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Chapter One
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan begged the pounding on the door to go away. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold on to the images from her reverie, but they melted away like smoke with each disruptive knock. An untouched glass of champagne sat on the coffee table, and the German opera singer Ivar Abendroth played in the stereo. She looked at the clock and sighed. The book club would be starting soon, and it was her turn to host. It was unfortunate timing that it fell on a day she would rather spend alone, strolling down memory lane. Aidan stood up and raised the glass to her reflection in the window. She wasn’t dressed in honor of the occasion: jeans, black Seattle U sweatshirt, strands of red hair untamed by her ponytail framing her face, and sad honey-brown eyes.
“Happy Anniversary,” she said, and drained the glass. It would have been their eightieth anniversary, though Ivar wouldn’t have lived this long anyway, even if he hadn’t died young in 1935. That life cycle was over, yet Aidan couldn’t bring herself to stop grieving his loss, perhaps because it had been so sudden, a tragic collision of Fate and shaky automobiles. If she closed her eyes though, the voice coming from the stereo could pull away from the speakers like the trail of a ghost and settle across from her. It would be like their last celebration together, when they had the theatre to themselves with only the carved cherubs gazing down at them from the marble pillars as they danced, and he serenaded her with his deep bass voice. No amount of champagne could recreate the heavenly daze of that evening.
Aidan had almost sunk back into the memory when the knocking on the door picked up again more forcefully. She sighed in defeat. “Coming!” She crossed the living room and pulled the door open.
A smiling, brown-haired beauty with blue eyes stood outside holding a box of pizza. “Sustenance,” Phoebe said, and squeezed her way inside with the pizza and a backpack stuffed with books. She maneuvered her way to the small kitchen of Aidan’s one-bedroom apartment and inclined her head toward the living room. “Ah, your beloved Ivar.”
Aidan slipped the champagne glass into the dishwasher. “Sorry, I guess I get lost when I’m listening to him.” Phoebe was Aidan’s best friend. They had met as undergrads, and Aidan had been impressed by the young woman’s tenacity in drawing Aidan out of her quiet and reserved shell. They inevitably became friends, and since then Aidan had joined the book club, participated in community fundraisers, and even taken her formerly solitary hobby of making blankets for kids in hospitals and made it an open-invitation campus community service project. Phoebe’s friendship gave vibrancy to an otherwise monotonous and tedious life cycle.
Phoebe shook her head and retrieved paper plates from the cupboard. “Leave it to you to fall in love with a guy before your lifetime.”
Aidan smiled grimly and grabbed several bottles of water from under the table. That wasn’t exactly true. She had been around long before even Ivar’s lifetime, though she hadn’t always lived as a human. Her true form was that of a great red bird with wings that shone like fire—the phoenix, an immortal creature perpetually reincarnated from the ashes of its death. It had been centuries since Aidan had decided to live among humans, a woman with fiery red hair and eyes like flames of amber, participating in their lives, their history, becoming—almost—human.
“The best kind of boyfriend,” Aidan replied, although insincerely. “The kind that comes with a remote.” It was a silly joke, one they had started simply to highlight the difficulties of balancing a serious relationship while pursuing Masters degrees. Tonight though, Aidan would have given anything to have the real Ivar in her living room rather than the recording of a dead man. And while she knew the power of loving deeply, she had no interest in dating this time around. She wanted to focus on her current life as a twenty-four-year-old graduate student of history in Seattle, Washington. She had tried so many new things over the centuries; now she just wanted plain and predictable. Besides, the road of love was well traveled and littered with heartache.
Well, not all heartache, she amended as Ivar’s voice crescendoed, and she could almost feel her feet lift off the floor, remembering him swinging her around in his arms. Death was the true blow, the final curtain on whirlwinds of passion and intimacy. No matter how wonderful the guy and the relationship, they both always ended.
Aidan and Phoebe carried the pizza, plates, and bottles of water into the living room. Aidan’s living space was simple and quaint. A few framed posters of historic paintings hung on the walls, and little replicas of historical pieces accentuated her bookshelves and side tables. It was her way of holding on. She learned long ago not to place too much sentimental value in material things. She always lost them when transitioning from one life cycle to the next. Still, she appreciated the reminders, such as the copy of the eleventh century ink Buddhist Temple in the Mountains where she spent the dying years of one life in peace, or the Scottish hair comb whose gold-filigreed Celtic knots reminded her of the one she wore to a Beltane fire festival in Gaelic Ireland. Other than that, decorations were sparse. Even the black throw pillows on her sofa were plain purchases from a garage sale.
Aidan transferred the lit candles and potted orchid from the coffee table to a side table, and spread coasters over the glass surface. She laid down a dishtowel to put the pizza on. The other girls would be arriving soon. Even though it felt as though the repetitious life cycles were beginning to wear on her, it was only around anniversaries when Aidan became morose and sentimental. This current life wasn’t a bad one. She had good friends, was studying a subject she not only enjoyed but was very good at (having witnessed it all for herself: the rise and fall of empires, wars, discovery). She had two convenient jobs as both a waitress and a teacher’s assistant at the university, and found the West Coast’s climate to be quite agreeable. Tomorrow, things wouldn’t seem so bleak.
Aidan pointed the remote and shut off the stereo, silencing the angelic voice. She turned and caught sight of herself in the glass. Her reflection looked stark against the blackness of night outside. The window stood like a tangible metaphor for the barrier that separated her from humanity. She ran her hand over the cold, glossy surface, wondering whether it was darkness or light on the other side of death’s impenetrable veil.
Phoebe took the CD case from the shelf and flipped it over to look at the back. “How do you discover these old opera singers?”
Aidan pulled the curtains closed. “Chance.” A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. She had been caught in the rain. He had just hailed a taxi to rescue himself, but paused when she came splashing over the cobblestones. And, since he was a gentleman, he offered her his hand and a lift into the cab.
Another knock sounded at the door. Two by two, four more girls arrived and grabbed plates of pizza and settled either on the couch or floor in Aidan’s living room. At fifteen past seven, they were ready to begin discussion. That month they were reading The Road to Versailles, a work of historical fiction highlighting the 1789 Women’s March on Versailles. Despite its genre, Aidan hadn’t been the one to pick it. Ironically, she had been the one to write it, under a different name in the latter years of her last life. It made discussions a little awkward for her, yet she also came across as having profound insight into the characters’ psychologies. It helped that the book was largely based on fact—Aidan had been one of the women in that revolutionary march. She could still remember the desperate cries and the clashing of weapons when the National Guard had intervened. Aidan looked around at the girls giggling in her living room; they were so much younger in spirit, though not in age, than those she had marched beside.
“Where’s Jenny? It’s her turn to lead this week,” Phoebe said.
“I’ll try calling her.” Aidan pulled out her cell phone and scrolled through the contacts. Jenny’s cell rang for thirty seconds before going to voice mail. Aidan snapped hers shut without leaving a message and laid it on the table. “We can always start without her.”
“Spontaneous tonight, cool.”
Aidan had no trouble getting into the discussion, and it proved a good distraction for her after all. She glanced at the clock every twenty minutes, but Jenny never arrived. Near the end, the girls plotted ways to make her pay for skipping out on her turn to lead. They made idle threats of forcing her to create Power Point presentations for the next three sessions, or insisting she bake German Chocolate Cake for the next meeting. They laughed and helped Aidan clean up.
They all finally left shortly after nine o’clock.
“See you later.” Phoebe paused at the door, the last to leave. “You look better now than you did when I arrived.”
“It was a good night for this,” Aidan admitted.
Phoebe gave her a hug and left.
Aidan closed the door behind her. The apartment was strangely quiet now, but she didn’t feel like putting on Ivar’s voice again. She picked up her phone and called Jenny one more time. It went straight to voice mail, and she left a brief message saying they all missed her. She grabbed a blanket and curled up on the couch to start reading the chapters for next week.
“Goodnight, Ivar,” she said absently.
 
At a little past dawn, the restaurant was quiet with only a few patrons sipping coffee at the bar. Aidan sat folding silverware into napkins and thinking back to eighteenth century England and a scene similar to this one, only then she had been folding cloth napkins in the kitchen of Buckingham House, before it was a palace, and the silverware had been pure silver with handcrafted moldings. She heard the doors open and felt a bit of the morning air creep in with the guest. Aidan left her mundane task to greet and seat.
A man in a casual blue fireman’s uniform stood at the counter, looking over a menu. He had blond hair that swept over his ears and came to a tight end at the back of his shirt collar.
“Bar?” Aidan asked. The solitary workmen seemed to prefer the quick grab-and-go of eating at the counter rather than a table.
“Uh, no.” He looked up. “I’m going to order ten plates—to go.”
“Planning your breakfast for a week?”
He smiled. “It’s my turn to cook breakfast for the firehouse this morning.”
“Aren’t you cheating?”
“Not if I get back before they wake up.”
Aidan laughed. Her favorite part about working at the diner was the people. They were like puzzles with their odd little quirks and mannerisms. She had always enjoyed pondering what made people tick and where their paths would lead them, such as the girl with purple hair and fishnet tights who sat scrunched up in the corner of a booth scribbling on a napkin. Would she be the next J. K. Rowling or punk rock star? And what brought a fireman in for a catering selection of food rather than confronting the kitchen himself? Was he a lousy cook? Was he trying to put on an image of being a gourmet chef? Aidan enjoyed the speculation, but she never asked. 
“What’ll it be?”
“Two veggie omelet plates with hash browns and toast, but you don’t have to toast the bread; that much I can do. Three of the French toast plates. Make the eggs omelets too, one country fried steak and eggs…” He looked up from the menu. “Shouldn’t you be writing that down?”
Aidan blinked. “No.” She had no trouble remembering everything. She had an unlimited capacity for knowledge and had acquired quite a bit over the ages. It just was rarely appropriate to use it, such as now when it drew too much curious attention. She prepared to backpedal and grab a pad, but he finished relaying his order.
Aidan went to the kitchen and came back a moment later. “Twenty minutes. Did you want to cheat on the coffee as well?”
He laughed. “I think they’d notice the logo on the sides of the cups.”
“Sorry I can’t give you a whole pot.” She moved to the register and began typing up the check. He handed her several twenty-dollar bills and she counted his change. As he pocketed the remaining cash and receipt, Aidan grabbed a mug from the counter and filled it with coffee.
“On the house,” she said, and handed it to him.
“Thanks...” He glanced at her nametag. “Aidan. I’m Trent.” He flashed her a friendly, and quite attractive, smile.
“You’re welcome, Trent.” She was used to guys flirting with her, guys of all ages; it was part of the job description. She moved to the side to retrieve the napkins and continue folding them. Out of habit, she looked up at the clock after every five napkins.
“Anticipating the morning rush?” Trent asked.
“Actually, I get to leave before it. I set everything up for them, and then I’m off to my other job.”
“Trying to make ends meet?” he guessed with a hint of sympathy in his voice.
Aidan shook her head with a smile. “I don’t need this job, but the owners helped me out a lot during my undergrad years, and I like to give back by helping out in the mornings.”
“What did you study?”
“History.”
Trent took a swig of coffee. “I liked history in school. World history more than U.S. It’s richer.”
Aidan nodded. “Especially with mythology.”
“I particularly enjoyed Norse mythology.”
“Ah yes, the building blocks of standard fantasy.”
Trent smiled, and Aidan felt her cheeks warm.
“What about you?” he asked. “Which mythology is your favorite?”
She pushed the napkins aside and leaned her elbows on the counter. Why not? It wasn’t often she found a complete stranger with similar academic interests. “I would say the pieces of mythologies that are universal.”
Trent quirked a brow in question.
“There are some myths that are essentially the same, though the details might vary geographically and culturally. Dragons, for instance. Legends of them are all over the world, but depending on what hemisphere you’re in, they could either be devils or gods.” Aidan ducked her head to hide a small smile. There were lots of different variations of stories concerning her. The Persians depicted her as being large enough to carry a whale. An adult phoenix was a large bird, but she certainly couldn’t go whale fishing.
Trent set his mug down. “Do you plan to teach?”
“Yes. I’m working on my Masters right now. The education system in America is far from satisfactory.”
He shrugged one shoulder. “Depends on the teacher.”
Aidan grinned. “Exactly.”
Trent chuckled and raised his mug to her. “Good luck then.”
The bell rang and Trent’s order was ready. Aidan retrieved the packed trays and placed them in plastic bags.
“Thank you, Aidan,” he said, and took the bags from her. After a quick glance inside, he nodded in satisfaction. “I’m impressed.” He knotted the handles and headed for the exit. “Have a good one.”
“Don’t forget the pots and pans.”
Trent turned with a hand on the door. “What?”
She leaned over the counter. “Throw all your pots and pans in the sink.”
A smile crept over his face and he nodded. “Thanks.”



