mattress pad. It won’t get messed up.”

He went over to the phone on the night stand and dialed 911 as Alix shuffled into the dressing area by the bathroom. As Cord explained to the 911 dispatcher the situation, he could see her struggling to get her pants off so he made his way over to her, phone cradled between his ear and shoulder, and helped her peel her pants off. Just as he was hanging up with the operator, another hard contraction seized her and she doubled over, falling forward onto her knees as Cord dropped to his knees beside her. He held her tightly as she grunted through the contraction, encouraging her to breathe, breathing with her so she’d get into the rhythm. He felt her go limp in his arms as the pain subsided.

“Ouch,” she finally gasped, her head resting against his bicep. “That one really hurt.”

He kissed her forehead, her cheek, as she slumped exhaustedly against him. “Come on.” He stood up and carefully put her on her feet. “Let’s get you changed and onto the bed.”

Alix simply nodded as he held her with one arm and began digging through drawers with the other. He came across a summer nightgown, a light garment he’d seen her wear a few times, and set it aside as he stripped her of the rest of her clothing. He could hear the boys running around downstairs, and dogs barking, as he pulled the nightgown over her head. Then, holding on to her hands, he walked her over to their bed and gently sat her down.

Alix lay back on the bed, sighing heavily. “Do you want to check me?”

Cord nodded. “I probably should. Let me wash my hands.”

As he went into the bathroom to wash his hands, Chris and Kyle appeared at the bedroom door with the towels and blankets Alix had asked for. Due to the angle of the room, all they could see was Alix lying on the bed, but they could hear their dad in the bathroom with the water running.

“Alix?” Chris said timidly. “We have the stuff. Where do you want it?”

Weary, in pain, Alix motioned the boys to come in. “Bring them over here,” she said, pointing to the end of the bed. “Just set them down.”

They did as they were told, lingering apprehensively at the edge of the bed. “Do you need anything else?” Chris asked. “Shouldn’t we be boiling water or something?”

Alix laughed softly. “Only in the movies,” she said. “But you can stay if you want. I don’t mind if you watch the birth.”

Cord picked that moment to come out of the bathroom, drying his hands. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” he said, looking at his boys. “It might be a little much at their age.”

“Why?” Alix wanted to know. “It’s all part of life. Think of the bond they’ll feel with this baby after having watched the birth.”

Cord looked at his two oldest sons, who were gazing back at their father with some fear. He chuckled weakly and shook his head.

“Although I agree it is a natural part of life, the truth is that the experience will probably scare the crap out of them.” He motioned to the door. “Go downstairs and wait for the ambulance.”

The boys were gratefully fleeing the room when Alix suffered through another contraction. She grunted loudly, bringing her knees up as Cord went to the bed and reminded her to breathe. Hand on her hard belly, he waited until the contraction subsided before grasping her ankles and parting her legs. He sat there for a moment as if indecisive. When he spoke, it was hesitantly.

“I’m trying to be clinical about this, I swear I am,” he said, meeting her gaze. “But I have to tell you that this is really strange for me.”

“Why?” she asked.

He shrugged, running a hand up her soft calf. “Because the only time I’m down on this end of you is when we’re, you know, doing sexual things, and sticking my fingers up you to check and see how much you’re dilated….”

“… turns you on?” she finished for him.

He nodded. “Honestly, yes,” he made a face. “That’s kind of sick, isn’t it?”

She laughed. “Absolutely not,” she said. “I’d worry if it didn’t turn you on. You’re my husband – putting your fingers there is supposed to turn you on.”

He fought off a grin. “Are you sure I can’t get a little something out of this before the baby stretches you all out and I have to wait six weeks before I can resume my husbandly duties?”

Alix started laughing. “Are you saying you’d rather check me with your penis instead of your fingers?”

He laughed in return. “Would you have a problem with that?”

Alix was really laughing now. “What do we tell the paramedics when the baby is born with a big wad of semen on his head? That you’re turned on by a woman in labor?”

Cord was giggling like a fool, running a hand over his face at the mere thought. “God, that’s so pathetic,” he snorted. “I feel like a depraved maniac.”

Alix just laughed and laughed. The humor was good, loosening her up, but another contraction slammed her and the laughter vanished as she grunted again and closed her eyes, breathing through it until it passed. Cord gently rubbed her thighs, waiting for the pain to pass, before slipping his fingers into her to see if he could determine just how dilated she was. Within a few seconds, his eyes widened and he withdrew his fingers.

“Honey,” he said, rather frankly, “the baby’s head is right there. How long were you having that cramping?”

Alix was quickly entering the realm of misery. The last contraction hadn’t subsided completely and she could feel another one coming on.

“A while,” she admitted. “But it wasn’t particularly painful. Just dull aching, like I told you. Why? What’s wrong?”

Cord shook his head, bracing her legs further apart and laying towels down around her pelvis. “Nothing that I can tell,” he said. “Except the baby is going to be crowning with the next few contractions.”

Another strong contraction rolled over Alix and she grunted loudly, grabbing her legs behind the knees and drawing them up. “Oh, God,” she groaned. “I really need to push.”

Cord kept focused. “Go ahead,” he told her calmly. “Push with the next contraction and let’s see where we’re at.”

Panting, struggling to control her breathing, Alix could feel the contraction subside. She lay on the mattress, staring up at the ceiling, feeling her body start to tighten again and a huge amount of pressure in her pelvis. This contraction was a stabbing pain all throughout her pelvis, back and thighs, and she labored not to cry out as it gripped her.

“Oh …God,” she grunted, bearing down with all her might. “Is he crowning yet?”

“Not yet.”

She pushed harder. “Now?”

Cord could just see the top of the little head making its way into the world. “Almost,” he told her steadily. Then he noticed something unusual but kept his calm. “Honey, he’s sunny-side up. I’m going to have to turn him a little.”

The baby was coming face-up instead of face-down. This made things more difficult for Alix, to be sure. She was in extreme pain but she didn’t do anything more than scrunch up her face; no screaming, no crying. She just kept blowing out her cheeks, puffing.

“I can tell,” she gasped. “It hurts like hell.”

Cord tried to slip his fingers in to turn the baby slightly so the shoulders could pass through, but he had a very big head and movement was tight. Another contraction came and Alix bore down, grunting as she pushed, and Cord was able to turn the baby slightly as most of the head slipped forward. But he could already tell that the baby was very big and he tried not to panic; the child was wedged in tightly. Face-up babies had a tendency to get stuck.

They could both hear sirens coming down the street, telling them that the ambulance and paramedics had arrived, but Cord kept focused, trying to keep Alix calm as the infant seemed to be somewhat stuck. With every contraction, Alix bore down as hard as she could and Cord was able to turn the baby a little more, trying to get those big shoulders through, but they weren’t making much progress. By the time the paramedics thundered up the stairs and charged into the room, Cord had just managed to get the shoulders turned enough so that the baby’s entire head popped through.

There were four paramedics in all and two ambulance attendants. The paramedics, seeing the state of the birth, gently but firmly rolled Cord out of the way. They all knew Cord to varying degrees and an older paramedic, who had worked with Cord years ago, just grinned at the somewhat pale-faced father and had him sit at Alix’s head.

“We got it from here, Dad,” he said. “You sit there with the wife until it’s over.”

Bloodied hands and all, Cord did as he was told and got in behind Alix to help support her back as she tried to push the massive baby out. With their equipment and tools, two of the senior paramedics settled in between Alix’s legs to do the rest of the dirty work.

Alix winced at the gentle tugging and twisting going on, struggling to push forth the child. At this point, however, most of the battle was over and with another few good pushes, the baby slid out into waiting hands. Immediately, lusty screams filled the air.

“Is he okay?” Cord demanded. “How does he look?”

The paramedics were suctioning out the nose and mouth, but they were grinning. One of them wrapped the baby up in a green, sterile, scrub-like wrapping and put the squealing infant on Alix’s chest.

“That’s one big baby, Cap’n,” the man said. “Congratulations on your daughter. She’s got to be nine pounds easy.”

Alix let out a triumphant, if not exhausted, crow. “A girl!” she gasped, trying to get a good look at the squirming child. “Baby, it’s a girl!”

Cord had tears in his eyes as he wrapped his arms around Alix and the baby, trying to get a good look at the red little face.

“I heard.” He kissed Alix repeatedly on the cheek, the lips. “Thank you, honey. Thank you so much. She’s gorgeous.”

Alix accepted his kisses, returning a few, wallowing in the love and adoration filling the air between them. It was sweet and warm, making her very emotional. She began to unwrap the baby, inspecting her fingers and toes, running her hand over the shoulders and collarbone to make sure nothing was broken or out of place after the lightning-fast, but tough, delivery. Cord had his hand on the baby as well, gently touching her round little belly.

“Hello, Katharine,” he said, then looked at Alix. “Is that still what you want to name her? After my mother and grandmother?”

Alix nodded, all warm and cozy as she gazed at her blond-haired daughter. “Katharine Mary Hendry-Trevor,” she said. “I love that she’ll go by Kitty like your grandmother did. That’s such a sweet little name.”

Cord grinned. “Rosie is going to be disappointed that we didn’t name her Princess Luna.”

Alix laughed. “She’ll get over it,” she said, pulling her eyes off the baby long enough to look at Cord. “Speaking of Rosie, you’d better go tell the kids everything is all right. Tell them they have a new baby sister.”

Cord kissed her, kissed the baby, and then wearily rose to his feet and made his way to the bedroom door. Just as he went to the back stairs, he could see men from his fire station lingering on the stairwell and down in the kitchen, and he descended the stairs with a big grin on his face. They must have heard the call go out, the address, and decided to roll on it. In fact, there was a whole herd of firefighters in his kitchen. His men caught sight of him and gravitated in his direction.

“Well?” Steve Cokes demanded. “What do we have?”

Cord laughed, holding up a hand as he stuck his head out into the hall. He could see the kids huddled up near the couch in the living room, with Rose on Sean’s lap. He called out to them.

“Hey,” he motioned to them. “Come here.”

The boys bolted off the couch and went to him, eager to hear the news. Cord tried not to touch them with his still-bloody hands, but he couldn’t help putting an arm around Chris’ shoulders. He just grinned like a fool.

“It’s a girl,” he said to a chorus of happy exclamations. “Katharine Mary. She’s big and gorgeous.”

Sean was holding Rose, his gaze looking up the stairs. “How’s my mom?”

Cord looked at the young man, seeing how worried he was. He softened. “She’s fine,” he said. “Do you want to go upstairs and see for yourself?”

Sean nodded and Cord let him go upstairs to see his mom. He held his boys back a moment to let Sean and Rose see their mother first. He could hear their soft voices upstairs and Alix’s voice as she introduced them to Baby Kitty. Cord was conversing with his men, talking about going out and celebrating that night with a few beers, when Sean and Rose came back downstairs. Cord looked rather surprised to see them.

“So that’s it?” he asked. “You don’t want to see her any more than a couple of seconds?”

Sean shrugged and set Rose to her feet. “The paramedics told us to come down and get you.”

Cord’s smile vanished and he took the stairs two at a time. By the time he got there, one of the paramedics was holding the baby while two of them were doing something he couldn’t see. They looked very busy.