 
Chapter Two
 
 
 
 
 
Detective Bryan McCain pressed himself against the wall to let the gurney pass. The alley was a tight fit with four police officers, a medical examiner, two dumpsters, and a dead body crammed into it. It was almost eight o’clock in the morning on Thursday. The manager of the little Korean shop had been taking out yesterday’s trash when he discovered the mid-twenties, white female lying on a pile of garbage between the two dumpsters. Bryan let his eyes drift slowly over the body and the area around her. She wore jeans, a blouse, and tennis shoes; she did not look like a prostitute. Her body lay sprawled out, head facing the wall, waist twisted so her legs leaned the opposite direction. Her clothes were dirty and wrinkled, ripped where she had obvious wounds, but otherwise intact—Bryan would have to hold judgment until a rape kit came back. Her light red hair was matted and her eyes half open, staring into an abyss only the dead could see.
“Cause of death, Casey?” Bryan asked.
The medical examiner leaned over the body and examined the eyes. Tiny pinpoints of red dotted the whites. “Petechial hemorrhaging. That and the bruising around her neck suggest strangulation.” She checked liver temperature. “Time of death between eight and twelve hours ago. She’s almost in full rigor mortis.”
Bryan’s partner, Jess Harris, joined them. Her 5’6” and slight physique masked the spunk that made her a formidable cop on the streets. “Manager says he closed up and went home around eleven o’clock last night. Didn’t hear or see anything out of the ordinary.”
Bryan moved around to get a view from a different angle. He was twenty-nine, and this was not where he had imagined his life would end up. When he had first wanted to become a cop and majored in criminology, he’d had this delusion that he would become a hero and help make the world a better place. Time and experience shattered that. He didn’t make a difference in the world; he just cleaned up its messes.
“What are the other marks?” he asked. “They don’t look like knife wounds.”
Casey lifted a shirtsleeve. “They appear to be burns.”
“Like she was in a fire?” Jess asked.
“No. These are isolated, inflicted. I’ll be able to tell you more at the autopsy.”
“Any chance she has ID on her?” Bryan asked.
Casey felt the jean pockets and around the body. “Wait, here we go.” She lifted the girl slightly and found a purse underneath her.
Jess reached in and grabbed it. She pulled two cards out. “Jenny Rosland,” she read, and held up the picture IDs for Bryan to see. “Driver’s license, and Student ID for Seattle U.”
Bryan wrote the name and address in his notebook.
Jess sifted through the purse. “No cash, but credit cards are still here. Cell phone, car keys to a Honda. I’ll see if I can find the car in the area.”
Bryan nodded. “No apparent rape. It doesn’t appear to be a robbery either. So what happened?” Finding the answer to that question was what kept him up late at night. He went off to help uniformed officers canvas the neighborhood, but no one saw anything. Jess returned after searching a five-block radius, but no car matched the set of keys.
“Let’s go by our vic’s apartment,” she said, and then waved at Casey. “Call when you’re ready to autopsy?”
The M.E. nodded. “I’ll try to make it soon.”
Bryan and Jess headed out to the victim’s address, located at one of those large apartment developments. No one answered the door, so they went around to the office to speak to the complex manager. The guy was a middle-aged accountant type who was all too willing to help and didn’t even bother asking about search warrants. He confirmed that Miss Rosland lived alone, and gave them the key to her unit. They asked him to find the rental paperwork and meet them over there.
Bryan and Jess headed back and let themselves in to the one-bedroom apartment. The place showed no signs of a struggle. Jenny’s taste in decor was eclectic. She had two dark red couches, stringed dragonfly lights wrapped around a small computer desk, and a bar-height dining table in the kitchen with bright blue and green spotted placemats. The two detectives branched off to look around.
“There are a few pictures here with different guys in them,” Jess said, peering at frames on the wall. “But none that really stand out as a boyfriend.”
“How can you tell?” Bryan asked.
She gave him a wry look. “No one’s acting overly affectionate in any of them; not one guy is in more pictures than the rest. If she had a boyfriend, it would show.”
“Maybe we’re looking for an ex.” Bryan stopped at a row of picture frames on top of a short bookcase. He picked up one of Jenny from a Fourth of July party. She was smiling and wearing one of those antenna headbands with red, white, and blue tinsel bouquets mimicking fireworks. Bryan remembered with a pang of guilt how he had missed the last two Fourth of July barbecues with his brother and friends. He had been buried in work.
“Maybe it was a date gone bad,” Jess said. She moved to the desk and started going through the single drawer. Jess, like Bryan, was devoted to work at the expense of much of a personal life. She had never married and rarely went on dates. She did have a sister and brother-in-law with two kids, whom she adored and spent nearly every day off with. When was the last time he spent a day off with other people? He liked to go to the gym, but he didn’t talk to anyone, and mostly he stayed home and pored over open case files.
The manager appeared in the open door and held up a copy of Jenny’s paperwork.
Bryan took it and looked it over. “She’s lived here two years? Was she a good tenant?”
The manager nodded. “Always paid rent on time.”
“Any problems with neighbors? Complaints?” Jess asked.
“There was a parking issue last year, but those people moved out three months ago.”
“Is her car here?” Bryan asked.
The guy paused. “Uh, no.” He frowned. “I haven’t seen it since this past weekend. Come to think of it, haven’t seen Miss Rosland since then either.”
Bryan and Jess exchanged a look. “You ever see any guys around?” he asked.
“I don’t pay that close of attention. I just know she was a nice girl who liked to hand-deliver her rent payments.”
“Why did she like to hand-deliver them?” Jess asked.
The manager smiled at his thought. “She joked once that it was her OCD.” His smile faded just as quickly. “I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay, thanks.” Bryan flipped the folder closed. “We’ll be in touch if we need anything.”
The manager nodded and made his way out.
Bryan tapped the edge of the file against his palm. “So where’s she been the past few days?”
“You handle putting an APB out on the car from the info on the rental agreement,” Jess said. “It’s my turn for notification.”
Bryan didn’t argue. Notifying next of kin was one of the worst parts of the job. Another was digging into a life that no longer existed. Sometimes that bothered him the most, especially if he found a commonality with the victims, something they would never get to do that he hadn’t done either. He still had the chance, but usually work took precedence. He kept working while that list kept growing until he felt he was wasting his life while these people were unjustly robbed of theirs.
His cell phone beeped with a text message. “CSU is just about finished gathering the evidence at the alley. They’re heading back to the station,” he read.
Jess nodded. She had found an address book in the desk, which she tucked under her arm. “Let’s go.”
 
Back at the precinct’s homicide division, Bryan sat at his desk amidst the hustle and bustle of the bullpen and went over the results of the dump on Jenny Rosland’s cell phone. Jess had gone to observe the autopsy after the family had come down for positive identification. Bryan looked over the calls and saw nothing that suggested stalker, harassment, or, as Jess had pointed out earlier, a boyfriend. Calls to and from the cell phone were pretty regular: place of employment, family, friends, and pizza joint.
Jess came in and dropped a folder on his desk. “M.E.’s report. Casey said not all the burn marks were fresh, that the victim had been held captive for at least three days. Lividity confirms she was killed somewhere else and dumped in that alley.”
“I talked to her employer,” Bryan said. “She was at work Sunday morning, and didn’t have another shift until Friday night. If she had been missing that long, why didn’t anyone else report it?”
“The family said she had a tight school schedule and only saw them on weekends.”
“But she probably didn’t show up for class.”
Jess shrugged. “It’s not a teacher’s job to report a college student on attendance. As I understand it, graduate classes only meet once a week anyway.”
Bryan flipped open the autopsy report and skimmed the highlights. “No signs of sexual assault?” That surprised him.
Jess shook her head. “None. The guy’s a sadist though. Casey found several different types of burn patterns. Looks like he used a cigarette lighter, a blow torch, and, get this, a firebrand. He tortured this girl as if it were personal.”
Bryan leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. It’s brutal, but almost methodical. And with no rape…”
“I don’t want to jump that far ahead,” Jess said.
“Neither do I.” He read the official cause of death: asphyxiation caused by strangulation. “What’d the killer use to strangle her?”
“Rope. Casey found fibers consistent with rope you can buy at any hardware store.”
Bryan sighed and leaned forward again. “So far, we know the last time she was seen was leaving work Sunday afternoon. We need to narrow it down.”
“Unfortunately, this girl doesn’t seem to be the type to have used a day planner,” Jess said. “Or if she did, CSU didn’t find it at the scene and we didn’t find one at her apartment.”
“Could be in her missing car,” Bryan said.
“No hits on the APB yet?”
Bryan had only sent out the all-points bulletin an hour ago. “None. If we find it, we may find out where she was grabbed.”
Jess nodded to the stack of papers on his desk. “Cell phone calls?”
“Yeah.” He picked up the sheet he had been looking at. “She received two calls Sunday night by an Aidan Quinn. I ran the name; she’s a student at the same school as our vic.”
“Maybe she can help us with the timeline.”
Bryan picked up the phone to call the campus and get a location for Miss Quinn. “I’ll go interview her.”
“I’ll track down some of Jenny Rosland’s classmates, see if anyone knew what her plans for Sunday and the week were.”
Neither of them wanted to say it, but Bryan had one of those sinking feelings in his gut. If this case didn’t end up being a clear-cut instance of an acquaintance, like an ex-boyfriend, taking out some pent-up rage, he feared they would be looking at more victims.
 
***
 
The clock hand twitched and slid into 10:20. The professor had not stopped lecturing, but his voice was drowned out by the shuffling of papers and ripping of zippers on bags. He gave one last shout about an upcoming paper before giving in to the intractable mob of students pushing to escape the classroom.
Aidan shook her head as she gathered up the reflection journals and put them in her bag to grade later. Ingrates. Young people didn’t have any respect for their teachers anymore, and college courses were something to pass and check off a to-do list, rather than a place to sit and soak in knowledge and wisdom. Aidan had been Mr. Kuntz’s T.A. for the past two semesters. It wasn’t the poor man’s fault that he had a monotone, hypnotic voice. Aidan had heard students complain about the boring class on the Picts and the Romans. She agreed, but for different reasons. She had witnessed this segment of history firsthand, and while the clash of unstoppable Roman legions with the spirited inhabitants whose bravery could not be quashed was fascinating, Mr. Kuntz just did not have the oral flair of a bard. When her turn to teach one of the lessons as part of her practicum came up, she would do her best to engage these unimaginative young minds, making history come alive for them. That was her idealistic dream anyway. She did have more practical expectations.
A man in a suit maneuvered his way through the exiting horde and into the classroom. He had sandy blond hair in a traditional cut, and did not carry a briefcase like a professor. He spoke quietly to Mr. Kuntz, who looked up and called for Aidan.
She slung her bag over her shoulder and made her way to the front of the classroom. Mr. Kuntz left, however, once she had approached.
“Aidan Quinn?” the man in the suit asked.
“Yes.” She eyed him with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion.
He reached for something in his jacket pocket. “Detective McCain. I need to ask you a few questions.”
Aidan took in the features of his badge, yet remained silent.
“Do you know a Jenny Rosland?”
“Yes.”
Detective McCain flipped open a notepad and clicked a pen. He held the ballpoint just above the paper, poised to take anything down. “When did you last see her?”
“Over a week ago.”
“Are you close?”
“Not really. We’re part of the same book club, but she wasn’t there last Sunday.” The pen began scribbling and Aidan’s adrenaline stirred. “What’s happened to her?”
The detective looked up. “She was found murdered this morning.” He had a look of sympathy, but also one looking for a reaction. “Phone records show you called her—around the time she might have disappeared. So you didn’t see her Sunday?”
Aidan’s muscles froze. Murdered. It wasn’t a new word, but it was the first in this life, and more unexpected now than it had been in the past. Jenny was an English student; she loved books and always provided lattes and mochas when it was her turn to host the club. Aidan remembered a bubbling, sometimes hyperactive, young woman, certainly not the type of person Aidan would imagine being murdered.
“She missed book club,” Aidan said in a quiet voice. “I thought maybe she had a paper or something like that, even though she was usually good about telling us.”
Detective McCain loosened his shoulders and softened his tone. “I’m sorry for your loss. Do you know if she had any enemies? Maybe ex-boyfriends?”
Aidan shook her head. “I don’t know that much about her. I’m studying history; she’s studying English. All we ever talked about were books. It was a way to step outside the stress of life.” She frowned. “She was murdered Sunday and no one noticed?”
“Not exactly,” the detective hedged. “Do you know if she was having trouble of some kind?”
“The last time I saw her she was tired, but still herself: cheerful. You think she was kidnapped first?”
“It’s an ongoing investigation,” McCain answered. “If you think of anything, give me a call.” He dug in his wallet for a business card and handed it to her. “If I have more questions, I’ll contact you.” He closed his notepad and left.
Aidan held the small piece of cardstock between her fingers. She couldn’t stop the images of war and death from swirling around in her mind. All those memories of lives extinguished when she, immortal, always came back. She found herself standing alone in an empty lecture hall, a place that had seen thousands of people pass through in the last century. But the updated whitewashed walls and seats bolted to the linoleum floor did not miss any of them.
 
Aidan knocked twice and not very forcefully, but she heard footsteps on the other side before the door opened.
“Hey, Aidan. What’s up?” A guy with mousy and unkempt brown hair stood in the doorway. He wore a t-shirt and shorts and didn’t look as though he planned to go out anytime soon.
Aidan didn’t say anything as she came inside and dropped her bag on the floor. Phoebe came out from the back room.
“Hey! Aren’t you usually at the museum at this time?”
Aidan sat on the couch. Phoebe and Chris Anders were twins and one of those examples of the strange phenomenon that can occur between siblings separated by minutes. They shared an apartment, a university, and friends. They were so close that someone could not be a good friend with one and not the other. Aidan trusted no two people more.
“Aidan, what’s wrong?” Chris asked, and took a seat on the sofa across from her.
She took a deep breath and told them what she had learned about Jenny. It was awkward and unpleasant, and it amazed Aidan how easily people objectified historical deaths just because they had no personal connection to them.
“I can’t believe it,” Phoebe said, sinking down next to Chris. He put his arms around her.
“What do the police think?” he asked. He knew Jenny from the English department, though they hadn’t been close. Detective McCain might call to ask Chris questions as well.
“I don’t know,” Aidan replied. “He didn’t seem to want to tell me anything.”
“Are you a suspect?” Phoebe gasped.
“No.” The detective had been cautious at first, as was his job, but he didn’t interrogate her. “He wanted to know about ex-boyfriends, but I couldn’t help him. All I really knew about her was her favorite books and quotes.”
Phoebe shook her head. “She was on her way to meet us…”
Aidan stared at the floor. It was like with Ivar. One day they were together, happy, and the next he was gone, killed in an accident. There was no goodbye, no seeing him off to whatever the next world had in store for him—something Aidan would never know. Then there was a sense of regret. She wished she had gotten to know Jenny better. A thousand years from now, Aidan would be the only one left who would remember, but all she had was trivial snippets of a deeper life.
“Oh,” Phoebe groaned. “Those jokes we made. They weren’t mean, but—but we were laughing at her when she was possibly dying.” Tears swam in the corners of her eyes.
Chris stood up. “Okay, guys, I think you need to get off this couch and do something. How about we go out and remember Jenny the way she was?”
Aidan couldn’t help but smile. It was as the ancient warriors used to do: celebrate the life and death of a fallen comrade. “I’ll call the other girls from the book club.”
“Coffee,” Phoebe spoke up. “We should go for fancy coffee.”
Aidan nodded. “Jenny would like that.”