“What’s going on?” Cord demanded as he walked up to the bed.

The older paramedic turned to answer him but Alix, flat on her back and staring up at the ceiling, answered instead.

“Hemorrhaging,” she said softly. “The placenta tore.”

Cord knew he went pale and it was a struggle not to panic. He drew on his training, every ounce of it, to calm himself down and think clearly.

“How bad?” he asked.

The older paramedic gave him a long look. “Bad enough,” he said. “We need to move.”

Cord had to let the shift captain take charge of moving Alix into the ambulance because he was quickly becoming a wreck. She was pale, eyes closed but conscious, as they labored to stop the bleeding before carrying her downstairs to the waiting gurney. It was his worst fear come to life and he stayed with Alix, holding her hand, stroking her forehead or her face, as she piped up now and again to give them direction, but she was fading. They had to get her to the hospital.

Two of the paramedics had the baby and were setting her up in the incubator in the kitchen as six firefighters, including Cord, brought Alix down the back stairs and lay her on the gurney. Cord could see the kids standing in the doorway of the utility room, watching with big eyes, so he quietly directed Chris and Kyle to take the kids back into the study to get them away from the scary activity going on. Rose, however, started to cry when Sean picked her up to take her back to the study, which brought Alix around.

“Rosie?” she turned her head weakly, looking for her daughter. “It’s okay, baby. Mommy’s going to the hospital for a little while but I’ll be back.”

Rose wouldn’t be soothed. She was frightened by the strange men and bustle going on in the kitchen and reached her arms out in her mother’s direction even as Sean tried to carry her away. Cord was distracted by the crying little girl and turned to say something to her. It was then that he noticed tears on Sean’s face and he left Alix in the care of the paramedics to go and comfort her children.

“Hey,” he put his big hands on Sean’s shoulders. “She’s going to be okay. Sometimes when women have babies, they have some … issues. We’re taking your mom to the hospital to make sure she’s okay and the doctor needs to check the baby out, too. Okay? I don’t want you to worry about her.”

Sean was struggling. Seeing his mom looking so awful on the gurney, with a half-dozen guys hovering around her, scared him. He wiped at his eyes while trying not to be too obvious about it. In his arms, Rose howled.

“I know,” he said bravely. “I guess… well, it’s just kind of a lot going on, that’s all.”

He was trying to be courageous and Cord patted him comfortingly on the shoulder before holding out his hands to Rose to see if she wanted to come to him. She slithered into his big arms because she thought he was going to take her to her mother. Cord carried her outside with him, following the gurney to the ambulance, as Sean brought up the rear.

“Did you see the baby, Rosie?” Cord asked.

Rose looked over at the incubator they were rolling towards the ambulance. She nodded, sniffling, before looking back at her mother. “I wanna go with Mommy.”

Cord kissed her cheek. “I know,” he said, watching them load Alix up in the rear of the ambulance. “But Mommy has to see the doctor right now. We’ll come right back.”

With that, he handed Rose back over to Sean and leapt into the back of the ambulance with Alix. A pair of firefighters slammed the doors closed, bolted them, and then banged on the doors to let the driver know they were closed. The ambulance took off.

Chris, Kyle, Cole, Sean and Rose watched it drive away, followed by two rigs and a battalion chief car. As quickly as the firefighters had arrived, they were gone, following Cord and Alix to the hospital. Chris and Kyle looked at Sean, standing there holding his weeping sister.

“Let’s go,” Chris said. “We’ll take my truck over to the hospital.”

Sean nodded, somewhat numbly, as Chris and Kyle took charge. Kyle ran to get Rose’s car seat out of Alix’s car while everyone else went into the house, turning off televisions, lights, and making sure the dogs were corralled. By the time they locked the house and ran back outside, Kyle had the car seat in the back of Chris’s truck and they coaxed Rose into it. Once she was secured, everyone else climbed in and Chris took off for North Shore.

As they pulled out of the driveway, no one noticed the small girl watching them from the master bedroom window. It was Rose’s face, looking through the glass with big black eyes. They were sad eyes. But then the mouth opened, the great fanged teeth were bared, and the image faded away as the sound of child’s voice filled the air.

“Goody Good, Goody Good,
’ere bird and snake could;
Mother dies with blood in mouth,
Mercy is revenge in Bebe’s house”
There was a new baby in the house. The evil had returned.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
By the time they got to the hospital with Alix, she was fading in and out of unconsciousness with weak vital signs. The trip over had seen her deteriorate considerably, leaving Cord struggling not to lose his composure completely. As they rushed Alix into an examination room and whisked the baby up to Pediatrics, Dr. Potts and Debra made Cord stay out.

“I need to be in there,” Cord was angry as well as panicked.

Debra kept her hands on his big chest, preventing him from pushing past her as Dr. Potts raced into the exam room after Alix.

“Cord, go up with the baby to Pediatrics,” she said calmly, steadily. “We’ll take care of Alix, I promise. She’s in good hands.”

Cord wasn’t convinced. “Please,” he begged softly. “Just let me go in there. I swear I won’t get in the way.”

Debra felt for the man. She was pretty emotional herself. She had heard the call go out for Alix and she had prepped the exam room for her arrival. Alix had become a good friend and to see her friend in distress deeply upset her. But she had to stay calm if there was any hope of keeping Cord calm. She shook her head, keeping her hands on his chest as if the gesture would hold back a man twice her size.

“You know and I know that it’s much better that you stay out here,” she said firmly. “Cord, I want you to listen to me; you know she’s in good hands. They’ll do everything they can. If you want to stay, you’re going to have to stand here with me because you know I’m not going to let you go in there. Okay?”

His gaze was on the exam room door where Alix had disappeared. He could see people moving around, quickly, and a call went out to Gynecology. He could also see the paramedics milling around in the room, now assisting the doctors. So many people assisting his wife as he stood there helplessly. A hand suddenly went to his mouth but he caught sight of the dried blood all over it, realizing it was Alix’s blood, and tears sprang to his eyes.

“Oh… God,” he breathed. “It can’t be that serious, right?”

Debra could see that the man was verging on a breakdown and she quickly ushered him over to the wall where a bank of seats sat beneath a bright window. It was a private spot and she pushed him onto a chair.

“Cord, sit,” she directed firmly. “I want you to sit here and I’ll go find out how she is. Okay? Stay here.”

He nodded, staring at his hands. Then he put them over his face and hung his head. Debra, gazing at him with great concern, had another nurse come over and sit with him while she went to Alix’s exam room. She had no sooner entered the room than they were lowering the bed and wheeling her out.

“We’re off to surgery,” Dr. Potts was pushing at Alix’s head. “We need to get in there and clean her out.”

Debra stood back out of the way, watching them push Alix past her. She turned around to tell Cord, but she bumped into the man because he was standing right behind her. As they wheeled Alix past, Cord clamped on to her hand and was pulled along as they went.

Alix had regained some level of consciousness. She felt Cord’s hand in hers and she opened her eyes, gazing up at him as they moved her bed into the elevator.

“Hi,” she whispered, smiling weakly.

Cord didn’t trust himself to speak. He held her hand tightly, gazing down at her with a lump in his throat. But he couldn’t stop the tears and by the time they got on the elevator and the door closed, he was struggling not to sob.

“Hi,” he said in a strangled whisper.

Alix, as dazed as she was, could see how torn up he was. She squeezed his hand as tightly as she could.

“I’m going to be fine,” she whispered, trying to sound confident. “They’re going to do a D & C on me to clear out any remaining tissue. I’m going to heal up just fine, okay? I don’t want you to worry.”

He nodded, but his face started to crumple and he hung his head, tears coursing down his cheeks. Alix, seeing him so distraught, was starting to tear up herself.

“Please, baby,” she murmured. “Please, don’t cry. Everything will be okay. Please? I love you.”

He let out a choked sob. “I love you, too,” he wept, wiping furiously at his cheeks with his free hand. He took in a deep breath, struggling to recover. “I’m sorry. I’m usually better at holding myself together.”

She squeezed his hand, a faint smile on her face. “Remember when you were injured in the roof collapse?” she whispered. “I was a mess, remember? I know how you feel.”

The elevator doors opened and they wheeled the bed out. The doctors and nurses were trying to ignore the conversation going on between Alix and Cord but it was difficult. It was sad, in so many ways. Dr. Potts even got a little misty-eyed though he pretended otherwise. When they reached the big doors that led into Surgery, Dr. Potts stopped Cord.

“She goes in alone from this point,” he said. “Dr. Sutton is already waiting for her inside, so have a seat out here and we’ll let you know when she’s done.”

Cord still had Alix’s hand even though they were trying to wheel her into surgery. “Okay,” he said reluctantly, looking down at his wife. He held her hand up to his lips, kissing it tenderly, before bending over and kissing her on the lips very sweetly. His big hand was on her head as he gazed steadily at her. “I’ll be right here. I swear, I won’t leave.”

Alix put up a hand, one with needles in it, and stroked his cheek. “I’m going to be fine,” she murmured. “I want you to go over to Pediatrics and see how Kitty is, okay? That would make me happy.”

Cord took another deep breath, nodding reluctantly, and kissed her hand once more before letting it go. The last he saw, they were wheeling his wife into surgery and he struggled not to come apart again. She had asked him to check up on their daughter and he would oblige, although it was difficult for him to leave the area. He very much wanted to be near Alix, but he had promised her he’d go see the baby. Hesitantly, wearily, he made his way to Pediatrics.

* * *

Katharine Mary Hendry-Trevor was nine pounds and eleven ounces, and twenty-one inches long. As Cord stood over her incubator, watching her scream, he could see that her pale blond hair was drying in the warmth and her fat, little hands were waving furiously. He had to grin at his daughter, a big, healthy girl that had wreaked havoc on her mother. When the pediatrician declared the baby healthy, Cord sat in a rocking chair and gave the baby her first feeding.

Kitty was an angry and hungry girl, but the moment Cord put the nipple in her mouth, she settled right down and fed eagerly. He held her close, watching her eat, seeing Alix in that little face. The nurses in Pediatrics were aware that Alix was in surgery and they called up to Surgery every few minutes to get updates. So far, Alix was still in surgery, so an hour after she was wheeled in, Cord sat feeding the baby, praying that his wife was going to be all right. He just couldn’t stomach the alternative.

He was in the process of burping the baby when he glanced up and saw five familiar faces looking at him through the nursery glass. Chris, Kyle, Cole, Sean and Rose were watching him burp the baby and he grinned when he saw the kids, taking the baby over to the glass so they could see her better. Chris and Kyle thumped on the glass to get the baby’s attention while Cole just kind of stood there and looked at her. He wasn’t much into babies. Sean and Rose, however, seemed the most distant and Cord could see that they were very worried for their mother. Cord gave the baby back over to a nurse and went out into the hall.

“Dad, how’s Alix?” Chris asked him before he could speak.

Rose wanted to go to Cord so he held out his arms for the little girl, who snuggled up to him. “Where’s Mommy?” she wanted to know.

Cord kissed her cheek. “Mommy is still with the doctors,” he told her. “You can go see her soon, I promise.”

“Is she okay?” Sean asked, his expression sad and apprehensive.

Cord felt bad for the young man who was very close to his mother. “She’s going to be fine,” he said. “I told you that sometimes women have issues when they have babies. It’s a big event for a body. The doctors are taking care of her right now.”

“Where is she?”

“In surgery.”

Sean took a deep and rather startled breath, as if that thought hadn’t occurred to him. He averted his gaze and hung his head, staring at his feet. Cord watched him a moment, knowing he had to stay strong for Sean. His boys were concerned, of course, but Sean was the most affected. If for no other reason, Cord had to remain strong and confident for the young man.

“She’s going to be fine,” he said again, putting a hand on his shoulder. “They just needed to fix her up. She should be out soon and you can see her then. Okay?”

Sean drew in a deep breath before nodding his head. “Okay.”

Cord patted his shoulder. “Meanwhile, your new baby sister is doing great,” he said. “It looks like she’s going to have blond hair like you.”

Sean smiled weakly. Cord was about to suggest they go down to the cafeteria and get something to eat when his parents came around the corner from the elevator. Cord lifted his hand in greeting as Mary practically ran to him.

“Chris called us,” she said, urgency in her voice. “How’s Alix? How’s the baby?”

Cord hastened to reassure his mother. “Alix is in surgery but she’s going to be fine,” he said steadily. “They just had to clean her up a bit. And your new granddaughter is doing great. Nine pounds, eleven ounces. She’s big and healthy.”

Mary shrieked with glee. “Chris said it was a girl!” she said, clapping her hands happily. The nursery window was right there and she went straight to it, like a moth to flame. “Where is she?”

Cord, with Rose still in his arms, pointed to the bassinet at the end of the very first row behind the glass. “There she is,” he said with pride. “Katharine Mary. We’re going to call her Kitty, after Grandma.”

Mary was all over the situation. She sighed with delight at her first granddaughter, desperate to hold the baby. All she could talk about was how she wanted to kiss her cheeks and eat her up, which concerned Rose a bit until they explained the figure of speech to her. As they all stood there and admired the pink and rosy infant, a nurse emerged from the nursery.

“Cord,” she said quietly. “Your wife is out of surgery. She’s in recovery.”

Cord immediately handed Rose over to Sean and assured the young man he’d send word to let him know how his mother was doing. Racing down to the second floor, he very nearly ran the entire way to the surgical recovery area. When he gave the attending nurse his name, she let him into the dim, quiet room.

There were two other patients being tended to other than his wife. The nursing presence was heavy as women in scrubs moved about, silently checking monitors and drips. Dr. Potts was standing over Alix along with the OB/GYN who had been on-call. There was also another doctor in scrubs that Cord didn’t recognize. When they saw Cord approach, they moved their conversation in his direction.

“Cord,” Dr. Potts greeted. He indicated the unfamiliar physician. “This is Dr. Ranj. He’s a cardiologist.”

Cord wasn’t particularly comforted by that knowledge but shook the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” he said. “Uh… why does my wife need a cardiologist?”

Dr. Potts put a hand on Cord’s shoulder. “We lost her pulse when she was on the table,” he said as gently as he could. “We were able to get a rhythm again, but I wanted her checked out by the cardiologist. That’s what took so long. Dr. Ranj is one of the best.”

“She’ll be fine, Mr. Trevor,” Dr. Ranj, an older Indian-American man, spoke softly. “Her cardiac enzymes are fine and all of the tests are coming back acceptable. I’m just going to watch her for the next couple of days to make sure everything is okay.”

Cord felt sick. He swallowed hard. “Oh, God,” he finally breathed. “She went into cardiac arrest?”

Dr. Potts nodded. “She had lost a significant amount of blood,” he said. “Her body was reacting to the stress. But she’s doing much better now. She should be able to go home in a few days if she continues to improve.”

Cord merely nodded his head, feeling overwhelmed and anguished. “But…,” he said, his throat tight with emotion. “She’s okay? Her uterus – everything – is okay?”

The OB/GYN nodded. “She’ll be fine,” he said. “We cleaned her out and she should recover fully.”

Cord breathed a heavy sigh of relief. A lump welled up in his throat and he could hardly speak. “Thank you,” he whispered. Then he gestured at Alix, lying pale and sedated on the gurney. “I’d really just like to sit with my wife now.”

The doctors let him go. Cord made his way over to Alix, gazing down at her sleeping face, and he couldn’t help the tears. God, he was all shook up. Taking the chair next to her, he sat down and wiped away the tears. Then he took her hand and held it tightly. He didn’t know what else to do but give thanks.

He thanked God she was going to be okay.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
“Alix?” Cord called up to his wife. “Honey, do you want something to eat? I’m making the boys sandwiches.”

Eleven days after the birth of baby Kitty, the situation in the Hendry-Trevor home was back to normal. The dogs were sleeping where they weren’t supposed to be, the boys were taking over the television in the den with their war games, and Cord had let Hester go because he had taken four months off to tend Alix and the baby after the harrowing delivery. They didn’t need a live-in any longer, although it had been a good parting. Hester wanted to go home to Louisiana, anyway. Truth was, Cord was thrilled and content to be a house-husband now, in charge of everything. He was exactly where he wanted to be.

Alix had been home for seven days and had recovered rapidly. In fact, Cord was having a tough time keeping her down. She was supposed to be on bed rest for a couple of weeks but that wasn’t panning out because she wouldn’t stay down. Physicians made rotten patients and Alix was no exception. The more Cord tried to keep her down, the more she resisted him. Even now, he could hear her moving around upstairs. He finally put Chris on finishing the sandwiches and went upstairs to see what she was doing.

Cord found Alix sitting on the floor of Rose’s pink princess room with the baby in her arms as she and Rose were picking up the clutter. Alix would pick a book off the floor and hand it to Rose, who would then put it on her bookshelf. As Cord stood in the doorway, he watched Rose put away two books and a doll. When Alix finally looked up and saw him, she smiled.

“Hi, babe,” she said.

He smiled in return, coming in to the room. “Hi,” he said. “What are you doing?”

Alix picked up another toy and handed it to her daughter. “Cleaning up,” she said. “What are you doing?”

He bent over and scooped the baby out of her arms, cradling his precious little daughter, who was swaddled tightly and sucking furiously on her pacifier. “I was making the boys some lunch,” he said, gently rocking the baby. “Do you want a sandwich?”

Alix rolled onto her knees, stiffly, and crawled over to collect another toy for Rose to put away. “I guess so,” she said. “I’ll come help you.”

He shook his head. “You don’t need to help me,” he said. “In fact, you probably shouldn’t be crawling around on the floor like that.”

She eyed him as she sat back on her heels. “I’m fine,” she said. “I feel a lot better when I’m moving around and not lying like a slug on the bed.”

He grinned. “Doctor’s orders,” he pointed out. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy for the next two weeks.”

Alix made a face as she struggled to get to her feet, grabbing hold of Rose’s dresser to pull herself up. “Screw the doctors,” she said. “They’re a bunch of quacks.”

Cord laughed. Holding the baby in one big arm, he reached out and took Alix’s hand, walking out into the hall with her.

“Put the baby in her bassinet,” she told him as he headed for the back stairs. “She needs to take a nap.”

His face fell. “Can’t I hold her a little longer?”

Alix smirked. “You can feed her when she wakes up,” she said. “Seriously, Cord, you can’t keep walking around with her all of the time. She has to learn to be by herself once in a while. She needs to learn to sleep somewhere other than in her father’s arms.”

He made a face at her, not particularly pleased by that answer, but dutifully took the baby into their bedroom and put her gently in her plush bassinet. The bassinet itself tended to move around; Alix would put it on her side but somehow it always ended up on Cord’s side. He fussed over the baby to make sure she was comfortable and settled before quietly leaving the bedroom.

Out in the hall, he wrapped his arms around Alix, kissing her head and cheek as she tried to walk down the hall. She giggled, unable to really fight him off because she was still rather stiff from the difficult birth. He finally let her go as they descended the stairs into a kitchen where the boys were consuming most of the lunch meat. Alix fought off Kyle as he tried to take some of her sandwich meat from her as she made lunch for her and Rose to share. He grinned when she pushed him.

Cutting the sandwich into four sections and carefully peeling away the crust, as Rose wouldn’t eat a sandwich with the crust on it, she put it on a plate and grabbed a few napkins. As Cord sat down with the boys, listening to them talk about the football practice that was coming up in a few weeks for the start of the fall semester at school, Alix headed back up the stairs with the sandwich.

Rose was no longer picking up her room but rather playing on the floor. The room was still messy. Alix sighed as she stood in the doorway, knowing it would be a long process for her daughter to clean her bedroom. Setting the plate down on the floor next to Rose, she headed back over to the master bedroom to check on Kitty because it was habit with her; she tended to check on the infant about every ten minutes or so, sometimes more, which made for a disruptive sleep pattern. Still, she couldn’t help it; it was just the way she was and she had done the same thing with Rose and Sean when they had been babies.

Quietly, she pushed the door to the bedroom open. It was quiet and dim inside. The bassinet was pushed up against her side of the bed and she crept over to it, peering over the side. The bassinet was empty. Startled, she tossed back the little blanket that was there, the one Kitty had been swaddled in. The baby was missing.

“Cord!” she screamed.

Alix came flying out of the bedroom, hearing Cord as he charged up the stairs. They nearly collided at the head of the staircase.

“Kitty’s gone!” Alix shrieked. “I went to go check on her and she’s gone!”

Cord looked at her, horrified, before pushing past her and running into the master bedroom. Alix ran in behind him with the boys bringing up the rear. They had heard the scream, too, and had come running.

Cord was tearing apart the bedroom. “Where in the hell is she?” he boomed. “What in the…?”

He ran at the windows, seeing if somehow, someway, someone had crawled into a second floor window and kidnapped the baby. But the windows were secure, locked from the inside. He dropped to his knees and looked under one side of the bed while Alix did the same thing and looked in from the other. The underside of the bed was dark but clear. Cord’s head popped up and he looked at the boys, clustered around the door.

“Search every inch of this house,” he snapped. “Go!”
They boys scattered. Alix, hearing the thunder of their feet as they raced around on the hunt for their baby sister, began to panic. Her hands went over her mouth and sobs bubbled up, like gasping pants. Cord, seeing that she was breaking down, vaulted over the bed and ended up on the floor beside her. He threw his arms around her and held on tight.

“It’s okay,” he assured her urgently although he was verging on panic, too. “We’ll find her. Don’t worry, honey; she’ll be fine.”

Alix was hysterical. “Call the police!” she cried. “Oh, my God, where could she go? Someone took her!”

Cord was up, grabbing for the phone but a yell from Chris stopped him. “Dad!” he bellowed. “In here!”

Alix and Cord scrambled up from the floor, crashing into each other in their haste to move. Cord ended up picking Alix up off of the floor, practically carrying her down the hall in the direction of Chris’ voice. They realized the commotion was coming from Chris’ bedroom and they blew in the door about the time Sean, Cole, and Kyle got there. All of them were cramming in, jockeying to get a look at what the excitement was about. Chris was pointing to his bed frantically.

“Look!” he said. “She’s here!”