 
Chapter Three
 
 
 
 
 
Jenny was in the paper the following week, a nameless column on page five: “Police Still Have No Leads in Recent Murder.” Detective McCain had called Aidan again to see if she had thought of anything new. He seemed desperate for something to go on. Aidan had nothing to give him, no clues as to why. No, Aidan was ready to accept that it was a random act of human nature, a statistic to be added to the millions that had come before.
She wiped down the bar in the predawn hour before the morning rush. The doors opened and the sound of voices disturbed the vacant silence. Aidan turned to greet them.
“Good morning,” one of them said, and flashed her a bright smile.
“Good morning,” she replied, surprised to see the fireman again. He was with two other firemen this morning, and she could see an engine truck outside taking up three parking spaces. “To-go?”
Trent chuckled. “Table.”
She led them to a booth and handed out menus. They ordered coffee, and she grabbed a fresh pot from the machine and filled their cups.
“I thought firemen made their own meals at the firehouse.” She cast a covert glance Trent’s way.
“Yes, but we were headed out this way anyway to do inspections,” he replied.
“Though it could have waited another hour,” one of his companions muttered. Brown hair stuck out at odd ends and a five o’clock shadow made the guy look like a rather scrappy firefighter. “Keep the coffee coming.”
“I wanted to beat the morning rush.” Trent glanced at Aidan, and she tried to read the innocent look on his face.
“I see,” the older man said with a grin. He had a little bit of gray streaking his dark hair like permanent ash. “We may have more gourmet, restaurant-cooked meals for breakfast in our future.”
“So your plan didn’t go so well last time,” Aidan said to Trent.
“Maybe not exactly. But something came out of it.” He held her gaze for a moment, as though he was considering saying something else.
“I’m ready to order,” the second man interrupted. He had already downed his first cup of coffee, which helped improve his posture.
Trent started, and this time he didn’t comment on Aidan’s lack of pen and paper. She placed their orders with the kitchen and came back with more coffee for the grouchy one, Sam. Frank, the oldest of the three, automatically placed the sugar dispenser next to him.
“He needs four more cups of coffee,” Trent told Aidan. “Don’t take it personally.”
She smiled and decided to leave the pot on the table.
The bell at the counter rang five minutes later, and she went to grab their food.
 “So, Aidan,” Frank said after she had put their plates in front of them. “You still waiting for Mr. Right, or have you already found him?”
She stiffened. Frank smiled nonchalantly; he hadn’t asked on behalf of himself. She took a moment to casually smooth down her apron, sparing a glance at Trent’s dismayed face.
“Mr. Right hasn’t found me.”
The doors opened as the start of the morning crowd trickled in, and Aidan realized she had overstayed on her shift. She had found herself once again attracted to conversation with Trent, but after that last remark, she was glad of the escape. She seated the new arrivals, grabbed her coat, and headed out into the nippy morning air. The sun was glaringly bright in the east.
“Aidan!”
She turned around in the parking lot. Trent was hurrying after her. He caught up and opened his mouth to speak, but hesitated.
“I was wondering if I could take you to dinner sometime, or lunch, or coffee even.”
Aidan stared at him. She didn’t need this in her life right now; she was too busy working to achieve a goal. But she enjoyed talking with him, and she missed the companionship—even though there was also heartache, inevitable heartache.
Trent stood in the cold air, rubbing his arms and waiting patiently. He had left his jacket inside.
Aidan thought about it for a moment longer. “I like dancing.”
“Dancing?” he repeated.
She nodded and turned to walk away.
“Alright,” she heard him say, and hadn’t realized she had been holding her breath.
 
“Why aren’t you more excited?” Phoebe asked. She removed a tray of baked cookies from the oven and put a new batch in. Her kitchen held a mess of eggshells and scattered chocolate chips, and a haze of flour dust hung in the air. They were baking cookies for the high school girl’s soccer team that Phoebe coached to sell at the next game.
Aidan scooped hot cookies from the tray to plates. “Dating is a complicated process.”
“Complicated? It’s supposed to be fun. When’s the last time you went on a date?”
“1930,” she mumbled without thinking.
“Well, could be worse,” Phoebe continued, having heard her. “Compared to the entire timeline, 1930 isn’t as bad as ancient Roman times.” She shook her head. “Seriously though, you need to get your head out of the past and into the future.”
Aidan pressed her lips together. She didn’t usually make a slip of the tongue like that, but she had become so comfortable with Phoebe and her brother that it almost seemed as though Aidan could tell them the truth. She had felt this way before: wanting to share her secret with someone she trusted. She knew better though. Aidan took a deep breath. These feelings would pass. Before she would know it, this life would be over and she’d be in the next, having survived once again without breaking the veil between what people fondly called reality and fantasy.
She reached into her pocket and pulled out the note Trent had left at the restaurant for her. “Meet me at the Northfield Outlets on Thursday at 5PM near the country clothes store. Wear boots.”
Phoebe peered over Aidan’s shoulder. “Hmm, mysterious.” Her face fell at Aidan’s pensive expression. “You are going, aren’t you?”
Aidan rolled her eyes. “I guess so. Want to help me find what to wear?”
Phoebe laughed. “My pleasure. You can even borrow my boots if you want.”
“Those I have.” Aidan didn’t know why she felt apprehensive about this date. It couldn’t hurt to have a little fun. She was young and full of life; part of her wanted to experience the same kind of exhilaration she last felt with Ivar. But it was the emotional domino effect she was afraid of. Even after all this time, she was still vulnerable to the chemical responses that caused her stomach to do somersaults.
Aidan put the note down and returned to scraping cookies off the tray. “Okay, I’m looking forward to it. Happy?”
Phoebe beamed. “Yes.”
“Where’s Chris?”
“Taking a nap.” Phoebe started sweeping the chocolate chips off the counter. “He’s been sleeping a lot lately. Says his critical theory classes are really hard this year.”
They heard a shuffling in the back room, and a moment later Chris emerged, hair disheveled, eyes half-closed. “Smells good,” he mumbled, and swiped a cookie from one of the plates as he came in.
“Put that down,” Phoebe said. “Those are for the soccer team.”
He gave Phoebe a pitiful face, she glared at him, but in the end he ate the cookie.
“If your date goes well,” Phoebe said. “Maybe you can bring him to the game next weekend.”
Aidan looked between Phoebe and Chris. “And you two can give your judgments.”
Chris grabbed another cookie. “We need to know if this guy’s good enough for you.”
“Keep it up and I will have you in traction and you won’t be passing judgment on anyone,” Phoebe sniped, and jabbed her spoon at him.
Aidan laughed. This would be an entirely new kind of dating experience for her. Not only was this a new age, but also for the first time in history, she had two devoted friends so immersed in her life that their opinions about the guy would matter.
 
***
 
Trent stood near the curb in front of the Western Attire store in the Northfield Outlet shopping center. He could see the rims of the buildings across the parking lot, sharp against the waning light. Several people had already gathered inside the store, but he still hoped Aidan would come. He had been somewhat cryptic in his note, but he liked the slight element of surprise, and wanted it to be a treat for her. Tonight needed to leave a lasting impression. He just hoped it was a good one.
He hadn’t seriously dated since high school back in Texas. Being a fireman took a lot of time with twenty-four-hour alternating shifts, and he hadn’t met anyone he was that interested in. He had gone on a few casual dates, all group settings at fire department gatherings, but none of those girls had intrigued him as much as Aidan.
At last, he saw her coming across the parking lot. She wore a slim black blouse with a red crisscrossed cut down the collar, blue jeans, and knee-high black boots. Her dark red hair bounced over her shoulders in subtle waves. She skipped across the drive and onto the sidewalk.
“Hey, you look great,” he said.
“Thank you. So, why the boots? They’re not exactly meant for walking around a mall.”
Trent just smiled, took her arm, and guided her into the Western Attire store. The first thing that stood out was that several people were not shopping, but standing around a large section of polished wooden floor as clerks pushed and pulled clothes racks aside.
“What is this?” Aidan asked.
“Well, you didn’t specify what type of dancing you preferred. But you seem the type willing to try new things. This is line dancing.” He watched a smile slowly creep onto her face and knew he had chosen well. “Every Thursday they offer line dancing lessons for free. It’s a good marketing technique that draws customers in. But mostly, it’s just fun.”
Aidan nodded as she took in the scene, and her smile widened. “Lead the way.”
The floor was cleared and people began to line up in rows. A woman dressed in a complete cowgirl get-up came out to the front of the lines. “Welcome to Western Attire! Y’all ready to get started?”
The audience whooped and cheered. Music started vibrating from the speakers and people began clapping to the rhythm. The leader jumped right in to the dance. Trent knew all the steps, so he could afford to focus a little more attention on Aidan. She looked intent on studying the leader, and she picked the moves up quickly. Soon she was stepping and pivoting in line with the rest of them, beaming as though she was having the time of her life. Trent couldn’t have enjoyed anything more than watching those amber-brown eyes dance.
The dance lesson went for an hour. By the time they finished, Aidan’s cheeks looked flushed, accentuating her bright, white smile. The audience of shoppers clapped, and the sales associates came to move the racks back into place. Trent retrieved Aidan’s purse and handed it to her.
“Would you like some dinner?”
“Sure,” she said, slightly out of breath.
They went to a small, family-owned pizza place with cozy booths a few stores down. A waitress seated them and took their orders for individual mini pizzas, and then brought them a basket of garlic bread as an appetizer.
“That was a lot of fun, thank you,” Aidan said.
“I’m glad,” he replied. “What other types of dance do you know?”
Aidan dipped a breadstick in a small bowl of melted butter. “Ballroom, reels, some ceremonial dances.”
“Ceremonial?”
“Um, yeah.” She held the breadstick over her other hand so as not to drip on the table. “I studied abroad for a bit, learned history by recreating it.”
“What made you interested in history?” Trent leaned back in his seat. He was much more interested in her than food.
Aidan thought for a few moments. “The world wouldn’t be the way it is without the progress of history. You wouldn’t exist if it weren’t for your ancestors. I think their lives are just as important as our own. Someone should remember them. What about you? How did you learn to line dance?”
Trent leaned forward again. “I grew up in Texas.”
“Wow, Washington’s quite a different scenery.”
He nodded and took a sip of soda. “My grandparents live here. I came out for school, got a job as a fireman, and liked it so much I stuck around after graduating. When I found the Western Attire store and its lessons, I made a habit of coming out here about once a month.”
The waitress interrupted them as she brought out their pizzas. Trent looked over at the Maui Zaui Aidan had ordered; little things told him more about her. She usually portrayed a calm and reserved manner, but also knew how to let loose like the wind, and her taste in Canadian bacon, pineapple, and pepper pizza showed that she had a streak of boldness in her.
“Is the rest of your family back in Texas?” Aidan asked, and lifted a slice oozing with cheese to take a bite.
“My parents are. My brother came out here too. Is your family here?”
She shook her head and wiped tomato sauce from her chin. “They live in Colorado. Like you, I came out here for school.”
“Siblings?”
“No.” She paused. “I was adopted.”
He didn’t detect any grief or hidden pain in the way she said it, so he decided to probe a little. “As a baby?”
“I was eleven.” Her voice sounded calm, but he could see the tension build in her shoulders. “It was a small town where they found me. My adoptive parents are wonderful. I grew up near a ranch; that was fun. What about you in Texas?”
She was trying to divert the conversation, but he wouldn’t be thwarted. There was something just under the surface, and he wanted to crack it open just a little. “Unfortunately, I grew up in the city,” he replied. “They found you? What about before that?”
She smiled almost ruefully. “I don’t remember. Complete amnesia, which the doctor said was probably for the best, whatever that means.”
Trent was stunned. “Did you or the police ever find out?”
“No. It’s not important.”
She shrugged it off so casually.
“In your quest of history, I just thought you might have been curious,” he said gently.
Aidan grinned at that. “My adoptive parents were loving. They treated me like their own daughter. History should never be forgotten, but sometimes it’s someone else’s job to do the remembering.”
There was one of those inevitable pauses in the conversation. Each of them took a mouthful of pizza in order to alleviate the awkwardness. Trent liked her. She was bright and cheerful, open, and yet there was still some air of mystique about her. There was an enigma to her past, which she didn’t seem to mind despite its dark connotations. In spite of that, however, she still possessed this strong sense of self-knowing, as though the mystery of her past didn’t affect her. She was sure of herself. Trent wanted to get to know her more. He was about to ask her something else, but she beat him to it, and this time he decided to let her lead the conversation.
“So, do you like sports?”
Trent nodded, relieved the serious turn in conversation hadn’t ruined the direction of the evening. “Yeah, most of them. We play basketball at the firehouse.”
“What about watching them?”
“Are you kidding? Football is huge in Dallas. Unfortunately, my brother and I are outnumbered when it comes to the team we root for here.”
Aidan took another breadstick and tore off a piece. “My friend, Phoebe, coaches high school girls’ soccer. There’s a big game next weekend. I go to support Phoebe. Plus, I helped make the cookies to raise money for the team.” She paused and glanced at her plate. “If you want to come…”
Trent couldn’t help but smile, though he tried to hide how pleased the invitation made him. “Sure.” He would love to meet her friends. They would give him more insight into Aidan, seeing her interact with them. She’d probably show a little more of herself to him in familiar surroundings, which was what he wanted. He understood the pressure to put on a good face on the first few dates; he was feeling it in that moment. There was no easier way to get to know someone than to see them in their element.
Aidan pulled a pen from her purse and wrote the directions on a napkin.
Trent looked them over and nodded when he recognized the park. “Great. Will I get to try one of those cookies?”
She shook her head at him and her mouth twitched in a smile, just the reaction he was hoping for. He paid for dinner and walked her to her car.
“Thank you,” she said. “I had a really good time.”
“So did I.” Trent’s eyes dropped briefly to her mouth, but he pulled them back to meet her gaze. “See you next weekend.”
Aidan smiled and got in her car. Trent watched her pull out and drive away. Their first date had gone rather well.
 