Alix and Cord rushed to the bed where Kitty was laying. She was awake, with the pacifier in her mouth, squirming around as she stared at the ceiling. Alix yelped when she saw her daughter, lying on the mattress without a scratch. She slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from sobbing out loud. Still, the tears of joy and relief came. She dropped down on the bed beside the baby as Cord hovered over her.

“Oh, God,” she breathed, struggling not to openly weep. She ran her hands over Kitty’s skull, her neck and shoulders. “She… she seems fine. Not a mark on her. How in the world did she get here?”

No one could tell her. Cord’s big hands were on the baby as well as if to see for himself that she was in one piece. He was shaken to the bone. When Alix finally picked the baby up and held her tightly, Cord’s hands never left her. His grip was on the baby, on his wife, as if holding the two together. His pale face turned to his sons.

“Chris,” he said. “How did she… she was just laying here on the bed?”

Chris nodded firmly. “I came in here to look for her and there she was. She wasn’t even crying.”

He sounded frightened. In fact, they were all frightened. Cord looked around the room at his sons, seeing that all of them were apprehensive. He struggled to calm down and think clearly. He was so rattled he could barely form a thought.

“Okay,” he said, taking a deep breath for control. “If this was some kind of joke, then now’s the time to tell us. But just so you know, I don’t think it’s very funny.”

“How could it be a joke, Dad?” Kyle said. “We were all downstairs eating. You saw us the entire time and we never came upstairs.”

Cord conceded the point. But then, he cocked his head as if a thought just occurred to him and he looked at his wife, who was struggling to calm down herself.

“Rose was up here,” he said quietly. “Do you think…?”

“Rosie!” Alix called before he even finished his sentence. “Rosie, please come here.”

They could hear little footsteps pelting the wooden floors as Rose emerged from her bedroom. After a few moments, she appeared in the doorway. She had a plastic plate in her hand, looking at her mother and stepfather with her big gray eyes. Alix tried to keep her voice calm as she spoke.

“Rosie,” she said. “Do you know how Kitty got into Chris’ bedroom?”

Rose nodded solemnly. “Yes.”

Alix’s heart skipped a beat. “How?”

“The sad girl.”

Alix’s terror returned full bore. “What do you mean? Did she bring the baby in here?”

Rose shook her head. “She told me to take her.”

Alix’s eyebrows lifted. “You carried Kitty in here?”

Rose nodded. “The sad girl said that her mommy wants her.”

Alix looked at Cord, her eyes as big as saucers. They were all thinking the same thing, sickened that evidently the sad girl was making some kind of resurgence. So many months of peace and now this. Alix wasn’t quite sure how to process it but she knew one thing; she couldn’t put her family in harm’s way. If the activity was kicking up again, she wasn’t going to stick around.

“I can’t have the babies exposed to this,” she whispered, panic in her voice. “I need to take them out of here. We’re not staying here.”

Cord nodded soothingly, his arms around Alix and the baby. “It’s okay,” he murmured, kissing her head. “We won’t stay here.”

“I’m getting out,” she said, increased urgency in her voice. “I’m going to pack right now.”

Cord could see how terrified she was. “Okay, honey, okay,” he said calmingly. “Go get packed. I’ll figure out where we’ll go.”

“Us, too, Dad?” Chris wanted to know. “Do we have to leave, too?”

Cord let Alix go with the little girls, off to pack their things. He stood in the doorway of Chris’ room, genuinely distressed. Brow creased with worry and thought, he put his hands on his hips.

“I suppose that depends,” he said. “This ghost girl has never bothered you guys. Do you feel safe staying here?”

The four boys looked at each other, trying to decide if they were scared enough to leave, but none of them wanted to be the first one to admit it. Chris, unable to get a real response from his brothers or from Sean, looked at his father.

“I don’t feel threatened,” he said. “I’ll stay.”

“Me, too,” Kyle said. “If Chris stays, I stay.”

Cole and Sean looked at each other a moment before Sean finally spoke. “I want to go with my mom,” he said quietly, “but if the guys are staying, I’ll stay.”

Cole looked around at his brothers, his father, before sighing heavily. “I’ll stay,” he muttered.

Cord scratched his head wearily, letting his hand slap back down against his thigh. “Okay,” he said. “If that’s what you want to do, that’s fine, but for tonight I’m taking Alix and the girls to a hotel somewhere.”

“Are you going to stay with her?” Chris asked.

Cord pondered the question. “Maybe not,” he said. “If the activity kicks up tonight, I want to be here. In fact, I may call Grampa and have him come stay here, too.”

They could hear Alix slamming drawers in her haste to pack the girls’ clothes. She was telling Rose to gather her things, encouraging the little girl to move quickly. There was a great deal of panic in her voice even though it was controlled. They could all hear the fear, feeling it in the very air they breathed. Cord finally gave a heavy sigh.

“You boys stay here,” he said. “I’m going to run over to Grampa’s house to let him know what’s going on and bring him back. I think we need some help. Hang around here for Alix’s sake, okay?”

“Sure, Dad,” Chris said.

It took Cord almost a half hour to convince Alix to let him leave the house without her. She didn’t want him to go. He had to explain his reason over and over because she refused to accept it. Finally, she relented and when he moved quickly to retrieve his car keys, he happened to notice the very old documents that they had found in the attic still tucked into the drawer. He’d never taken them to Mrs. Mowbray. His gaze lingered on them a moment, wondering what secrets they contained and if, in fact, there was something in those fragile yellow pages that could help them. After a few seconds of indecision, he grabbed the documents along with his keys.

“I promise I’ll be back within the hour,” he told Alix, who was moving around behind him throwing baby things into a suitcase propped up on the bed. “The boys will be here so you won’t be alone. If things get bad or start picking up again, just get out. Go somewhere and call me. Okay?”

Alix had Kitty in one arm, stuffing the suitcase with the other. “Okay.”

He bent over and kissed her swiftly. “I love you,” he murmured, kissing her again and then kissing the baby’s head. “I’ll be back.”

As Cord headed out to his truck, he noticed that the sky was starting to cloud over and a summer storm threatened. Once he got on the road, he used his smartphone to find a hotel for the night as he headed over to his father’s house. His mind was focused ahead on his father and what they needed to do in order to clear Evenshade once and for all of the ghostly spirits. He was determined to rid them from the house once and for all because they certainly couldn’t go through the rest of their lives afraid of their own home.

With his mind occupied on what he had to do, he was unaware that back at the house, a storm of epic proportions was brewing. Tonight would decide who remained at Evenshade – the flesh and blood occupants, or the dead ones.

CHAPTER TWENTY
 
“You found these under a floor board in the attic?” Quirt repeated what he’d just been told, moving from the living room into his study to get his magnifying glass. “These have got to be a couple of hundred years old. This is actually hide and not paper.”

Cord had just walked in the door with the horror story of the moving baby and, in the course of the conversation, handed his father the documents. Quirt took one look at them and headed for his study. He knew they were something special and he was eager to take a look. Mary followed the pair, wringing her hands with apprehension.

“I told you to move out of that house,” she said to her son. “There is something very evil there.”

Cord held up a hand to quiet his mother, his patience thin. “I know what you told us, Mom,” he said, “but the activity has been gone over the past several months. After Dad cast the banishment spell, we though the spirit was gone so there really wasn’t any reason to pick up the entire family and move.”

Quirt bent over his desk and picked up his magnifying glass. Cord inhaled the must and pipe-tobacco smell of the room; as a kid, he’d always loved that smell. It brought him comfort. As Cord inhaled and tried to calm down, Quirt flipped on the green banker’s light on his desk and put on his reading glasses.

“Dad, I need you to come back to the house with me,” Cord said as his father peered at the old documents. “Something is brewing and I want to stop it before it gets going. Alix isn’t going to stay there tonight; she’s terrified for the girls and I don’t blame her. The boys are there, though. The spirit doesn’t seem to be interested in them.”

Quirt grunted in response as he examined the documents. Carefully, he laid them out on his desk; there were five sheets of very old vellum. Under the bright white light of his desk lamp, he fixated on them. The edges were damaged, curling up, but it didn’t diminish the historical significance. He was fascinated.

“You need to get everybody out,” he said, eyes glued to the pages. “Tell the boys to come over here. They can stay with us.”

Cord didn’t say anything for a moment; he was watching his dad as the man read over the old vellum in search of whatever answers or information they might provide.

“What about Chris?” he asked softly. “We may need him.”

Quirt glanced at him over the top of his glasses. “What do you mean?”

Cord crossed his enormous arms, his gaze fixed on his father over the top of the desk lamp. “You don’t have to lie about it anymore,” he said quietly. “I know you have been working with Chris on casting. I know you’ve been doing it since he was small. He must be pretty good by now.”

Quirt just stared at him. Then, he lowered his gaze back to the documents. “He’s better than I am,” he said, rather contritely. “Who told you?”

“No one. I’ve just seen the clues now and again. I’m not an idiot.”

“I never said you were. But knowing how you felt, we didn’t want to upset you. Chris takes it all very seriously.”

Cord simply nodded his head and looked at his mother, who was standing in the doorway looking rather guilty. “You’re not mad, are you?” she asked.

The corners of Cord’s mouth twitched. “No, I’m not mad,” he said. Then he sighed heavily. “It’s in his blood. I suppose I can’t deny him his legacy.”

Mary smiled timidly and went to stand next to her husband as he inspected the documents. Cord leaned against the big, heavy desk, watching his parents as they examined the antique papers.

“Dad, I really need to get back to the house,” he said. “You need to come with me.”

Quirt nodded. “I will,” he said. “I want your mother to come, too. I can’t sense things like she can.”

Cord looked dubious. “It might be dangerous,” he said. “That entity has been known to get violent. It knocked Alix out once. I’m not sure I want Mom to….”

“Holy Smokes!” Quirt suddenly exclaimed, interrupting his son. “Do you know what these are?”

“What?” Cord demanded.

Quirt picked up the third sheet of vellum and scrutinized the faded brown writing. He seemed quite excited and quite entranced. When he spoke, it was with awe.

“They’re curses,” he said. “By damn, these are curses on other people, among them Sarah Good and William Good, her husband. I see several names here, all listed with curses. I think there’s even a curse here written for Dorothy Good; I can clearly see the name.”

“Curses?” Cord bent over so he could see what his father was referring to. “Can you read them? Are they in English?”

Quirt nodded. “It’s English,” he said, squinting at the writing. “Back in Colonial America, they spoke and wrote English although it differs from the language we use today. Still, it’s generally the same. I can read it pretty clearly.”

He suddenly began shuffling through the papers, rapidly, as if he was looking for something. Cord alternately looked at the documents and his father’s expression. He could feel an odd sense of urgency emitting from his father, something electric in the air. It made his heart beat faster.

“What’s wrong?” he asked. “What are you looking for?”

Quirt didn’t answer for a moment; he was still shuffling the pages around, reading the front and back of them, holding up a hand for patience when Cord asked him again. After several long moments of inspecting the papers, he sat back in his chair and pulled off his glasses.

“You said you found these under the floor boards in the attic?” he asked.