***
 
He stood under a large sycamore tree, watching the building. It was dark and cold. He shivered as icy drops ran down his collar; some twitch in the branches above had loosed what remained of the evening drizzle. But he wouldn’t move from his cover. He had felt cold before, much more than the slow decline in temperature between September and October in the Northwest United States. He had seen winters these feeble Americans could never imagine.
A pain burned in his chest like ice, and he put his hand over his coat pocket. For all the winters he had known, the one that had taken up permanent residence in his heart was the worst. Heat didn’t soothe him. That’s why he stood there, patiently enduring the cold to find the one source of heat that would make him warm again. He had watched her. He knew her movements, her habits, the way her freckles became brighter when she laughed. The last one had been wrong, another mistake, an empty promise. This one—she could be it. She had to be. His hands ached as he flexed the gaunt muscles in his gnarled fingers.
The lights in the law office went out. She was always the last to leave, working overtime for a promotion. He watched her lock up and walk to her car, her copper hair constrained in a tight bun at the top of her head. He would have to set those fiery locks free. He finally took a step and walked silently toward her.



 
Chapter Four
 
 
 
 
 
Sounds of shouting and cheering filled the stands as the soccer teams battled it out for victory on the field. It reminded Aidan of some of the more bloody competitions of ancient civilizations. Sometimes, the competition on the field was just as underhanded. Phoebe always urged her team to play fair though, and they had won many good sportsmanship awards because of it.
Phoebe stood at the edge of the field, shouting instructions to her players as they dodged back and forth after the ball. Aidan and Chris manned the refreshment table, ready with water and Gatorade for when players swapped, and selling cookies to loyal fans. It was a clear day; the clouds and drizzles of the morning had dissipated, leaving a full view of the playing field to the sun.
“You’re unusually quiet,” Aidan said. “Normally you’re screaming my ear off at the teams.”
Chris smiled and popped a whole cookie in his mouth. “I’m busy,” he mumbled, and crumbs tumbled down his shirt.
Aidan gave him a playful shove.
“Hi.”
She looked up and saw Trent standing there. He wore blue jeans and a dark gray Washington State sweatshirt.
“Hi,” she said, slightly surprised he had come, and delighted. He was going out of his way to spend time with her. It was flattering, and disarming. Phoebe had raved how lucky Aidan was when she told her he had taken her dancing. He was interested, and Aidan was unaccustomed to his small, subtle ways of showing it.
They had touched briefly on her life history during their first date, and she had told him the line: how she had been adopted at eleven-years-old, and how she had no memory of her life before that time. It wasn’t a lie. Though the whole truth would have been that she didn’t have a life before the age of eleven. In centuries past, when she retook human form, she would return to a youthful twenty-year-old body; back then it hadn’t mattered. Now, in the age of social security numbers, she needed ID. The only way to do that was to throw herself into the childcare system, but at an age where she had enough faculties to survive should it not go well. It always passed off as a tragic tale to those around her, but Trent had offered no pity, and had respectfully moved on at her direction.
Chris nudged her elbow.
“Swallow first,” Aidan told him. “Trent, this is Chris; Chris, this is Trent.” The two men shook hands and took a male moment to evaluate each other. Aidan pretended not to notice. “Phoebe is his sister, the coach screaming over there.”
“Nice to meet you,” Trent said. “So, which team am I rooting for?”
“The Eagles, red,” Aidan answered.
“They any good?”
“Made it to Nationals last year,” Chris said.
Someone scored a goal and the stands erupted in howls.
“Thanks for coming,” Aidan said, feeling the need to be polite. She wasn’t sure yet how to reciprocate his advances, and the lack of protocol for dating and courtship in this decade left her on wobbly ground. That was one thing she found very annoying about living as a human: as soon as she learned one set of expectations for behavior, they seemed to change.
Trent glanced at the spread on the table. “Are those the cookies you baked?”
“Yeah.” Aidan smacked Chris’s hand as he reached for another one. “They’re two dollars.”
Chris cradled his stung fingers. “Charging prospective boyfriends?” he asked in mock disdain. “They’re not even baked from scratch. Nestle cookies, dough bought from the store. Aidan has no talent. I hope that doesn’t turn you off, Trent.”
“I can bake!” she said, surprised by her vehement defense.
Trent grinned. “You’ll have to show me sometime.”
Aidan turned toward him. “Oh?”
He nodded. “Yeah. How about I cook you dinner and you bake the dessert?”
She had heard that line before, but not in this decade. “I thought you couldn’t cook.”
“Why’d you think that?”
Aidan laughed. “You bought a gourmet meal for a firehouse rather than cook for them. I assumed it was because you couldn’t.”
“I never said I couldn’t cook, but cooking for fifteen guys and then cleaning up afterward is not nearly as fun as cooking for a beautiful woman.” He gave her a disarming smile.
Yep, she had definitely heard that line before, sometimes genuine, sometimes not. Coming from him though, she found it rather charming.
“Hmm,” Chris said. “Sounds like a gentleman.”
Trent reached up to tip an imaginary cowboy hat. “I’m from the South.”
“Uh-hmm,” Aidan mumbled in consideration.
The ref blew the whistle for half time and the table became crowded with girls pushing for drinks. Aidan and Chris had both hands full as they simply held bottles out and eager hands snatched them away. The mass retreated as quickly as it had come, eager to consume sustenance before the game resumed.
“Stop eating the cookies, Chris,” Phoebe said, and grabbed a bottle of water.
“We’re down by one,” he said.
“We’ll make it up,” she retorted.
Chris smiled. “I know. Aidan’s got a friend to introduce you to.”
Phoebe’s face brightened and she whirled on the only other person still standing by the table. “Hi!” She held her hand out to Trent. “I’m Phoebe.”
“Trent,” he said, and shook. “You’ve got a good team there.”
“We work for it. You and Aidan joining us for pizza afterwards?”
“Uh…” He looked at Aidan, who didn’t offer a sign in any direction—she didn’t want to pressure him—and then nodded slowly. “Sure.”
Phoebe smiled and took a large swig of water. “Cheers then.” She went back to the team to give them encouragement and plays before half time was over.
Trent looked back at Aidan. She gave him a small smile and held up a plate of cookies. He took one with a nod of thanks.
“You still owe me a true dessert,” he said.
The Eagles won by one goal. Trent cheered with as much enthusiasm as a truehearted fan, which pleased Aidan. It didn’t seem as though he were putting on a show for her, but that he could truly engage in whatever environment he found himself. They, the team, and some of the players’ parents went for pizza at Round Table to celebrate a game well played. Aidan, Trent, Phoebe, and Chris shared a booth while the noisy girls took up three tables on the other end of the banquet room.
“How’d you get into coaching?” Trent asked.
“I played in high school,” Phoebe said. “One of my old teammates has a younger sister who plays now, and when they needed a replacement coach, their mom asked me.”
“Phoebe even convinced her psych professor to use her hours coaching as part of her fieldwork,” Aidan said.
Trent let out a low whistle. “I bet psychology comes in handy when dealing with a handful of hormonal athletes.”
Phoebe mumbled her agreement and added a dramatic eye roll. “It does, and I love it. You play anything?”
“Basketball.”
She grinned. “Maybe we should play sometime.”
“No,” Chris interrupted. “You’re way too competitive, and we don’t want to scare him off just yet.”
“I beg your pardon.” Aidan gave him a slight kick under the table.
Trent appeared amused. “How long have you known each other?”
“We met as undergrad freshmen,” Aidan said. “During a heist.”
Trent nearly choked on his soda. “I’m sorry?”
Aidan exchanged a conspiratorial grin with Phoebe before going into an explanation. “My dorm was on Upper Campus, and I had a night class on Lower. It was dark and late. Then this guy and girl in one of those golf cart-like maintenance vehicles pull up and ask if I want a ride.”
“I didn’t know it was stolen,” Phoebe interjected.
Aidan tried to keep her laughter under control so she could finish. “So I accept, and the next thing I know, Campus Security is running toward us, waving their flashlights and yelling at us to stop.”
“By then I had figured out my brother had not borrowed it ‘with permission,’” Phoebe said, using air quotes.
Chris shook his head and kept his eyes on his food.
“It then became a high-speed chase, as high-speed as a golf cart can get, anyway,” Aidan continued. “I’m sure we would have crashed with Phoebe hitting Chris and screaming at him, except he finally decided to stop. I think he realized he’d rather face the law than his sister.”
“Yes, indeed,” Phoebe said.
Chris put his hands up. “But I did get you back to your dorms safely.”
Aidan laughed. “Yeah, well, our friendship kind of took off from there.” She glanced over at Trent who had been chuckling throughout the story.
“Guys in college,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve got some stories too.”
“Let’s hear!” Chris exclaimed.
Trent grinned and glanced at Aidan. “Maybe next time.”
Phoebe feigned a look of disappointment, but changed the subject. “What’d you study in school, Trent?”
“Business. Didn’t really have a taste for it though.”
“So you became a fireman?” she asked.
Trent laughed to himself. “Yeah. I was bored and wanted a job. As it turned out, that’s where I belonged.”
Phoebe sipped soda through a straw and glanced at Aidan. “Are you two going line dancing again?”
 “Actually, they’re having dinner,” Chris said. “Aidan’s baking skills have been challenged.”
Phoebe cast her a not-so-covert brow waggle. Aidan felt her cheeks go warm.
“If you guys like dancing too, we should all go sometime,” Trent said. “It’s a lot of fun. Every once in a while some guys from the firehouse join me.”
Aidan relaxed and smiled. He was making an effort with her friends. He didn’t exclusively hone in on her, which other girls might be annoyed by, but Aidan had been on the “it’s just the two of us in the whole wide world” train, and she wanted something more holistic this time. Trent was interested in her life, and that included her friends. She just might have to convince Phoebe and Chris to take him up on that dancing offer.
Chris had finished his pizza, and Phoebe asked if he wanted more. “No thanks,” he said. “I’m gonna get going.”
“It’s still early,” she protested. “And you normally eat like three slices.”
Chris shrugged. “Guess I ate too many of those cookies. Besides, I have a lot of studying to do.” He kissed her forehead and waved at the rest of them. “Nice meeting you, Trent.” He held his hand out and the two shook, this time with less testosterone.
“You too.”
Phoebe slid into the middle of the booth. The three of them talked a bit more until the players began to disperse as well. Trent said goodbye, and Aidan and Phoebe walked back to the car together.
“I like him,” Phoebe said, and gave Aidan’s arm a squeeze.
Aidan grinned; she liked him too. “Want to help me find a recipe to knock his socks off?”
Phoebe beamed. “My pleasure!”



 
Chapter Five
 
 
 
 
 
Cameras clicked incessantly, documenting the scene of a woman lying behind some bushes in a local park. Her clothes were soaked after the steady rain of the night before, the bruising around her neck bright against the white pallor of her skin. Yellow police tape marked the perimeter of the crime scene. Investigators combed the area while uniformed officers took preliminary statements from bystanders at the police line.
Bryan lifted the briefcase from next to the woman after it had been tagged and photographed, and set it on a bench to look at the contents. “It’s Kerri Broderick,” he said. The woman had been reported missing the previous Monday after she didn’t show up for work. There was no evidence of a break-in or struggle at her house, and officers couldn’t locate her car, so the theory had been that she had run off for some unexplained reason. That was, until the body turned up.
Jess stood over the victim, waiting for Casey’s determination. “You’re going to say strangulation, aren’t you? And those are burns like Jenny Rosland?”
Casey nodded. “I’m afraid so. A couple days old too. Looks like infection was starting to set in.” She pointed to the dark discoloration on the side of the victim’s legs. “Lividity, also inconsistent with the body’s position now.” Casey lifted the edge of the woman’s skirt. “There doesn’t appear to be any rape, but I’ll know for sure once I do the full exam.”
Jess shook her head. “I really didn’t want this to become a pattern.”
Bryan came closer. “Check it out: red hair. This guy may have a type.”
“Any sign of her car in the area?” Jess asked a uniformed officer.
“No.”
“What do we think about the guy who found her?” she asked.
“He’s a local. Walks his dog every morning down this side of the park,” the officer said. 
“Alright.” Bryan ran a hand over his hair. “We’ll check him out anyway, just to be sure.” He turned back to Casey. “Any chance of physical evidence?” There had been nothing on Jenny Rosland. With no rape, they didn’t have a DNA sample, and whatever trace had been found on her was still being run against everything in the trash she had been dumped on. CSU would be busy with that for a while.
Casey shook her head. “Not much with the rain, especially if she’s been here all night.”
“Where are the cars?” Jess said. “Missing Persons said Kerri didn’t make it home the night she went missing: the mail was still in the box, and the empty garbage bins were still at the curb. So she must have been grabbed somewhere between work and home.”
“He doesn’t want anyone to know what’s happening until he’s ready,” Bryan said. “Up until now there was the possibility that Kerri had just taken off on her own. So he takes them and the cars because he wants that doubt. It takes a bit of the pressure off him.”
“Not anymore,” Jess muttered. “We should look at victimology, see if there’s anything else these girls have in common besides their hair color. Maybe a location where he picks them.”
Bryan sighed and shook his head. “It’s a good day to be blond.”
They watched the M.E. and her assistant place the body inside a black bag and zip it up.
“It’s only been two weeks,” Jess said. “We may be looking at another body soon.”
Casey stood up as officers lifted the bag and placed it on a gurney. “What are you going to tell the press?” She nodded to three reporters who had gathered at the perimeter.
Jess rolled her eyes. “Leave it up to the Chief.”
When Bryan and Jess arrived back at the station, two other reporters stood in front of the doors.
“Is there a serial killer on the loose?” one clamored.
“Should women with red hair be dyeing their hair a different color?”
“Are you insane?” Jess snapped.
Bryan grabbed her by both shoulders and steered her inside, leaving the reporters shouting after them. He led her down the hall to the bullpen and to her desk. He sat down across from her and folded his hands in his lap. “You know they say stuff like that just to get you to respond. They know we’ve been conditioned to ignore the typical questions.”
“Yeah,” she sighed.
Bryan stared at her for a moment. “If this guy was going after blonds, would you think about dyeing your hair?”
Jess gave him a dark look. “Is that what you want to tell the public? That every time a serial killer starts killing women, we all should just dye our hair so he won’t have any more to fit his type?”
He shrugged. “You don’t think it would slow him down, if he can’t find what he’s fantasizing about?”
“I think he’d dye their hair himself.”
Bryan thought about it, and then nodded. “You’re probably right. So, let’s see if we can’t find any commonality between our two victims.”
 
Many hours and two take-out meals later, they hadn’t found anything to suggest the two victims had crossed paths. The women lived in different areas of town, shopped at different stores; one spent most of her time at school while the other at work.
Casey appeared in the doorway. “No luck?” She had cleaned up and was dressed for a night out, her wavy brown hair spilling over bare, tanned shoulders.
Bryan looked at the clock with the realization that the workday was long over, and tried to blink the blurriness from his eyes. “Not yet. You finished?”
“Yes.” Casey handed him the autopsy report. “Everything’s consistent with your first victim, down to the type of instruments he used to burn them. Ligature marks on the wrists show they were restrained by something, but it’s a wide and straight pattern, like a shackle or something.”
Bryan looked up. “Shackles? You’re serious?”
“This guy is unique, to put it mildly. Shackles aren’t exactly common usage; maybe he doubts his own strength and is taking as much precaution as he can. That could also explain the rope he used to strangle them; he may not possess the physical strength to do it himself.”
“No rape?” Jess brought up.
“That doesn’t mean it’s not a sexually motivated crime,” Casey replied. “He gets a release from the torture and act of murder, but since the torture goes on for days, I’d say that’s his real pleasure.” Casey had been taking behavioral science classes and was becoming quite the profiler for their department. Though listening to her give a psychological analysis while dressed in a slim red dress made Bryan feel off balance.
Jess looked over the photos. “He doesn’t experiment. He obviously prefers fire.”
“Fire has a lot of different meanings,” Casey said. “From punishment to regeneration.”
“I wonder which is his,” Bryan said.
“Hard to say. Good luck.” Casey turned and left.
Bryan moaned and ran his hands through his hair. It had been a long day and he just wanted to sleep. It was a terrible feeling, knowing that they needed evidence to catch this guy, and the only way to get it was to wait for more victims and for the day the killer eventually slips up. What consolation does he give to the families of the victims that come between now and that time though? How can he look them in the eye, knowing that it was going to happen and being unable to stop it? Maybe that’s why Bryan avoided his friends now; they could see the toll this job takes etched onto his face, and they didn’t need the reminder that the world doesn’t work the way it should.
“Bryan,” Jess said. “Go home.” The way she said it, he knew she was thinking the same.
 
***
 
Trent wrestled with the tangle of tree debris that had snagged on the undercarriage of the fire engine. He had already banged his knuckles twice on the truck and concrete trying to dislodge the foliage. A head appeared at his feet.
“Found shears,” Frank said, and passed them in.
“Thanks,” Trent grunted. Leaves fell in his face as he dismantled the twig-like branches, until he had trimmed it down to the thickest part, which he then removed with ease. He pushed himself out from under the truck. It was early into the shift; they hadn’t even been on a fire call and he already needed a shower. “Undercarriage clear,” he said, and Frank marked it on the maintenance checklist.
“Did you see Aidan again?” Frank asked.
Trent couldn’t help but smile at the thought of her. “Yeah. And I’m seeing her again tomorrow night.” He swept the leaves and twigs into the garbage bin. “I’m cooking her dinner.” It was a pretty intimate step for him to take this early on, but he wanted genuine, not contrived like dinner out might feel.
Frank grinned. “You smitten?”
Trent laughed. “Somewhat.”
“Does that change your plans?”
Trent made a survey of the door latches, locks, mirrors and hinges. “I haven’t made plans yet.” Before he met Aidan, Trent had been considering moving back to Texas. He used to have his brother and his grandparents as a family base in Seattle, but then his grandparents took to traveling in their retirement, and Trent was happy for them. Then he thought of his brother and how Trent needed to stay and watch out for him. But his brother grew more distant every year, and Trent longed for the close connection of family. He loved Seattle, but missed Texas. Lately, there just wasn’t much left holding him here. Until he met Aidan. She cast those doubts into the realm of second doubts. He liked her, a lot. He had no idea where their relationship would go, but he had time to figure it out. He hadn’t made any definitive plans, or told anyone outside the firehouse he was even considering a move, not even his family. So he could wait and see if Aidan would become that anchor he had lost and was hoping to find again.
“Doors are good,” Trent said after he had surveyed around the whole truck.
Frank made a note on the checklist. “Okay, we’re good for now.”
Trent washed his hands with the hose. They’d have to do the inspection all over again after their next big fire roll out.
“What are you cooking for her?” Frank asked.
“I don’t know yet. I’ll probably just go to the grocery store and see what catches my interest.”
“At least I know you can turn anything into a good meal. That’s why I take my wife out to dinner.”
Trent grinned. “I bet she’d like it if you cooked for her.”
Frank gave him a wry look. “Up until the first bite.”
“Nah, it’s the thought that counts.”
“Yeah, well, I’m married. I don’t have to impress my wife anymore. So good luck with that.”
Trent shook his head. He was a pretty good cook. The men in his family had prided themselves on such a skill and passed it down through the generations. One thing was for sure: he wanted to impress Aidan. Dancing had been just the ticket for their first date. His attentiveness and thoughtfulness had been on the line then. Next, it would be his skills at cooking and hosting. He needed a good recipe. He grinned to himself, and went inside to call Frank’s wife.



 
Chapter Six
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan pulled up next to the curb and turned the car engine off. Trent lived in a nice townhouse across the street from a park. Perfectly shaped bush heads lined the sides of the walkway up to his door like a guard of green hedgehogs. Aidan glanced at herself in the rearview mirror. Tonight was a casual date, but she had still tried to look nice. Phoebe had helped her pick out the dark blue jeans and green cashmere sweater, which made the amber in her eyes seem to glow. She wore a simple silver heart strung on a chain and had pulled her hair back into a ponytail. Had it been dinner with anyone else, it wouldn’t have mattered. Aidan grinned in amusement at the fact she could still feel vanity.
She balanced her dessert dish on her hip as she got out and closed the car door. Phoebe had come through with a recipe for cherry almond torte. Though Aidan had claimed she could bake, in truth, Phoebe was more the kitchen whiz. But her friend, while glad to dictate directions and help, refused to give any hands-on assistance, so Aidan’s skill couldn’t be challenged when Chris later asked Trent how the dessert tasted.
Aidan shifted the dish so she wouldn’t drop it, and proceeded toward the front door. Trent opened it before she had a chance to knock. He wore jeans and a collared shirt, simple yet handsome.
“Welcome,” he said with a large smile. “Come in. Can I take that from you?”
“Just tell me where to put it.” She tried not to let her imagination get ahead of herself with the implications of him cooking dinner in his home. It had an element of vulnerability on his part: opening up an intimate aspect of his life for her inspection, and not to mention what most people expected “dessert” to really mean. He hadn’t given her any indication that tonight’s expectations went beyond that of an actual meal, so she tried to keep herself focused in the moment. If he asked, she was prepared to decline. She was just starting to warm up to the idea of loving again, and wasn’t going to jump in headfirst until she knew it wouldn’t break her in the end.
Trent led her down a short hallway, past a set of stairs, and into a den, which fanned out to the right with the kitchen to the left. Aidan smelled shrimp and vegetables cooking. Trent gestured to an open spot on the counter, and she put the dessert down next to a bag of fresh baked French bread from a farmers market. A guitar played from his stereo in the den.
“Can I ask what it is?” Trent said.
“Dinner first.”
“Alright. We’ll be serving shrimp in a buttery sauce over rice, and zucchini and tomatoes coated with Parmesan, with oil and vinegar dressing if you desire, along with a fresh loaf of French bread.”
“Sounds great,” Aidan said, impressed. “Dessert is cherry almond torte.”
Trent lifted the edge of the aluminum wrap to take a peek. “That looks amazing.”
Aidan bit back a smile and looked around at the cozy kitchen with dark green granite top counters and hardwood floors. The cabinets were a dark red wood, the refrigerator black and tacked with post-it notes, a small calendar, and some pictures of kids touring a firehouse. The table had been cleared and set with forest-green placemats and a centerpiece of wood carved into a scene of horses running around a mountain. The kitchen felt masculine, yet sophisticated. 
“Your place is really nice,” she said, and wondered if she should feel uncomfortable. “Is that hand-carved?”
Trent looked from the stove to the table. “Yes. My grandfather is a wood craftsman. His work has always been popular. And, if you’re wondering, my family is somewhat wealthy because of it.”
Aidan turned and considered him for a moment. He didn’t give the statement as a matter of boasting, nor did he act ashamed of the image his home portrayed; it was a simple fact given to avoid misdirection, yet she could tell that he didn’t want it to influence her opinion of him.
“Do you have more from your grandfather? That carving is exquisite.”
“There are some smaller pieces in the den. The vegetables aren’t quite ready yet. You can take a look around if you like.”
Aidan started with the bookshelf closest to the kitchen. Trent had some classic works, along with a handful of various manuals from computers to firefighting. His music collection was largely country, with a few world albums. He had put up a shelf above the TV and placed several small carvings no more than five inches tall on it. Most of them depicted nature scenes: an eagle perched on a bare branch; a wolf howling; one was a train.
“My grandfather always gave one for our birthdays,” Trent said from the kitchen.
“Does he still?” The works were carefully detailed, each feature distinguished. Many dedicated hours must have been poured into them. She had tried whittling once, long ago, but could never have made anything as ornate.
Trent sounded sad. “Not since the arthritis.”
Aidan looked back at him. “That must be hard on him.”
He nodded. “Yeah. He’s retired though, so my grandmother has been trying to distract him with trips across the country and overseas. They’re in Alaska right now.”
“It’s beautiful up there.”
“Have you gone?”
Once. Back before a European had ever set foot on this continent, she had gone to the North to see it. The Lights were breathtaking, but a creature such as herself would have had a hard time blending into that world of white. “I’ve seen pictures.”
There was a moment of silence, and Aidan turned to a bunch of framed photographs on corner shelves near the window. There were ones of Trent and his fellow firemen, what looked like his grandparents and his parents. Aidan peered closer at one of Trent and another man. She swallowed a gasp.
“McCain, huh?” she called.
“What?” He came into the den.
Aidan pointed to a framed certificate on the shelf below. “Your last name, McCain. Irish.”
“Yep, but I’ve got a bit of Italian and French in me.” He tilted his head. “With that red hair, I could guess you’re Irish too. But you probably don’t know for sure.”
Aidan forced a smile. “Well, Quinn is Irish, so perhaps I’m not so removed from my adoptive parents after all. Is that your brother?” She pointed to the picture she had been studying.
“Yep. I’d like you to meet him sometime, if I can ever pull him away from work long enough. He’s a cop.” Trent returned to the kitchen.
Aidan took a deep breath. Detective McCain, who was investigating Jenny’s death, was Trent’s brother. Should she say something? Wouldn’t that be a conversation: “Actually, I met your brother; he’s investigating the case of my recently murdered friend.” She shook her head. That was not the tone she wanted to set for the evening. She wanted to enjoy herself, not have a heart-to-heart pity party, especially since she had accepted it and moved on. She would tell Trent later, maybe over lunch, or at least in a more casual setting. Hopefully he would understand why she neglected to say anything tonight. And what would she tell Phoebe? Chris might find it ironically amusing, while Phoebe was still hurting over Jenny’s death, and finding humor in the situation was probably not a good idea. Aidan sighed.
“Dinner’s ready,” Trent called.
Aidan went back to the kitchen and sat down at the table while Trent served them both plates. “It looks and smells great,” she said. It tasted great too. Her dessert had better be good enough to follow this. “Wow, you do know this tastes better than the stuff my restaurant made for your firehouse, right?”
He laughed. “Maybe, but you actually appreciate it.”
Aidan savored another bite. “Do you cook like this often?”
“Sadly, no. It’s just not the same when it’s for one.”
“Maybe I should give you some more excuses.”
Trent smiled. “Definitely.”
They finished dinner, and Aidan cut slices of the dessert she had brought. She had made three layers of pound cake with cherry filling and sliced almonds oozing from each layer. She watched Trent intently as he took the first bite. He chewed and his eyes widened as he nodded with enthusiasm.
“Excellent. I will never doubt your baking skills.”
Aidan smiled in relief. “You’ll have to defend me to Chris since he didn’t get to try any of it.”
“His loss. You want some coffee?”
“Sure.”
Trent already had coffee made in a pot, so he pulled some mugs from the cupboard and filled them. “You three seem really close.” He set a mug in front of her.
“We are.” More than anyone else I’ve ever known. “They’re like the sister and brother I never had.”
Trent retook his seat. “Family’s great that way, even if it’s not by blood, as you’re proof of. I miss my family sometimes.”
“You don’t get to visit them?”
“Not as often as I would like. A firefighter’s work schedule is steady but draining.”
“You’re not struggling to make ends meet, so you must like being a fireman.”
“I love it. Well, most of the time. It’s not a picnic.”
“No, I imagine not. You deal with people losing everything they have. How do you know who you are when all the evidence is gone?” she mused.
“The only way you can: remember and start over.” His gaze dropped to the swirling liquid in his cup. “It is hard to watch though.”
“You said you became a fireman because you were bored with college, but you must have been interested in it to begin with. Why?”
Trent chuckled. “My brother and I have always had somewhat of a hero complex. He liked clues to finding missing things, and I climbed the tree to get Mrs. Gabinsky’s cat down.”
“How old were you?”
“Seven, and that mean old cat tore me to shreds for my trouble.”
Aidan’s shoulders shook with laughter at the image she had formed in her head of a young, blond-haired boy trying to coax a bristled and hissing tabby out of a tree.
Trent’s tone changed. “We used to go camping sometimes when I was a kid. There’s something beautiful about fire. In nature, it’s destructive for the purpose of regenerating. It’s not malicious, just a way of cleansing a forest so that new growth can occur. People think fire is a bad thing. Often, I think my job is more like keeping a wild animal under control so it doesn’t hurt the encroaching population.” He gave her a small smile and took another bite of cake.
Aidan sat entranced. That’s exactly what fire was; she knew. It destroyed her old body to give way to new life. It was beautiful the way he talked about it. He respected fire, and, in a way he could never know, respected a side of her that was both dark and powerful.
“I’m sorry,” Trent interrupted her thoughts. “A little weird for you?”
“No,” she said quickly. “I agree. It’s very beautiful, just generally misunderstood. You know, some mythologists compare Loki’s personality to that of a forest fire.”
He cocked an eyebrow at her. “Tricky and malicious? Or are you saying the Norse god was simply misunderstood?”
She smirked. “Well, I didn’t say it was my theory.”
“The phoenix is an interesting myth.” He tapped his finger on the side of his mug. “Fire as death and rebirth.”
Aidan forced herself to swallow the bite she’d taken. “Immortality and resurrection.” A sacred symbol in many ancient cultures, but no longer revered or valued. She could now be reduced to a logo on some commercial product, the symbol now more important than what it used to represent.
“One of those universal myths, you called them? Some variations, but generally the same. It lived for a thousand years before bursting into flame and was reborn from the ashes.”
“Yep.” Aidan willed calmness into her voice. He was just trying to connect with her interests; he had no idea how close he was coming to a secret so dark she had sometimes had to kill to protect it. “Some said five hundred years, others fifteen hundred. Phoenix tears could give healing, or turn into pearls.”
“If there’s obvious similarities, how do you account for the discrepancies?” he asked, and continued eating his cake.
“Culture,” she supplied. “Even though the phoenix was a sacred bird, depending on people’s belief systems of the time, they molded what they saw into what they wanted to see.” Humans wanted everything in the world to somehow serve them. That’s why they invented gods made of stone. The human race hadn’t changed that much since the beginning of time. They had just learned how to turn themselves into idols. That was one good thing for Aidan: she never was fond of people worshiping her.
“You know a lot about mythology,” Trent said. “Yet you’re not specializing in it?”
“No. Mythology is great, but too small for me.” She forced a casual smile. “Granted, it goes a long way to explaining motives and influences on people’s actions, but I’m more interested in those actions and what became of them.” She had never carried on a conversation about the phoenix outside of an academic setting, and she found herself feeling uncomfortable—and exposed. She finished her last bite of cake and pushed the plate aside. “You, for instance. One day you climb a tree, and years from then you’re a firefighter.”
Trent laughed. “Yeah, and someone with no past studies history.”
Aidan smiled and tilted her head in admittance. Dessert was finished, and the conversation lulled off, much to Aidan’s relief. She offered to help Trent clean up the dishes, but he refused.
“It was a pleasure,” he said, “and I’m happy to do all the work it required.” He stood and so did she, and here was the defining moment of the evening. To Aidan’s surprise, Trent held his arm out toward the hall and walked her to the door. “Dessert was fantastic, by the way.”
“Thank you for dinner. This was nice.” She linked her hands and waited.
He wasn’t going to ask her to stay, which was the gentlemanly thing to do, and she had been treated thus for ages, yet it was hard to ignore the images and whisperings ingrained in her head from too much exposure to Hollywood. She smiled, and briefly wondered if Trent had been born in the wrong century—or reincarnated.
They stood awkwardly in his doorway for a few moments. Trent put his hand gently on her arm and smiled. His touch was like fire to her already excited blood. He leaned forward slightly, but restrained himself.
“Good night,” he said.
Aidan nodded and stepped out into the cold air. “Night.” She felt him watching as she walked to her car and got inside. She started the car and pulled away. She let the cold air seep through her skin and calm her blood. How ridiculous. I’m like those giddy high school girls who want to faint just because a guy smiled at them. But she still hoped he’d call again soon.