Cord nodded. “On the day Alix and I got married, Rose got trapped up in the attic,” he said. “When we finally found her, she was sitting near a floor board that was partially pulled away. This is what was underneath it.”

Quirt stroked his chin, eyeing the documents on the desk. “How did Rosie get trapped up in the attic?”

“She said the sad girl took her up there,” Cord replied. “She said the sad girl needed to call her mother. She probably meant that the sad girl needed to talk to her mother, or maybe even summon her mother, but she used the word ‘call’.”

Quirt inhaled slowly, thoughtfully. His gaze was still fixed on the desktop. “And the floor boards were pulled up right next to her?”

“Yes. Why?”

Quirt cocked an eyebrow. “Because,” he said, swinging the chair around so he was facing Cord, “I’ll tell you what I think. These curses were written in blood, because that’s how you write an effective curse, and I’m going to theorize that it was Abigail Williams who did it. Who else could it be? It has Sarah Good, William Good, and Dorothy Good’s names on it. Plus, I swear I see the name of Rebecca Nurse, who was another woman accused of witchcraft during the Salem witch trials. Here; let me read you the one that has Sarah’s name attached to it as ‘Goody Goode’.”

Cord held his breath as Quirt picked up the second parchment and held it under the light. “A breath of wind, a mark of sin, evil doer drink of blood. Beneath the earth, feel my curse, with my hand to ’ever crush you,” he said. “Malum infans, putrescet Satanae ut canis. Te et matrem tuam aeternum ardebit.”

Cord thought hard on the Latin translation; he had learned the language as a child, the language of the Casters, and it took very little for him to recall what he knew. He had a strong gift of recall and a nearly photographic memory. Puzzled, he looked at his father.

“Evil Infant,” he muttered, “rot as Satan’s dog? Burn with your mother for eternity in hell?”

Quirt nodded. “Very good,” he said. “That about sums it up.”

Cord began to feel a heavy sense of foreboding. It was nearly oppressive and he actually put his hand to his chest, feeling fear as he had never felt in his life.

“Christ,” he hissed. “She’s talking about being beneath the earth and crushing with her hand, like… like someone was buried and she was sitting on top of them, keeping them down.”

“Like the stone circle over the grave that was supposed to keep the infant rising up.”

Cord thought on that, hard. Then, he started to shake his head as pieces of the malevolent puzzle began to come together. Suddenly, things were becoming clearer and he couldn’t help the flood of emotions that washed over him as a result. But there were some aspects that were still foggy. It was going to drive him crazy if he didn’t figure them out.

“Wait a minute,” he said, voicing the thoughts that were filling his head. “This doesn’t make any sense. You said that Abigail laid down that stone circle to keep the infant, Mercy, from coming out of the grave and thereby fulfilling Sarah Good’s curse that she would inhabit the dead body of her infant after her own death and haunt Abigail. But, clearly, there is a ghost girl in our house. What if… what if it’s not Mercy at all? What if it’s the other little girl in this scenario, the one who took the infant to Abigail’s house at her mother’s request? What if our ghost girl is actually Dorothy Good?”

Quirt pondered that revelation. “But how? She’s not buried on the property.”

Cord’s mind was moving swiftly. “That we know of,” he said. “In fact, Alix told me that Mrs. Mowbray told her that there’s no record of what happened to Dorothy Good. For all we know, she’s hanging around Evenshade because of the terrible things done to her mother and sister. Maybe it’s been her all along pretending to be Mercy.”

Quirt lifted his eyebrows. “It makes sense,” he said. “The infant, and consequently Sarah Good, are suppressed under that stone circle and presumably can’t get out, yet there’s a ghost of a girl running around. Didn’t you say that when Rose was trapped in the attic, the sad girl told Rose that she had to call her mother?”

Cord was electrified by the thought. “Yes!” he exclaimed, as if it had all suddenly come clear. “That’s what she said; that the ghost girl wanted to call her mother. Dorothy Good is trying to release the curse on her mother, which is why she took Rose to the attic to retrieve the curse that was buried under the floor board. Don’t you destroy a curse by burning it or otherwise destroying whatever it’s written on?”

Quirt nodded firmly. “Throw it in the fire, dissolve it in water,” he said. “She could have had Rose do any of those things. She’s using Alix’s daughter to free her mother and unleash her on the house and the descendants of Abigail Williams.”

Cord’s mouth popped open in shock. “Oh, God,” he breathed. “If that’s the case, then what can we do?”

Quirt stood up, setting his glasses on the desk as he began to collect the antique papers. Something told him to bring them along.

“We need to get over to the house,” he said. “Call Alix and tell her to go to a hotel with the girls. Get them out of there. That ghostly girl is trying to unleash hell over there.”

Cord was already on the move.

* * *

The storm that had been brewing since Cord’s departure let loose about twenty minutes after he left. There was thunder and lightning, filling the sky with turbulence.

Alix ignored the downpour as she continued packing for the little ones and for herself. The boys had gravitated into the master bedroom where Chris now sat on an overstuffed chair, holding Kitty, while Sean and Kyle entertained Rose. When she wanted to go back into her bedroom, they followed. Cole remained with Chris, watching little Kitty as Alix finished packing.

A massive roll of thunder shook the house, followed by great flashes of lightning. Alix finished up with her bag, gazing out of the window and watching the rain pound. Then she looked at her watch, noticing that Cord had been gone almost an hour.

“Your dad should be back soon,” she said, turning to the boys. “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”

Chris shook his head. “We’ll be fine here,” he said. “That little ghost girl isn’t going to start anything with me.”

Alix grinned, moving over to the chair and gazing down at her contented daughter as she suckled her pacifier furiously, staring off into space. She put her hand on Chris’ shoulder.

“You’re a good big brother,” she said. “You can have babysitting duty any time.”

He grinned, looking at the blond-haired infant. “I’m okay unless I have to change diapers,” he said, seeing Cole standing next to him out of the corner of his eye. “Cole can do it. He gets the dirty work.”

Cole wrinkled up his nose and moved swiftly for the door. “No way, dude,” he said. “I’m not doing any of that.”

Alix laughed, watching Cole bolt down the stairs, undoubtedly heading for the den and the video games. He took any chance he could to play when Chris and Kyle weren’t around because they tended to take everything over, including him. Alix bent over and gently took her daughter from Chris.

“Okay,” she said. “You’re free to go now.”

Chris stood up from the chair, watching Alix as she headed over to the bassinet. “I don’t mind,” he said. “Like I said, as long as she doesn’t stink, I’m good.”

Alix snorted as she lay the baby down and rolled her onto her side. “I’ve got news for you,” she said. “They all stink at one time or another. You can’t get away from it.”

“That’s why I have three little brothers to take care of that,” he said. He watched Alix as she doted over the baby. “Uh… will you be okay up here if I go downstairs?”

Alix waved him off. “Of course,” she said. “I’ll yell if I need you.”

“Okay.”

He left the room, heading downstairs to commandeer the video controller from his weaker, younger brother. Alix turned to watch him go, thinking he was a pretty good kid. In fact, she had lucked out where her stepsons were concerned; they were all very good boys and she loved them. She was a very fortunate woman.

Kitty wasn’t happy in her bassinet and started to fuss, so Alix bent over to pat the baby on the back, trying to calm her down. She could hear Rose and the boys across the hall in Rose’s room, messing around. Somebody dropped something because she could hear the thump, followed by a muttered apology. The commotion was comforting. It made the frightening events that happened earlier seem a million miles away. Peace was once again settling.

Alix sighed, still patting the baby as the infant seemed to calm. Maybe she was overreacting about the whole thing; they’d gone the past six months without a single paranormal experience, so maybe this was just a flare up, quick to rise and quick to leave. She truly hoped so because she didn’t want to leave her house. This was her home and something worth fighting for. When Cord got back, she would talk to him about it. She was starting to think she’d blown the entire thing out of proportion.

“Mom?” Sean was standing in the second doorway that faced the kitchen stairs. “We’re going to go downstairs and play video games.”

Alix looked over her shoulder at him. “Okay,” she said. “Where’s Rose?”

“She’s going with us.”

“Good. Don’t let her out of your sight.”

“I won’t.”

The kids headed down the back stairs about the time baby Kitty seemed to fall asleep. Alix carefully stopped patting and removed her hand, being very quiet as she moved. Kitty seemed to be a light sleeper. Closing both bedroom doors, she remained in the bedroom but went into the bathroom to take a quick shower and change. She knew Cord would be back any minute and she wanted to be ready.

As the door to the bathroom closed and the sounds of the shower could be heard, the thunder and rain pounded the old house. The upper floor was relatively quiet except for the shower while downstairs, the comforting sounds of zombie screams and gunfire could be heard. Evenshade was settling back to normal and even the dogs, in their permanent places on the living room couches, were snoring away. Until Aram’s eyes opened and his head came up.

Dark doggy eyes stared at the front staircase, dog senses reaching out to hear or see or feel. Sounds from the video games were loud in the living room, but that’s not what had Aram’s ears up and his nose twitching. There was something else, something only he could sense.

Quietly, he got off the couch and wandered over to the stairwell, looking up to the second floor. He could hear the shower going up there. Sniffing at the air, he trotted up the stairs and came to a halt at the top of the landing. His attention was on Chris’ bedroom door.

Down below, Manitou was up. Whatever had Aram up had him up as well. He moved swiftly, racing up the stairs to the top of the landing where Aram was. Both dogs moved towards Chris’ bedroom door but came to an abrupt halt when the door slowly creaked open.

Aram bared his teeth menacingly, growling at what he could only see as a black, writhing mass. To the human eye, it was invisible, but to his dog senses, it was something black and frightening. Manitou saw it, too, and he began to snarl.

The mass retreated into Chris’ bedroom but didn’t close the door. The dogs, their hackles up and still snarling, followed. They entered the room, seeing the black mass near the closet door that led up to the attic. The mass moved away from the door and skirted the wall, moving up to the ceiling and hovering over them. Aram barked savagely, followed by Manitou. Manitou even lunged at it. But quickly, the black mass darted towards the bedroom door and shot through it, out into the corridor. The bedroom door slammed behind it, trapping the confused and frightened dogs inside Chris’ room. Manitou went to the door and scratched at it, whining. But nobody heard him.

In the den below, Rose was sitting on the couch as all four of her brothers played a gory zombie apocalypse game. It was too scary and gory for her, so she didn’t want to watch it and quickly became bored. She got a hold of a pen on the end table and scribbled on a magazine that was there, drawing doodles over a woman’s face. Over her shoulder, her brothers were on a killing spree, congratulating each other on messy kills. Rose continued to scribble.

“Rose!”
She heard her name, like a soft breath of wind. It had come from the den door and she looked up but didn’t see anyone. Returning to her doodles, she heard her name again.

“Rose, hitherto!”
Looking up, she saw the sad girl standing just outside the doorway. Dressed in her usual white dress with a smock-like apron over it, the sad girl’s long, dark hair hung to her waist while her pale face with dark, shiny eyes gazed steadily at Rose. When she smiled, it wasn’t with sharp teeth but with a sweet little grin. She motioned to Rose, who promptly set the pen down and climbed off the couch. The brothers, completely focused on their zombie game, never noticed when she left the room because their backs were to the door. Rose left and they were never the wiser.