 
Chapter Seven
 
 
 
 
 
With midterms finally over, there was a sense of brief relief that yet one more step had been conquered on the road to getting the degree. The book club had taken a two-week hiatus for the event, and Aidan hadn’t seen Phoebe or Chris in several days, which was common during these times of intense academic stress, but it still presented a void Aidan wasn’t fond of. It happened more for the sake of her friends than herself, for Aidan didn’t have to study as hard as other students. She did spend time reviewing her memories of events and reading the research, which always got some fact wrong, and even though Aidan knew most of history pretty well, she was tested on what man thought he knew about it.
Now that exams were behind them, however, Chris had called and asked Aidan to come over that afternoon. He had sounded odd on the phone, but when Aidan tried to ask what was up, he simply replied in a playful voice that she had to come over and find out.
Phoebe let her in. She looked antsy, shifting her weight and pursing her lips. “He says he has news, but he won’t tell me.”
Aidan set her stuff down by the couch and heard the shrill whistle of a teapot.
“You want something?” Chris called from the kitchen.
She joined him and looked at the bags of tea laid out on the counter. Chris opened a green tea pouch and put it in his cup. Curious, for he was more of a coffee drinker.
“Strawberry,” she said.
“Here you go.” He handed her a mug and bag.
When their tea was ready, they went back to the living room where Phoebe already had her own cup.
“Now will you tell us?” Phoebe asked.
Chris took a large gulp of tea and made a face at it. He set his mug down on the coffee table and folded his hands across his knees. “I wanted to wait until after midterms so I wouldn’t distract you,” he began. “You know I’ve been kind of tired and not had much of an appetite, and then there was that stomach flu a few weeks ago? Well, I finally decided to go to the doctor. They did some tests and I have cancer.”
Aidan felt as if the floor dropped out from under her. How could Chris have cancer? He was young and healthy.
“What?” Phoebe exclaimed. “Are they sure?”
Chris took her hand in both of his. “They did a biopsy; it’s stomach cancer. I go in tomorrow for some more tests to see if it’s spread.”
Phoebe pulled her hand away. “You had a biopsy done and you didn’t tell me?”
“It was a minor procedure. I was in and out in a few hours.” He grabbed her hand again. “I didn’t want you distracted from your midterms, not until I knew for sure.”
Tears began to spill from Phoebe’s eyes. Aidan was stunned beyond words. She knew that Chris and Phoebe’s mom had died of breast cancer the summer after their high school graduation, that it had been hard, but expected. There was no father in the picture. They were all each other had.
“Aidan, are you okay?” Chris patted her knee.
Aidan looked at him and saw his concern for her and Phoebe, more than for himself. He had faced this alone because he was worried for them, because he wanted to protect them.
She managed to nod. “So the tests determine how serious it is, and then the doctors will discuss treatment?”
He nodded, and reached with his free hand to take hers. “I love you both. With you two, I can face this.”
Phoebe sniffed. “Yeah, but can I?”
Aidan took Phoebe’s other hand, linking the three of them. “Of course. Because I’m here too, and I’m not leaving.” She looked down at the cups of tea. “That’s why you’re suddenly into green tea?”
Chris grimaced. “Yeah, the doctor recommended it, said he’s seen it help some people. I don’t know if I can get used to it though.”
“Yes you will!” Phoebe’s hands shook with her vehemence. “You will drink twenty cups of green tea every day if I have to drown you in it.”
He laughed, and it rocked Aidan’s core. A sound that was so familiar and comforting now frightened her because it could soon be gone. She squeezed his hand, feeling her stomach begin to knot.
Chris smiled and squeezed back. “I know this will be hard on you guys, but I don’t want it getting in the way of school and the rest of your lives. Phoebe, that means we’re still going to go to soccer games, and I’m still going to cheer. And, Aidan,” he said, and looked at her. “I like Trent, so go dancing with him again.”
She took a deep breath. “Okay, but you two have to come sometime. It’s a lot of fun.”
“Good.” He let go of them and stood up. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m feeling the need for pizza and a movie. So, we can go out and catch something that’s playing, or order in and pick a classic. What’ll it be?”
Phoebe wiped the tears from her cheeks. “My makeup’s smeared; let’s stay in.”
Chris leaned over and kissed the top of her head. “Okay, I’ll phone, you pick the movie. No romance!”
“You just want to get your way because you’re sick,” Phoebe choked.
Chris flashed her a cocky grin. “Will it work?”
She sniffed again. “Yes.”
Aidan stayed seated while Chris called Piecora’s Pizza for a delivery and Phoebe went over their DVD collection. The world seemed to stop spinning and shrink to the lives in this small room. Aidan had fought battles before, with sword and rifle, but disease…she couldn’t fight that. She flashbacked to Sicily, 1347. Bodies piled in doorways and street corners as frightened families huddled indoors. The churches were forced to dig trenches as mass graves, and what kind-hearted doctors came forward to care for the sick fell prey to the disease as The Black Death swept its way across Europe. Aidan had tried to help, at first, but eventually there were too many, knee-deep in corpses and rotting flesh, and all she could do was watch an invisible agent strike down everyone around her. The massive scale at the time took some of the personal out of it as faces had blurred together.
This time though, the prospect of watching seemed all the more painful. How could she pretend that everything would be okay, that life could go on as though Chris was not fighting for his life? That’s the world. A war in Ancient China didn’t affect the Celts, separated by continents. A terrorist attack on the East Coast did not disrupt life on the West Coast for long. Because if all life stopped in its tracks in the wake of tragedy and destruction, then those forces would win, and nothing would be left to start over.
Phoebe held up The Princess Bride.
Aidan smiled. Okay, just this once, she could use some of True Love’s undying hope. “Perfect.”
Chris came back. “Twenty minutes.” He picked up the DVD case. “Excellent choice.” He sat on the couch and Phoebe sat next to him, linking her arm in his. Aidan moved to the floor, the desire to be close to them strong. It may not be her battle, but she was a fighter, and she was going to fight with everything she had.
 
***
 
Engine 25 rolled into the driveway of the station house. They had just returned from a house fire. No one had been home, but the house was a complete loss. Having been the first to arrive on scene, they had been the last to leave, responsible for going over the remains, salvaging evidence, and overhauling the entire structure to make sure the fire was completely extinguished. Then they reported every observation about the fire’s behavior and the state of the house during the suppression to the fire investigator to help him determine if the fire had been an accident or something intentional. As it turned out, someone had forgotten to turn the space heater off. Trent sometimes wondered how the most highly intelligent creature on the planet could be guilty of such stupidity.
He climbed down from the engine’s cab and took off the heavy, three-layered coat that protected him in a fire. He was covered in smoke and sweat and wanted nothing more than to take a cold shower.
Frank tapped him on the shoulder. “Isn’t that Aidan out there?” He pointed to a blue Corolla parked across the street from the station. Aidan sat in the driver’s seat, but the car wasn’t running.
Trent took off the yellow trousers so the only sign that he had been in a fire recently was the grime on his face. He walked across the street and knocked on Aidan’s window. She rolled it down.
“Hey.”
She looked up at him and wrinkled her nose. “You smell like smoke.”
“Yeah, sorry about that. Comes with the job.”
“No, it’s good,” she said, her voice small, almost distant. “It’s strong, real.”
Trent frowned. “What’s going on?”
Aidan forced a smile. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t bother you at work. Maybe you could call me when you get off?”
He opened her door without asking. “Now’s fine.” She reluctantly took the hand he offered, and he led her back to the house where they sat on the front steps. Frank brought out two bottles of cold water. Trent took one out of need, but Aidan shook her head politely. She didn’t say anything, so he asked, “How did your midterms go?”
“Fine.”
Trent waited through a few more moments of silence. It was obvious she wanted to tell him something, but seemed to be struggling. He’d be patient. He didn’t want to scare her off when she clearly wanted to trust him.
“I think I need your help,” she finally said. She tried to laugh to lighten her tone, but it only made it sound more desperate.
Trent held his breath and took hold of her hand. She looked straight into his eyes.
“Chris has cancer.”
He hadn’t known what she was going to say, but that was one of the last things he expected. He tried to process the information before reacting. He had only met Chris once, but Trent had liked the guy. Knowing how important he was in Aidan’s life only made the news harder to digest. “He just found out?”
She nodded. “He’s at the doctor right now getting a CT scan and some other stuff to see if it’s spread. Phoebe’s at her internship, so I can’t sit with her and keep her company. I’m supposed to be at mine, but while I was cataloging Aztec artifacts it occurred to me, while I’m being strong for them, I might need someone to do that for me.” She gave him a tentative look, open and vulnerable.
He wanted to put his arm around her and draw her toward him, but knew he smelled like ash, and he didn’t want to smother her in it. He settled for interlacing his fingers with hers. She trusted him. It was a gesture he found inflaming, spurring his desire to protect her and make everything better. But he knew it couldn’t work that way. He didn’t know what to say, and he didn’t want to offer her empty comfort with words like, “I’m sorry,” or “It’ll all be okay.” Instead, he said,
“Anything you need.”
And he meant it with a ferocity usually reserved for family. That surprised him. So maybe a romantic relationship wouldn’t work out right now, and oddly, that didn’t bother him as much as he thought. If Aidan needed family, then that’s what he’d give her, because he felt himself drawn to her in a way that surpassed the initial, superficial attraction.
“I know it’s a lot to ask…”
Trent firmly shook his head. “I’m not the type of guy to run when things get rough.” He tried to let her see the sincerity behind his eyes.
She leaned her head against his chest. “Sometimes I hate being alone,” she said in a soft voice.
“I’ll do my best to help with that.”
She straightened. “Can we go dancing again soon? With Chris and Phoebe?”
He smiled, and risked brushing some of her hair behind her ear without transferring grease. She didn’t pull away. “Absolutely.” That’s what she needed: to know life went on. To know that it was okay to still enjoy things, even when not everything was good. Trent thought of his brother. Bryan had lost that, and despite Trent’s best efforts to help him remember, was currently lost in a world where nothing seemed good. He wouldn’t let that happen to Aidan, or to Chris and Phoebe, not if he could do everything in his power to help them keep going.
“Hey, the firehouse is having a community barbecue on Halloween,” he said. “It’s part of a fundraiser and public education on Halloween safety. Why don’t you, Phoebe, and Chris come? It’s a lot of fun every year, and there are some guys in the company that would like to meet you.” He stroked her hair again. “It’s my day off, so if a call comes in, I won’t need to run off and leave you.”
Aidan nodded slowly. “Maybe that would be good.”
“I’m pretty good with a barbecue as well.”
She tilted her head at him. “Do I have to bring dessert?”
“Nope. On the city this time.”
She smiled. “Okay.”
“Do you know when he’ll have the results?”
“Um, a couple days, maybe.”
“Okay.” He rubbed her back. “Call me anytime for whatever, just to talk, or if you need a date to even the playing field…and when you know?”
Aidan nodded. “Yes.” She took a deep breath and got to her feet. “Thank you.”
Trent stood up. “I’ll call when I get off in sixteen hours, see how you’re doing.” He stepped forward and wrapped her in a hug because he thought she needed it more than staying smoke-free.
“Okay,” she said after pulling away. She gave a last attempt at a brave smile and walked back to her car.
When Trent had wanted to become a part of her life, he had imagined more nights of dinner and dancing, of getting to know her better through her intellect and wit. But he was getting the hard road, which he knew would help them get to know each other in one of the deepest ways possible. Too bad it was the dark road that showed a person’s true colors in the quickest amount of time. If Aidan survived this, they might have a very solid friendship as a foundation for anything he might hope to have in the future.
 