Out in the dim corridor that ran between the living room and the den and library, Rose walked up to the sad girl.

“Good day, Rose,” the sad girl whispered.

Rose didn’t say anything at first. Then, she cocked her head. “I don’t want to play with you anymore,” she said.

The sad girl’s smile faded. “My truest Rose,” she murmured. “My mother is very sad. She needs help.”
Rose could hear her brothers yelling behind her. “I don’t want to help,” she said.

“But my mother is sad. Doest thee not know concern? Only thou may help her.”
“I don’t wanna.”

The sad girl was clever. “But thou must,” she insisted. “If thou does not, terrible things will happen to thee’s mother. Is that what thee wishes?”
Rose’s brow furrowed with concern, with anger. “No!”

“Help me now or terrible things will occur!”
“No, don’t!”

The sad girl could see Rose’s agitation. It was as she had desired; the reaction of raw fear. She knew the feeling well. She fed off it, drawing strength from it.

“The infant,” she whispered. “You must bring her to my mother. She wishes to see her.”
Rose was frightened and confused. “I can’t. My mommy won’t let me.”

“But you must. The infant will make my mother well again. You must help her.”
Rose looked at the sad girl dubiously. “Where is your mommy?”

“We shall see her.”

The sad girl moved away from Rose, with legs that were mist and didn’t touch the ground. Rose followed her into the kitchen, dimly lit as the storm pounded outside. The sad girl pointed a bony finger at the basement door.

“Bring the infant,” she whispered.

Rose shook her head again, fearfully, but the sad girl seemed to shape-shift into something more frightening and ominous.

“Bring the infant,” she said, her voice otherworldly and deep. “If thou does not, terrible things will happen to thee’s mother.”
Rose was tearing up. “I’m going to tell my brother what you said!”

The sad girl had no sympathy. “If thou does, I will kill them and make them go away forever. Is this what thee wishes?”
Rose wiped furiously at her eyes as the tears started to fall. She could only shake her head. Terrified, she reluctantly headed up the back stairs.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Alix got out of the shower and quickly dried off, pulling the clip out of her hair and brushing it back into a quick ponytail. Changing into skinny jeans and a big sweater, she came out of the bathroom and headed over to the bassinet to check on Kitty. She was halfway across the room when the doorbell went off. Diverted from the bassinet, she opened the door that faced out onto the landing that contained the back steps. Over to her right were the main upstairs hall and the front stairs. As the rain pounded, she scooted down the stairs and opened the front door.

Mrs. Mowbray stood on the porch, her half-closed umbrella in her hand. The woman was positively soaked. Alix quickly ushered her in, closing the door behind her and shutting out the wind and the rain.

“Good heavens,” Alix exclaimed. “What on earth brings you out on a day like today?”

Mrs. Mowbray smiled weakly, showing off those great yellowed teeth. “I’m so sorry to barge in like this.”

Alix shook her head as she took the woman’s dripping umbrella and put it in the umbrella receptacle. “No bother at all,” she said. “How have you been? It’s been a long time since we last saw you.”

Mrs. Mowbray nodded, her movements sharp and bird-like. “Back in December,” she said. “I heard you and Mr. Trevor got married.”

Alix smiled. “We did,” she said. “I just had a baby a couple of weeks ago.”

Mrs. Mowbray threw up her hands. “Heavens!” she said. “Congratulations. You must be extremely busy. I’ll only take a moment of your time, I promise.”

Alix led her into the living room with its lush furnishings. “No problem,” she said. “My husband should be home any minute and we have plans after that, but until then, I’m all yours.”

Mrs. Mowbray had a leather briefcase with her. She perched on the edge of Alix’s couch and began opening the case. “Well,” she said, “I’ll get right to the point. As you have figured out, I am quite fascinated with the history of this house. The last time I was here it was because I’d discovered new information on the house and that’s why I’m here today. A colleague of mine at the Historical Society reminded me that today is the day that, three hundred and twenty-one years ago, Sarah Good was hung for witchcraft. Did you realize that?”

Alix’s smile faded and somewhere in the pit of her stomach, a seed of fear sprouted. “No, I didn’t,” she said evenly. “How… interesting.”

“I thought you might like to know that,” Mrs. Mowbray said, not catching on to the apprehensive inflection in Alix’s tone. She seemed quite jovial as she pulled a leather pouch out of her briefcase. “As you saw at the Historical Society, we have lots of boxes and files containing priceless pieces of Salem’s history. While I was working through a box that had been long stored away, I came across this leather pouch with a note on it. It seems that this pouch contains the actual amulet worn by Abigail Williams to ward off Goody Good’s curse. Oh, it was a well-known curse back then because nearly everyone who was hung for witchcraft spun some sort of threats or curse before they went to the gallows. Our boxes are full of charms and amulets to ward off curses and evil. Since you own the house now where the curse is said to reside, I thought you might like to have it.”

She pulled forth a small pouch made of yellowed material, strung on a strip of leather like a necklace, and carefully handed it over to Alix. Awed, Alix held the amulet in front of her to inspect it.

“Oh, my,” she said softly. “This is… well, thank you so much for this. It’s really fascinating.”

“Isn’t it?”

“What’s in it?”

Mrs. Mowbray shrugged. “Who knows?” she said. “Oftentimes, it was things like crow’s feet, or a chicken tongue, or something like that. But here’s the interesting part – it was in a box with other items someone had donated from Evenshade back around the turn of the last century. One of your husband’s ancestors must have donated it. There are all kinds of things in the box but mostly paper and records. Would you like to see them someday?”

Alix nodded eagerly. “I’d love to,” she said, eyeing the woman as she lowered the amulet. “Is there anything more about this place being cursed in those records?”

As Mrs. Mowbray laughed and started to reply, the house phone rang. Alix jumped up, thinking it might be Cord. She held up a hand to Mrs. Mowbray.

“Hold that thought,” she said quickly, setting the amulet on the coffee table. “I’ll be right back.”

As Mrs. Mowbray remained in the living room, Alix scurried to the back hall that linked with the den and library. She happened to scoot past the den, glancing at the bodies there and counting four. She took another few steps towards the ringing phone in the kitchen when she sudden came to a halt and retraced her steps. The boys were so involved in their game that only Chris noticed Alix when she stood in the doorway.

“Hey,” Alix said loudly over the sounds of rifle fire and ringing phones. “Where’s Rose?”

The boys immediately came to a halt and looked around the room and at each other. There was a phone extension in the den, still ringing, and Alix went to pick it up before the boys could answer her. It was Cord on the other end.

“Alix?” he said.

“Hi, babe,” she said. “Hold on a second.”

She put her hand over the receiver and spoke to the boys. “Where’s Rose, guys?”

Sean was already on his feet, dropping the video game controller. “She was just here,” he said. “Maybe she went to the bathroom.”

“Go check,” Alix insisted urgently. “You were supposed to be watching her, Sean Patrick. Find her!”

As Sean ran off towards the downstairs bathroom, Alix uncovered the receiver and spoke to her husband.

“Sorry about that,” she said, apprehension in her voice. “Where are you?”

Cord was in his car on the other end of the line, trapped behind a tree that had fallen in the storm. He was going to have to backtrack about a half mile out of his way to get around it.

“I’m on my way home,” he said. “Honey, I want you to listen to me very carefully.”

Alix felt a twinge of fear. “Of course,” she replied. “What’s going on?”

Cord spun his truck around in the rain and floored it in the opposite direction. “I’ve got my dad and mom with me and we’re heading back to Evenshade,” he said. “I reserved two two-bedroom suites at the Marriott in downtown Danvers. I want you to pack everyone up right now, get in the car, and head over there. Don’t delay; get everyone moving and get in the car. Okay?”

“Cord, you’re scaring me,” she said. “What’s wrong?”

The weather was vicious as Cord tried to navigate through the wind and rain. “Honey, I can’t talk about it now because it would take too long,” he said. “Just get everyone into the car and go. Get out of there.”

Alix was quickly growing terrified. “Okay,” she agreed. “We’ll go right now. Will you meet me there?”

Cord blew right through a stop sign. “No,” he said. “We’re coming to the house. Put Chris on the phone, please.”

Alix turned to Cord’s sons, who had stopped playing their video game and were now watching her with varied degrees of concern. She held the phone out to Chris.

“Your dad wants to talk to you,” she said.

Chris stood up and took the phone from her. Just as he did, Sean burst back into the room.

“Mom,” he said, sounding scared and breathless. “I can’t find Rose. She’s not in the bathroom.”

Alix fought down the panic that surged through her veins. “Did you check all the rooms downstairs?”

Sean nodded. “All of them,” he said. Then he looked at Kyle and Cole. “Come on; help me find her!”

The three of them thundered out of the room and charged up the stairs. Alix turned to Chris to have him inform Cord of what was happening when a massive burst of thunder ripped across the sky and lightning lit up the clouds as if it were broad daylight outside. Lightning was striking in all directions, hitting trees and power lines. The entire house shook violently as the lights abruptly went out.

On the other end of the phone, Cord found himself listening to a dead line. “Chris?” he shouted. “Alix?”

There was no one there to answer him.

* * *

“The phone is dead,” Chris said, hanging the receiver back up. He looked around the back room. “Whatever knocked out the power knocked out the phones.”

After the conversation Alix had just had with Cord, she was struggling not to break out into full-blown hysterics. She took a deep breath, laboring to keep a calm head.

“Let’s find some flashlights, then,” she said evenly. “There’s one in the kitchen drawer and one upstairs in our bedroom. Your dad told us to get out of here but we need to find Rose first. Go get the flashlight in the kitchen and find Sean.”

Chris was on the move, heading out into the dark hall on his way to the kitchen. As he hit the kitchen door, he began to hear something, like chanting. It was very strange. Alix was already heading up the back stairs but Chris followed the sound, ending up in the dark living room to a strange woman bent over on the couch. She was chanting steadily.

“Hey,” he said, entering the room. “Who in the hell are you?”

Mrs. Mowbray abruptly sat up, her eyes wide at the young man. It was so dark in the room that it was difficult to make out any features, but Chris could see the dim reflection of big, yellow teeth.

“Thou Bebe stock?” she hissed.

Chris just stared at her, having no idea who the woman was or what in the hell was happening. He could hear running and shouting over his head on the second floor but down here in the darkness of the living room, he felt very much alone. He reached out and grabbed her by the wrist, yanking her so hard that she fell to her knees.

“I don’t know who you are or why you’re here, but you get the hell out of here or I’m calling the cops,” he said, dragging her across the floor. “Get out!”

Mrs. Mowbray raked her nails across his hand, drawing blood and causing him to release her. She recoiled back from him, hissing and crawling like some kind of bizarre creature, finally ending up over by the fireplace. As the lightning flashed and the thunder rolled, she draped herself bizarrely over the back of the couch and pointed a finger at him.

“Vade fili diaboli, de quo egressus es ad terram,” she hissed. “Discedite a me maledicti in utero!”
Chris knew casting when he heard it. The woman was trying to banish him somehow, curse him, and his training took over. Everything his grandfather had taught him, the history and usage and spells, now came front and center as he faced off against something beyond the normal and sane world. He was teetering on the edge of darkness, this house and all those in it, and he called upon his ancestors, his gift, and his training to help him through it. Now, he was being tested. He must not fail. Lifting a hand, palm out, he countered the wicked words cast at him.

“Animalis diabolica, et vade hinc redire,” he said slowly and deliberately. “Non habetis hic potentia. Et hic habet potestatem a Deo potestas ritum suum protecti sumus. Nunc eamus!”
Mrs. Mowbray hissed viciously at him and fell off the back of the couch. Chris could hear Alix screaming about the baby but he couldn’t answer; he had his hands full. Whatever was facing him was something purely evil and wicked. He couldn’t even feel fear at the moment; all he could feel was the will to survive.

“Portae inferi te expectant!” Mrs. Mowbray shouted.

The woman brought up a hand in a sweeping motion as if throwing a ball. What burst forth was a pocket of energy, slamming into Chris and knocking him backwards. It was strong, but not strong enough to take him down. He brought both hands up, palms out and fingers splayed for maximum conductivity. He was going to return the volley.

“Et infirmus Fatuæ creatura non superesse!” he boomed.

An unseen wave of energy hit Mrs. Mowbray and sent the woman careening back into the wall. She hit it so hard that a vase on the mantel toppled over and hit her on the shoulder, sending her down to the floor. But Chris wasn’t done; he flicked a hand at the heavy picture frame hanging above Mrs. Mowbray’s head and the thing flew off the wall and straight down onto the woman’s skull. Mrs. Mowbray collapsed in a heap.

Chris waited for the woman to get back up but when she didn’t, he hesitantly made his way over to her, peering down at the unconscious body. He kicked her but she didn’t move. Terrified she might rise up again, he grabbed the nearest lamp and used the cord to tie her hands behind her back. Shaken, he became more aware of the panic going on around him, enough so that it spurred him into action.

Just as Chris came running out of the living room, Alix was flying down the front stairs. “Chris!” she cried. “Rose and the baby are missing again! Check the library!”

“I will,” he assured her breathlessly. “But there’s a woman in the living room… honest, Alix, she tried to kill me. She was casting spells.”

Alix’s eyes widened with shocked. “She what?” she gasped. She peered into the living room and was only able to see a pair of feet near the hearth; the rest of the body was blocked by the couch. “Oh, God, that’s Mrs. Mowbray from the Historical Society but I can’t worry about her now. We have to find Rose and Kitty!”

Chris went on the run. Fighting off hysterical tears, Alix ran into the kitchen to search the utility room when she happened to run by the rear staircase and the basement door. Her flashlight fell across the basement door and she saw that it was partially ajar. Horror swept her; what was it Cord had said? A circle of stones over the grave of Mercy Good, forever keeping her from rising up to fulfill her mother’s curse? Alix’s entire body went weak with utter and complete fear but she forced herself to remain strong; she had to. Her daughters were missing and she had to save them.

“Chris!” she screamed. “Sean! The kitchen!”

She could hear the boys running from all parts of the house. Someone had found the dogs in Chris’ room and she could hear them barking, running down the stairs as their nails clicked against the hardwood floors. Chris was the first one to reach her.

“What is it, Alix?” he asked, frantic. “Did you find them?”

Alix pointed at the cracked basement door. “They must be in the basement,” she said, throwing open the door and feeling fear as she had never felt in her life. She called out into the pitch-black darkness. “Rosie? Can you hear me? It’s Mommy! I’m coming, honey!”

The narrow stairs leading down to the basement were blacker than black. Alix took the lead, shining a light down the steps, wondering how in the hell Rose managed to lug a newborn infant down them. But she couldn’t think about that now. She had to get to her girls and not let her panic overwhelm her. As she neared the bottom of the steps, she called out again.

“Rose?” she cried. “Where are you? Answer me!”

It was quiet and she took the last step, ending up in the laundry area. Chris was behind her, as was Kyle, Sean, and finally Cole. They were all behind her, two of the boys with flashlights and the other two with flashlight apps on their smartphones that were blindingly bright. The entire laundry area was lit up. Alix was looking around frantically when she suddenly spied Rose standing near a break in the wall that led to an area that she had never really explored. Cord said it was a storage area, a large and foreboding space beneath the house, but she had never personally seen it.

Rose had Kitty clutched under the arms, the newborn’s body trailing down her sister’s torso. She had her pacifier in her mouth and was wide awake as she suckled madly. Even from where Alix stood, she could see the baby sucking and she seemed quite calm. From the way Rose was holding her, her head and neck were braced against Rose’s shoulder and surprisingly stable. But Alix felt more panic than she ever had as she moved towards her daughters.

“Rose!” she cried softly. “Baby, what are you doing? Let me have Kitty.”

Rose turned around and disappeared into the storage area. Alix and the boys ran after her, their flashlights falling on a vast area under the house that was directly beneath the living room. There were a few boxes, an old chair, a pile of dirt against the eastern wall, and a large dirt area off near the southeast corner. Rose was heading for the big dirt area.

“Rose!” Alix ran after her. “Give me Kitty!”

As soon as she got near her daughter, it was as if an unseen hand slapped her back. Alix felt the force of the blow and flew backwards, into Kyle, who mostly broke her fall as they both went tumbling. Chris came to an abrupt halt, lifting his hands in preparation for both a defensive and offensive stance. There was something down here, something evil that didn’t want them to gain control of the little girls, and he was ready to fight.

“Sean!” he yelled. “Get the girls!”

Sean charged forward, reaching for Rose, but he was knocked back by the same thing that had hit his mother. He fell over in the dirt, grunting with the impact.

“Rose!” he hollered. “Come back! Don’t go over there!”

Alix rolled to her knees, feeling a good deal of pain considering she was still sore from giving birth. Her entire body hurt but it wasn’t going to stop her. She started to crawl towards Rose, who had now come to a halt. The little girl was standing on the dirt with her baby sister clutched against her. As Alix tried to stand up and make her way towards her, it was then that she began to see a pile of stones.

Cold fear flushed through her. “Oh, God,” she hissed, shining her flashlight on the stones. “There’s something over there. See it?”

Chris was still frozen in place, his hands up in front of him in what was seemingly a defensive gesture. He turned his flashlight in the direction Alix was indicating. Their flashlight beams crossed, illuminating the area. Cole, creeping up behind Chris to take a closer looked, gasped.

“It’s a hole in the ground,” he said, sounding frightened. “There are stones all over the place, but I see a big hole in the ground.”

Alix panicked; she couldn’t help it. “Rosie!” she wept. “Come back, baby, please! Don’t go over there! It’s dangerous!”

Rose was just standing there, holding her baby sister. She hadn’t moved but she could hear her mother weeping behind her. She turned to look at her.

“Mommy,” she said, sounding frightened. “The sad girl says her mommy wants Kitty. If I don’t give her Kitty, she said she’s going to hurt you and I won’t see you anymore.”

Alix let out a scream of anguish. “That’s not true!” she cried, staggering to her feet. “Rosie, she’s not going to hurt me. You can’t give her Kitty, do you hear? Kitty is your sister and she’s my baby. She’s mine!”

Rose was torn and terrified. She began to sniffle, breaking down as the stress of the situation crushed her. “Mommy, help me!” she cried.

Alix took off at a dead run, only to be brutally knocked down again as she drew close to Rose. Lying on her back in the dirt, groaning in pain, she wept loudly.

“Let my daughters go, you bitch!” she cried. “They’re just babies, for Christ’s sake! Sarah Good, I know you had your own daughters taken from you but I didn’t do it, do you hear? I didn’t do anything! Let my daughters go!”

She was sobbing, rolling over onto her side and struggling to crawl in Rose’s direction. Slowly, painfully, she pulled herself across the dirt, striving for her daughters with every fiber in her body, reaching out for them and begging God to help her. She was able to get within a few feet of them when something abruptly caught her eye. Something was moving around the edge of the hole.

Like something out of a horror movie, a hand came out of the darkness of the hole, ghostly and skeletal, and grabbed hold of one of the stones on the edge of the depression. Alix came to a halt, startled and disbelieving, as another hand came out and held fast to the stone. A head popped up, with hair made from cobwebs and a face that was purely skeletal and bony. The eyes were dark and sunken holes and when it seemed to focus on Alix, it hissed an unearthly howl. The entire basement lit up with sounds of the netherworld as voices from beyond filled the air.

With terrifying groans and gasps, half of the skeletal body emerged, covered with dirt and shreds of some kind of shroud. It was positively horrendous; a ghoul from the grave so terrible that not even Hollywood could have imagined it. The stench from the corpse filled their nostrils, something between rot and sin. A thin finger, pure bone, extended to Rose.

“Hitherto, Rose,” it rasped.

Rose started crying. Because she was crying, the baby became restless and the pacifier popped out. The baby let out a loud wail and Chris, still standing several feet away with his hands raised, belted out a loud and terrible chant.

“In nomine sancte et qui te audiunt mea decedere terra hac,” he yelled. “Go back where you came from, you freakish son of a bitch!”

With that, he extended his fingers and threw a ball of energy at the creature that sent it staggering back. It was enough of a distraction for Alix to lunge at her girls, grabbing them and falling over backwards with them both clutched against her. With panicked grunts, she rose to her knees and began to scramble away, trying to get her girls out of the line of fire, but she didn’t get very far before something grabbed hold of her ankle. She didn’t even look to see what it was; she screamed at Sean.

“Sean!” she cried. “Take the girls! Get them out of here!”

Sean, Cole, and Kyle came running. Chris extended his hands again, casting another force of energy at the creature to distract it. It was enough to cause the creature to falter as Sean grabbed Kitty and Cole grabbed Rose. Kyle grabbed hold of Alix, pulling her away from whatever had her, but it was a losing battle. Something was dragging her back towards that dark hole in the ground where the creature was lurking. Chris tried to hit it again with another spell but he was quickly growing exhausted. As Cole and Sean raced up the basement steps, a figure suddenly appeared at the top.

Cord stood there, flabbergasted by the sight of his sons running up the steps with the girls in their arms. Before he could say a word, Sean burst forth.

“Mom’s in trouble!” he yelled. “You have to help her!”

Cord barreled down the steps with Quirt on his heels. Mary was standing at the top of the stairs, urging the boys to come to her. They made it to the top and she took the infant, practically shoving the boys out into the kitchen. As Mary took the little girls out of the house and ran them out to the car, Cole and Sean raced back inside and headed back to the basement. This was their fight, too, and they were going to see it through.

Meanwhile, Cord hit the basement floor running. He could see Chris with his hands up in front of him and Kyle with a hold on Alix, who was being dragged by her feet across the basement floor. The problem was that there wasn’t anything visible holding her. Something wicked and transparent had hold of his wife and as his eyes adjusted to the darkness, a flashlight beam from Chris’ flashlight fell against the dark hole on the southeast side of the house.

It was then that he saw the ghoul from the hole, clinging to the disarray of stones around it as if trying to pull itself out. Shocked, and terrified for Alix, he ran to his wife and grabbed her by the arms to stop her momentum.

“Cord,” Alix gasped, holding on to him. “The girls….”