***
 
Aidan paced back and forth throughout her apartment. Chris’s test results were in, and he and Phoebe had gone to the doctor’s office to discuss them and possible treatment plans. They were supposed to come to her when they finished and fill her in. The waiting was driving her mad. She had already dusted and vacuumed the place, cleaned the bathroom, and changed out the water in each of her three potted orchids. She was out of ideas, unless she wanted to reorganize her bookshelf by publication date. How was it that she could lie in a trench through sun, moon, and rain, waiting for an invading army with only an occasional yawn to show her boredom, but waiting a few hours in the comfort of her own apartment made her want to jump out the window and see if she could remember how to fly?
She tried to think about something else. She and Trent had spent more time together since she had gone to him last Friday after hearing Chris’s news. He had forty-eight hours off between shifts, and had come over for a few late movie nights with Chris and Phoebe. Aidan noticed more than once that he had fallen asleep during the film, but it was sweet that he was there. He fit nicely into her life. He and Phoebe talked sports, while he and Chris enjoyed reminiscing over college experiences. Trent made it easier to laugh in spite of the situation.
Her cell phone rang, and Aidan almost knocked over a lamp reaching for it. “Hello?”
“We’re here,” Phoebe said, her voice strained.
“Door’s unlocked.” Aidan tried to brace herself for bad news.
A moment later, Phoebe and Chris walked in. Phoebe went straight into the kitchen and grabbed a pint container of mint chip ice cream from the freezer. She grabbed a spoon, but not a bowl, came back into the living room, and threw herself onto the couch.
“That good, huh?” Aidan asked.
“He’s being stubborn.” Phoebe nearly tore open the ice cream lid in frustration.
Chris sat down on the opposite end of the couch, giving Phoebe space. “It’s stage four. It’s spread to my liver, pancreas, and lower lung.”
Aidan sank into the recliner. She knew what stage four meant: advanced, probably terminal. Chris seemed rather calm about the matter, though Aidan could tell he was distressed because of Phoebe.
“What...” Aidan tried to get words to form. “What do they do now?”
“Surgery next Monday,” he replied. “It won’t cure it, but it’ll help relieve the pain that’s coming.”
It was going to get worse.
“He’s giving up!” Phoebe shouted, and slammed the carton on the table. Her face reddened and her eyes began to water. Aidan could see she was doing her best to restrain those tears.
Chris sighed. “The doctor says chemo and radiation is an option, but that it likely won’t make much of a difference.”
It was a death sentence.
“You could still try.” Phoebe’s voice rose an octave.
“Why won’t you?” Aidan asked softly.
Chris leaned forward, rocking back and forth. “After Mom’s second remission, when the cancer came back a third time, she did the chemo because the doctor said it could give her more time with us.” He looked at Phoebe. “Near the end, she told me she wished she hadn’t. She said the amount of time wasn’t as important as the quality. She missed so much our senior year because of the treatments and being sick.”
“She made it to graduation,” Phoebe said.
“But not to your championship soccer game. Not to my birthday party. She said she would have rather done those things with us than sit at that clinic for five hours wondering how many extra days the treatment was going to give her. I don’t want that.”
Aidan hated to ask in front of Phoebe, but she needed to know. “How long?”
“Three to five months,” he said. “Closer to three.”
Aidan felt as though she were suffocating. Three months was too short, like a day in light of all the centuries she had lived. Her stomach clenched. She hated this, always outliving everyone she came to care about. First Ivar and Jenny were taken from her abruptly, and now Chris was going to leave just as suddenly. She would get to say goodbye this time, but that didn’t bring her the comfort she thought it would. At the moment, it made it harder. And Phoebe—Aidan couldn’t imagine the grief she was feeling. Chris was her other half; to lose him would be to lose part of herself. Aidan could never understand that, solitary as she was. Yet Phoebe would eventually get to see Chris again, across the threshold between this world and the next, while Aidan remained here, forever.
“I’m sorry this is so hard on you,” Chris spoke up, startling Aidan.
“Seems like it would be worse for you,” she said.
He gave her a smile. “Not really. I’m not afraid to die.” He looked at Phoebe. “Mom taught me that. I just wish it didn’t have to hurt you guys so much.”
He was so brave. To face death and leave behind everyone he loved. He had a strength Aidan could never know.
“Please don’t be mad, Phoebe,” he said.
Phoebe sat in silence for a moment. “I think I’ll be mad just a little longer,” she said, her tone softer. “But I understand.”
“Aidan? Do you?”
She nodded. “Yes. We better make these next few months count, right?” Her attempted optimism made her voice crack.
“Yes, but you’re not dropping out of school.”
“It takes up too much time,” Phoebe protested. “Time away from us.”
Chris shook his head firmly. “Your life does not end with me, so you’re not going to act like it does. If I have to sit and help you do your homework, I will. Got it?” He gave Phoebe and Aidan his best domineering look, which didn’t come across very intimidating.
Aidan couldn’t help but smile. “I won’t need such help, but thanks.”
“Okay,” Chris said. “Now, this Friday is the firehouse barbecue and our old high school’s Fall Festival. Phoebe’s team is helping with it, so we’re going to be there.”
“I’ll go with you,” Aidan said.
“You should go to the barbecue,” Phoebe said. “Trent’s a really nice guy. I like you with him.”
“What about that quality time you were just talking about?”
“There’s plenty of time for that,” Chris said. “I’m talking about you also not putting your life on hold. Go to the barbecue. After I’ve recovered from the surgery, we’ll all go dancing too.”
Aidan was torn. On the one hand, she wanted to cling to what she knew she would lose soon, and on the other, wanted to cling to something that promised to stay, at least for a little while longer. She could do both, couldn’t she?
“Okay,” she finally acceded.
Chris glanced at his sister. “Phoebe, your ice cream’s melting all over Aidan’s coffee table.” He gave her one of his roguish grins, and she smiled in spite of herself.
“Sor-ry,” she enunciated with childlike impudence.
Aidan retrieved a towel to wipe off the condensation, and the three of them talked of Chris’s upcoming surgery and how they were going to work around school to be there. They also agreed to meet up for dinner later. Chris planned to go by the school’s admissions building and talk to his teachers, and Aidan needed to call Trent as she had promised. She would have to depend on him in the coming months. It both comforted and frightened her.



 
Chapter Eight
 
 
 
 
 
Bryan was on his fourth cup of coffee, and it wasn’t even eleven o’clock in the morning yet. He hadn’t been sleeping well. Seattle officially had a serial killer targeting women, and no evidence had turned up to help them catch the guy. The body count was up to three now. The third victim had gone missing late one night from a twenty-four-hour fitness center. Her body turned up five days later under an overpass three miles from where she was taken. Security footage from the gym had caught nothing due to an overgrown tree in the particular area of the parking lot where the victim’s car had been parked. The killer was either extremely lucky, or he had known about that beforehand. All that the camera caught was the back of her car as it drove away. Who was driving, though, couldn’t be determined.
Bryan, Jess, and now two more detectives had gone over every witness statement they could get. They had spent the past few weeks reviewing every receipt from the victims, tracing their movements. But when they found something in common—a restaurant receipt or movie tickets from the same theater—interviews came up with nothing. They retrieved security footage from the areas dating back a few months and had spent hours watching for their victims and waiting to see if the cameras had caught anyone following them. There was nothing. They knew the killer watched his victims, but he was so good at it that he blended in.
Bryan felt exhausted. There were other cases that needed to be solved: an apparent suicide, two gun homicides, and a rape-murder. The department was stretched trying to deal with the typical cases that plagued the city, while feeling the public’s growing panic and trying to put an end to it as quickly as possible.
Jess came in and put the last security footage tape on the stack. “Nothing. Back to square one.” She leaned against a desk and rubbed the back of her neck. “What’s this?” she asked, and picked up a new folder from the pile.
“Oh, CSU found hair from the second victim on the third victim’s clothes,” Bryan said. “All it means is they were kept in the same place, but it doesn’t tell us where.”
“It tells us he has a nest,” Jess said. “A comfort zone.”
“Yeah, but he’s already confident and smart enough to hunt away from it.” Bryan got up and looked at the map they had tacked up on their murder board to show the various crime scenes, abduction locations, and addresses of the victims. “This is a very large radius. It’s like how he dumps their possessions with the bodies; after he’s done with them, he wants the association to be as far away as possible.”
Jess put the folder down. “So we look outside the radius.”
Bryan stared at the map in despair. So many people, multiple possible victims, and one killer. He glanced up and saw his brother enter the squad room. How many days had it been since Bryan had seen or even talked to Trent? Or was it weeks?
“Hey, Trent,” Jess said. “How’s it going?”
“Good. How are the kids?”
“Can’t wait to go Trick-or-Treating tomorrow.”
Trent smiled. “What are you going to be?”
Jess shook her head and held up a hand. “No.”
“Oh, come on.”
“It wasn’t my idea,” she emphasized, and grimaced. “Glinda.”
“Glinda?” Bryan asked, finally pulling his attention away from the case. He didn’t know Jess dressed up for Halloween.
She gave him a sardonic look. “The Wizard of Oz. Or, actually, Wicked. My sister is going to be Elphaba.”
Trent grinned. “Could be worse. She could have made you wear the green makeup.”
“I do draw the line.”
“Not if she got the kids on her side.”
Jess laughed. “What brings you down?”
Trent looked at Bryan. “Tomorrow’s the community barbecue at the firehouse.”
Bryan had forgotten that Trent’s company did that every year. Now he knew what Trent was going to say: he had come down in the hopes that a face-to-face conversation would be more persuasive than one over the phone. Bryan had work to do though, and did not feel in the socializing mood. When had he last been in the mood?
He shook his head. “Look, now’s not a good time.”
“I’ve been following the papers,” Trent said. “Do you have any leads?”
Bryan didn’t say anything, so Jess stepped in.
“No. We’re not likely to get any in the next few days either.”
“You look like you could use a break,” Trent said to Bryan.
“I’ve got three bodies, with no indication that this guy is going to take a break, so I’m not going to either.” He had lost slight rein on his temper and become snippy. He watched Trent hold his tongue so he wouldn’t respond in kind. Bryan used to have such control, he realized with regret.
“Well,” Trent said slowly. “Let him wear himself down while you keep yourself in good straights, and that’s how you’ll catch him. Do you honestly think you’ll miss a colossal lead if you take a day off?” Trent’s eyes swept over the piles of papers and reports.
It was true, and Bryan knew it. Jess was taking the day off. He could too. “I don’t think I’d be pleasant company.”
Trent crossed his arms and gave him a scrutinizing look. “Well try. Someone’s going to be there tomorrow I want you to meet.”
Bryan shook his head, still unsure.
“A girl?” Jess asked.
A girl? Why hadn’t Bryan thought of that? He called himself a detective.
“Yes,” Trent said with a sly grin. “She’s going to be there, and I want you to meet her.”
That meant it was serious. Bryan remembered a few casual dates on Trent’s arm in the past, but no one he had ever wanted Bryan to meet. Maybe he should…
“I’ll try,” he said.
Trent shook his head and dropped his arms. “That’s not good enough this time, Bryan. You know, I’ve tried to be supportive in the past, tried to keep you from digging yourself into this pit, and gave you space when you clearly showed me it was what you wanted. Well, now it’s my turn. This woman’s important to me, so be there.” He turned, said goodbye to Jess, and left.
Bryan was silent. Trent hadn’t talked to him like that since high school when Bryan had made the very bad decision to date a very bad girl. She might have pulled him into a very deep pit had Trent not taken a stand. Bryan had listened then, despite the fact that he was older. The two of them used to be very close, but Bryan knew it was his fault that had changed.
Jess was staring at him.
“You think I’m a jerk?” he asked.
“I think you need to figure out what it means to love your brother and whether you want to be a part of his life, or just some guy he used to know.” She shrugged, and sat down at her desk, ready to continue the endless poring over useless information.
Bryan sat down too. For once though, his mind was not consumed by his cases.
 