“They’re safe,” he said, grunting as he yanked on her. “My mom has them. They’re safe.”

Alix groaned as Cord pulled and the force that held her pulled even harder. Kyle was still pulling on her but he was getting dragged, like some macabre tug-of-war. Cord could see that they were fighting a losing battle and his panic took over; lifting a hand to the ghastly creature in the well, he threw out the most potent spell he could think of.

“Auctoritate patrum nostrorum ab hac pelle duco in terra virtutem eorum,” he said, holding out a big fist in the direction of the creature. “Omnia in nomine sancti huius et ad te absolvo te ab inferno. Et revertetur ad terram hanc vultis abire gravem!”
Quirt was slightly more composed than his son, but he could see a life or death battle in front of him. Whatever that horrific thing was emerging from the hole, he was going to deal with it. He couldn’t even think of the fact that it was something not of this world; all he could think of was saving his grandsons and son and daughter-in-law. He, too, extended a fist at the gruesome creature and began to cast.

“Vade malignis,” he said. “Et vade in nomine Christ!”
With all of the casting being thrown at it, the creature began to weaken. It hissed and writhed, trying to climb out of the well but being thrown back by Cord and Quirt. The drag on Alix had lessened and with one big yank, Cord was able to pull her free of whatever force was holding her. She fell back behind him, crawling away across the dirt floor, as Cord rose to his feet and jabbed a finger at the ghoul.

“You can’t have my family,” he boomed. “I’m sorry your life was ended unfairly and I’m sorry you lost everything, but you can’t have my family to replace yours. Abigail placed a curse on you but what you really want is peace. It’s what we all want. For whatever curse is keeping you and your daughters here, I will lift it. Do you hear me? I’ll lift it. I don’t want to live this way any longer. The time for vengeance is over. In nomine Christi, ait finitur. Vade in pace. Dad, do you have the vellum?”

Quirt pulled out the yellowed piece of vellum that had the curse written with Sarah Good’s name on it. He had brought it with him, although at the time he hadn’t a particular purpose with it. All he knew was that something told him to bring it and he had. Now, he knew why. Pulling out his Bic lighter from his pocket, the one he used to light his pipe, he lit the vellum on fire, holding the end of it as it burned.

“Vade in pace,” Quirt repeated softly. “In nomine Christi, ait finitur. Vade in pace.”

As the vellum burned and Quirt dropped it into the dirt, watching it turn to ash, the creature shrank back and the horrible hissing noise it had been making faded away. In the beam of Chris’ flashlight, the ghoulish monster suddenly diminished, eased, and changed colors from a sickly gray to a pure white. As Alix, Cord, Quirt, Chris, Kyle, Cole, and Sean watched, the creature, in all of its horrific glory, simply faded away.

The sudden silence was uneasy. Cord took Chris’ flashlight and timidly made his way over to the hole with the scattered stones around it. He shined the flashlight down the shaft.

“It’s a well,” he said after a moment. “There’s a lot of rubble down there, but it looks like the original well.”

“That’s where Dorothy cast the baby,” Alix said, sitting on her bum with her hair in her face. She was breathless and weak. “She was trying to force Rose to cast Kitty in there.”

Cord looked down the shaft filled with rocks and debris. “Maybe she figured an eye for an eye,” he muttered. “Who knows? Maybe she figured since she had lost her baby, she wanted one that had descended from Abigail.”

“The woman who ruined her life in the first place,” Alix murmured. She ran a shaking hand over her forehead in a weary gesture. “Do you really think it’s over? What about Dorothy? Where is she? If that was Sarah Good in the well, where is Dorothy?”

Cord shook his head as he picked up one of the scattered stones. “I have no idea,” he muttered. “Maybe we’ll never know.”

With that, he tossed the stone aside and it crashed into the brick foundation wall a few feet from the well. It shifted one of the old bricks and broke the mortar seal, causing part of the wall to give way. Cord jumped back so he wouldn’t get caught in the tumbled of bricks, waving his hands in front of his face to dissipate the big cloud of brick dust that billowed up.

As the dust began to settle, he shined the flashlight into the broken part of the wall, seeing that there was a gap behind the wall that had been bricked over. Beyond the dust that was still floating in his flashlight beam, he could see something tucked back in the darkness of the gap. Moving closer, he could see a moldered-over skeleton was gazing back at him, chained up to the wall.

Dorothy Good had finally been found.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
“She had all sorts of stuff in her car,” the police sergeant was saying. “All kinds of things from the Salem witch trials and stuff about curses and witchcraft. Turns out that woman, Mrs. Mowbray, is a descendent of Sarah Good. Maybe she thinks she’s a witch, too. In any case, she’s in the back of the police unit spilling her guts right now. She wanted to drive your family out of the house so she’s been laying curses down now for a while. Did you two go and see her at the Historical Society some time back?”

Alix, wrapped up in a heavy coat, was standing with Cord in the driveway of Evenshade. She nodded to the sergeant’s question. “We did about eight months ago. I had just purchased the house and wanted more information about it.”

The sergeant glanced over at the woman in the police car. “She said that,” he replied. “That’s how she found out that your husband was a descendent of Abigail Williams. Did you know that today, three hundred and twenty-one years ago, Sarah Good was hanged?”

“We did.”

He pointed at the police car with his pen. “That’s why she had come over here today,” he said. “To exact some kind of curse on the anniversary of Sarah’s death, so she says.”

It was the early evening and the storm that had rocked the area all afternoon had passed, leaving wet land and a cloudy sky in its wake. There were four police cars in various positions around the driveway and a supervisor’s unit. Mrs. Mowbray sat in the back of one of the cars, weeping loudly and confessing her sins. Alix couldn’t even look at the woman; after what had happened that afternoon, she was shaken to the bone.

“That’s why she seemed so interested in Evenshade,” she said. “That woman has been around here for her entire life. She knew everything about it. She even knew my husband’s great-aunt who used to live here.”

The police sergeant wriggled his eyebrows as he continued to jot notes in his binder. “Is your aunt still alive?”

Unlike his wife, Cord had been staring at the police car. “She is, in fact. She’s ninety-seven years old and in great health.”

The sergeant looked up from his notes. “I’ll bet if you ask her, Christina Mowbray might have even tried to bring her down as well.”

Cord nodded his head, pulling Alix closer. He hadn’t let her out of his sight since the incident in the basement an hour earlier. He wasn’t entirely sure he would ever let her, or his children, out of his sight ever again.

“Maybe I will,” he said. “So what happens to Mrs. Mowbray now?”

The cop shrugged. “She tried to kill you and your family,” he said. “I’d say she’s in a lot of trouble, even at her age. Our detectives will be contacting you tomorrow to get the full story. At least you can all sleep peacefully tonight knowing that woman is in jail where she can’t get to you.”

Alix looked up at Cord, who gazed down at her. Silent words passed between them. They hadn’t told the police the full story for obvious reasons. Nothing about ghouls from the grave or witchcraft; after Chris had told them what happened in the living room with Mrs. Mowbray, they had called the police and told them that the woman had tried to harm their children, which wasn’t far from the truth.

Whatever curse had been going on at Evenshade, Mrs. Mowbray had clearly exacerbated it with the continued cursing she had evidently been doing. Moreover, the amulet she had given Alix was evidently full of cyanide which, when it seeped through the amulet and rubbed off on the fingers, could have been slowly ingested. At least, that’s what Mrs. Mowbray had confessed to the arresting officer. In any case, the woman was going away for the rest of her natural life. It was a bizarre end to an even more bizarre story.

“Well,” Cord said, giving his wife a squeeze as he faced the sergeant. “Thank you for coming. It’s been a busy afternoon.”

“It sounds like it,” the sergeant said. “And as for the skeleton in the wall down in the basement, I’ve put in a call the Massachusetts Department of Archaeology. I’m sure they’ll be all over you in the morning; with the historical significances of this house, that’s something they’re going to love to investigate. Those people are kind of strange.”

He was grinning as he said it and Cord smiled weakly. “I’m curious to see what they can find out,” he said. “It might be nice to have an identity.”

The sergeant glanced at him. “On a two hundred-year-old corpse? Good luck with that.”

“It’s probably even older than that given the age of the house.”

“That’s certainly possible.”

The sergeant closed up his binder and said his goodbyes, heading back to his unit. Alix and Cord stood there, watching the Danvers police units pull out of the driveway one by one, heading back to the station through the dark and wet night. When the last unit pulled out, Cord turned to Alix.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “Maybe we should take a trip over to North Shore and have you checked out.”

Alix shook her head emphatically. “I’m fine,” she said as they turned and headed back to the house. “My girls are safe, the boys are safe, and I’m totally fine.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded as they entered the kitchen from the driveway and shut the door. Alix removed her coat and laid it over the chair.

“Are you sure it’s safe to stay here tonight?” she asked.

Cord went to the coffee pot where a fresh pot await. He grabbed a cup. “If I didn’t think so, we’d be over at the Marriott,” he said, pouring. “But the girls are sleeping with us tonight… just in case.”

Alix sat down as he brought over two cups of steaming coffee. “You know,” she said softly as she took the cup from him, “every time I think about everything that happened today, it just seems like a dream. I swear I saw all of this in a movie once.”

He smiled as he reached out, taking her hand as he sipped his coffee. “I don’t think you could make this stuff up,” he said. “Even in a movie, who would believe it?”

Alix laughed. “Me,” she said, giggling. “It happened to me! A ghost tried to kill me! My husband is a witch! Oh, my God!”

She was rather dramatic about it and he laughed, glad she had at least retained her humor in spite of the dark situation. “I’ll bet you never banked on this when you moved here,” he said. “I wanted to add a little excitement to your life, but not like this.”

She leaned against him, wrapping her arms around his neck and rubbing noses with him. “You’ve done more than add excitement to my life,” she murmured. “You’ve given me the most wonderful life possible. The best thing that ever happened to me was when that dresser fell on me out there in the driveway.”

He snuggled with her, feeling her warmth and life and love. “And Batman came to the rescue.”

“My own personal hero.”

He grinned, kissing her sweetly. “You better believe it.”

She looked him in the eye, a knowing twinkle in her gaze. “After what I’ve seen today, I’m inclined to believe anything about you.”

The State of Massachusetts Department of Archaeology invaded the next day and spent the next six months excavating the skeleton behind the wall and the basement in general, including the well. Indeed, they found the bones of two infants buried deep in the rubble, lending truth to the legend of Mercy Good but they had no idea who the second child was. Perhaps they would never know. When the excavations were complete, Cord petitioned to have the bones of all three corpses buried near Sarah Good and the State complied. Dorothy and Mercy were buried together with the unknown infant in sight of their mother’s grave.

After that, Evenshade became a nice, normal home without ghosts or curses or terror. The Hendry and Trevor children grew up there, happy and healthy, and Cord and Alix went on with their lives and careers, more in love than they ever were. Life was never better, and when Carolina Alexandria Hendry-Trevor was born eighteen months after her older sister, Kitty, Alix and Cord considered their lives, and their family, complete.

Still, the bassinet would end up on Cord’s side of the bed even when Alix rolled it on to her side. Given the history of the house, Dad was very protective of his little girls.

It was in his blood.

 THE END
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