***
 
Friday October 31st saw the sun shining in an otherwise empty sky, and experienced a brisk temperature of fifty-five degrees. Station 25 had cleared out its parking lot on the side of the firehouse and set up picnic tables, chairs, and grills. In the back they had set up a flatbed loaded with pumpkins waiting to be carved, and a booth for face painting. The bay doors stood open and kids played on the fire trucks while firefighters gave short presentations on the job and safety lectures for when the kids went Trick-or-Treating later that evening. A large picket sign advertised a costume contest, and steady streams of smoke rose from the grills. It looked as though the entire neighborhood had come out for the event.
Aidan navigated her way through the crowds of people. She had put in some extra hours at the museum that morning so she could take the afternoon off. The smell from the grills made her mouth water, and the sound of children laughing rang like delighted chimes in her ears. Some of the kids ran around like frenzied Germanic warriors, but if their antics got too dangerous, a fireman seemed to appear out of nowhere and put them back in their place. Aidan smiled at the inherent awe kids seemed to possess for society’s “everyday heroes.” She was glad she had come.
She spotted Trent at the grill and made her way toward him. “Hi,” she said.
“Hey!” He beamed at the sight of her and came around to give her a hug. It caught her off guard, but she decided she liked it.
“Frank, you remember Aidan,” he said to the other fireman at the grill. “Aidan, I know you remember Frank.”
She chuckled, able to look back on that first introduction with amusement now. “Nice to see you again.”
He nodded at her in greeting. “Can I take an order?”
Aidan looked at the burgers sizzling on the grill. “Um, later?” She looked around at the orange and black streamers running from the station’s roof to nearby trees, the various jack-o-lanterns set up around the lot and yard, and the aluminum cut-outs stapled to tables and trees. “This looks amazing, and like it took a lot of work.”
Trent grinned. “This is the best part of the job.”
“Show her which pumpkin is yours,” Frank said.
Trent laughed.
Aidan nudged him. “I want to see.”
He led her over to the bay doors and pointed to a pumpkin against the wall. Instead of a jack-o-lantern face, he had carved flames into his pumpkin, which now glowed with the tiny tea light candle inside.
“I love it,” she said.
One of the firemen watching the kids play on the trucks waved at her. He had a mischievous grin on his face.
“Uy,” Trent groaned. “I apologize now for anything that will be said the rest of the day.”
“They’ll tease you?” she asked.
He looked at her with a hint of shyness. “Well, you are the first serious date I’ve brought to one of these things in a while, and they all know it.”
Aidan considered his statement a moment before grinning and linking her arm in his. “I’m honored.” She flashed a daring smile back at the other fireman, and turned Trent around to head back to the grill.
“Are you a glutton for punishment?” he asked.
“They can bring it on.”
He laughed, and they returned to help Frank at the barbecue.
Aidan stood next to the grill and handed out plates and buns. Trent tried to tell her she could go enjoy the activities, but she responded that she was enjoying things quite well where she was. When there was a lull in the feast preparation, Trent got the three of them cold sodas. Even though she had bundled up in a sweatshirt and scarf, working next to the barbecue provided plenty of warmth.
“Oh great,” Trent said, and jumped up. “My brother’s here.”
Aidan followed his gaze to the street where Detective McCain stood, surveying the crowd with an out-of-place intensity. Oh no.
“I’ll be right back,” Trent said, and went to get Bryan.
Aidan wanted to slap herself.
“You okay?” Frank asked.
“I forgot to do something very important.” She took a deep breath to calm her nerves.
Trent and Bryan made their way back through the crowd. Aidan saw the frown on Bryan’s face deepen as they got closer. He must have recognized her as well.
“Aidan,” Trent said. “This is my brother, Bryan. Bryan, I’d like you to meet Aidan.”
She reached out her hand to shake his.
“Miss Quinn,” he said gruffly. “We’ve met.”
It was amazing how much awkwardness one person could project. Trent looked confused.
“I meant to tell you,” Aidan said. Best to get it out in the open as quickly as possible. She should never have let this situation happen in the first place. “That night, dinner at your place, and the family photographs, I made the connection. I just didn’t want to ruin the mood for the evening. And then the thing with Chris happened and I forgot. I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to keep it hidden from you, and I certainly did not want formal introductions to go this way.” She searched Trent’s eyes for what he might be thinking.
“Okay... How was telling me you knew my brother going to ruin the mood? Did you guys date or something?” He tried to pass it off as a joke, but he looked nettled by the thought.
“I interviewed her in relation to a case I’m working on,” Bryan said, and looked at Aidan to explain the rest. Whether he was testing her or giving her the benefit of the doubt, she couldn’t tell.
Aidan shifted in discomfort. “A friend of mine was killed. Murdered, actually. That was after we first met, but before you asked me out. It just wasn’t a topic I thought good for the nice dinner you had planned.” Now she wished she had risked it that night rather than be in this situation. It wasn’t deceit, but she felt guilty all the same.
“Oh,” Trent said quietly. “Um, I’m sorry about that.” He laughed under his breath and ran a hand through his hair. “I could see how that wouldn’t be good dinner conversation.” He exchanged a private look with his brother, and Aidan had no idea what passed between them.
“So, you’re not mad?” she asked.
“No. Yeah, this wasn’t how I pictured introductions either, but I understand.” He reached out and brushed her arm. “We can talk about it later if you want. For now, either of you hungry?”
“Sure,” Bryan said, adjusting the cuff of his jacket in discomfiture.
Trent went behind the grill and retrieved the tongs. “Okay, I know my brother here favors well-done; what about you, Aidan?” The smile had returned to his eyes and threatened to be contagious. He knew how to disarm a potentially mood shattering situation, and he did it naturally, as though there was nothing wrong with what had just happened. Bit by bit, Aidan found her heart betraying her and turning to him.
“I think I’ll defer to your expertise on this one,” she said.
“Hmm, you’re very trusting.”
“I have it on good faith that you can cook.”
Frank laughed. “Dinner went well?”
Trent slapped a piece of meat onto the grill. “Hey, she’s pretty good with dessert.”
“Ah, but today you said the city was providing the sweets, and my skills are no longer challenged.” She grinned, and watched him flip the hamburger patty.
Trent inclined his head in mock assent. “You’re right. And it’s cookies.” The way he grinned made her suspicious. He finished her burger and flipped it onto her plate. “I’ll get some if you want to find a picnic table.”
Aidan hit the condiments table first, and then found an open table. Bryan sat down across from her.
“Small world,” he said.
She nodded. “I’ve been following the papers, so I know Jenny’s death hasn’t been solved.” She paused and studied him. Aidan remembered Trent saying his brother was buried in his work, and she also remembered how old he looked when she had first met him, which was nothing compared to how tired and worn he looked now. “I know that must be hard. I’ve been able to move on and you haven’t.”
He stared at his food but didn’t say anything, and she wondered if she should have kept her mouth shut. Trent joined them with his own burger and a plate of cookies. Aidan remembered the way he looked at her when he mentioned them, so she grabbed one and took a bite. She gave him a playful smack on the shoulder.
“These are Nestle!”
He shrugged. “Don’t tell Chris.”
She moaned and put the cookie down. “He would have loved to be here and watch me wiggle out of that mess back there.” She glanced at Bryan. “I forgot to tell him and Phoebe too.”
Trent gave her a sympathetic smile. “Guess that memory of yours is not infallible. Bryan, she can listen to ten different orders and report them to the kitchen accurately without using a notepad.”
A hint of a smile showed at the corner of Bryan’s mouth. “You were avoiding KP duty again?”
“Wouldn’t you if you had to cook for your entire squad?”
Bryan shrugged. “I don’t have to.”
“Who judges the costume contest?” Aidan asked. She had been noticing all the different characters running around. Some of them were quite elaborate.
“Someone will call the kids up by grade, and then whoever gets the loudest cheers from the crowd will win,” Trent said.
“Win what?” Bryan asked.
“Stickers and candy, I think.”
Aidan gave him a mock scowl. “All this work and you’re cheap on the prizes?”
“What would you give them?” he asked.
She looked around. “A ride on the fire engine.”
Trent leaned his head slightly into her personal space and lowered his voice. “Is that what you want?”
“I didn’t dress up.” She pressed a finger into his chest and playfully pushed him away.
“Then what has been your best Halloween costume?”
Aidan thought about it. She didn’t have any stories to share from a young childhood, as she only dressed up for two years before she gave up on the candied version of the holiday. She could delve deeper into her past, maybe something from a royal masque…
“Um, sophomore year, our dorm hosted a Trick-or-Treating event for the neighborhood, and my floor was themed after the game Candyland. I was Princess Lolly.” She even had the purple wig and crown of edible lollipops.
Trent grinned. “Do you have pictures?”
“Oh, goodness, yes,” she groaned. “Thankfully not with me. Your turn.”
“It’s kind of hard to choose. Zorro, Robin Hood…”
“I’m sensing a theme.”
“Your Indiana Jones was pretty good,” Bryan spoke up. “If I remember correctly, you borrowed an actual whip from our uncle’s ranch.”
“Oh yeah. Should never have tried to use it though.”
“What happened?” Aidan asked.
“He lashed it around a pole that was holding up the canopy at the dance,” Bryan said.
Aidan envisioned a white canvas caving in on itself and burying a bunch of people underneath. “Very smooth.”
Trent laughed. “Oh, the best though, was Bryan as MacGyver. He had all kinds of weird contraptions he carried with him.”
Bryan sniggered. “Yeah, that was pretty good.”
Aidan arched an eyebrow. “Why do I get the feeling that you both went around trying to do good deeds that actually ended up getting you into trouble?”
“Because it’s true,” Trent replied. “Remember the dog washing business?”
Bryan nearly choked on his soda. He rolled his eyes and groaned. “Yes.”
Trent turned back to Aidan. “We didn’t want to be like the other kids who had lemonade stands. In an effort to be efficient, we thought we could do a mass dog wash in one sitting.”
“Oh no.”
“Yeah,” Bryan put in. “Half a dozen dogs escaped, covered in suds, and went running down the street.”
“That I would have liked to see a picture of.”
Trent tried to get control of his laughing. “You have to give us credit for getting our acts together eventually.”
“Yes, this is much more productive,” she agreed.
Someone jumped onto a table with a megaphone and called for everyone’s attention: it was time for the costume contest. He called the Kindergarteners up first, and people helped lift them onto the tables so everyone could see.
“Oh, I’m betting on the little fire truck,” Trent said.
Aidan shook her head. “Nah, the Strawberry Shortcake is so cute!”
The crowd cheered for everyone, and because they were so young, they all were considered winners and got pieces of candy. They went through the next twelve grades, lining them up and measuring how loud the crowd cheered to determine the winners. Aidan and Trent debated on who would win, and a third of the way through, Bryan eventually joined them. For that one afternoon, he could forget about the murders he was investigating, and Aidan could forget about the cancer eating away at her friend’s life. For that afternoon, in all its aspects, it was a beautiful day.



 
Chapter Nine
 
 
 
 
 
“I’m glad you came to the barbecue.” Trent balanced the phone against his shoulder as he pulled his jacket on.
“Yeah,” Bryan said on the other end. “I didn’t realize I missed it.”
“What?”
“Hanging out with my kid brother.”
Trent smiled. Maybe there was hope. “Then we’ll do it again.”
He heard Bryan sigh. “I don’t know, Trent. My work…it just takes so much out of me, what I see on this job.”
Trent closed his eyes, wanting to be supportive but persistent. “I see stuff too.”
Bryan paused. “Yeah, I know.”
“We used to help each other deal.” Trent didn’t want to let the statement go, but he didn’t want to push Bryan away so soon either. He hoped he could balance what he wanted to say with the right time to say it.
“Yeah,” Bryan said again. “So what are you doing with your day off?”
Trent decided to let it go for now. “I’m picking Aidan up and we’re heading to the Swedish Medical Center. Her friend is having surgery for cancer today.” Aidan had wanted to skip her undergrad lecture hall, but she was scheduled to give a lesson. A lot of planning and prep had gone into it, and Chris made her promise to see it through. She would be there when he got out of surgery, and Trent would be with her.
“That’s rough.”
“Yeah.” Trent had talked with Aidan after the barbecue about her friend, Jenny. She was calm about it, having accepted it and moved on. She seemed to feel more guilt over not being very close with the young woman, that it was somehow her responsibility to honor Jenny’s memory. Now she was facing the same prospect with Chris, that he would become nothing more than a memory to honor. Trent understood that helpless feeling. How many rescues had he attempted, but was unable to complete? How many people had he failed to save when it was his job? He pushed those dark thoughts aside. Dwelling on them wouldn’t help him make better decisions in the future, and it wouldn’t help Aidan.
Trent grabbed his keys. “I’ll talk to you later,” he told Bryan, and hung up. He stopped at a coffee shop on his way to get Aidan. The weather was getting colder, and the day promised to be exhausting.
He pulled into the parking lot and saw Aidan leaning against a bicycle rack. He reached over and opened the passenger door.
“Morning,” she said as she slid inside.
“Hey. I brought you something.” He pointed to the paper cup in the holder closest to her.
She reached for it and took a sip. Her mouth quirked in a satisfied smile. “Thanks.”
“I got one for Phoebe too. Hospital coffee machines aren’t the best.”
“She’ll appreciate it.” Aidan took her gloves off and rubbed her hands in front of the heater.
“How did the lecture go?” he asked as they pulled out of campus.
She smirked. “I didn’t make any converts to the discipline.”
Trent offered a sympathetic, sideways smile. “Their loss.” They drove in silence for a few moments.
“Thank you for coming,” she said quietly.
He reached over and grasped her hand.
They arrived at the medical center and found parking, and then navigated their way up to the surgery floor where they found Phoebe sitting in the waiting room. She wore sweatpants and a college sweatshirt, and her hair had been pulled back in a messy bun. She had a textbook open in her lap, but didn’t look as though she was actually reading it.
“Hey.” Aidan reached down to give her a hug.
“Hi, guys.”
Trent handed her the cup of coffee. Her face lit up for a brief moment, but Trent thought it had more to do with the gesture than the offering itself.
“The good stuff,” she said after tasting it. “Thanks.”
Trent glanced at the book in her lap. The Role of the Father Figure in Adolescent Girls. “That sounds interesting.”
Phoebe looked down and let out a small laugh. “Honestly, I couldn’t say so one way or the other.”
Trent sat down across from her, and Aidan took the seat next to her. “Yeah well, you both get some slack this week,” he said.
“I can’t wait for the evaluations and the thesis writing to be done.” Phoebe took a swig of her cooling coffee. “I want to put it to use.”
Aidan smiled. “Same here.”
“Chris was going to teach,” Phoebe said sullenly.
“Hey,” Trent said. “Don’t think like that.”
She shrugged. “It’s true.”
“No one knows how long they have on this earth,” he said. “All we can do is be careful how we live and make the most of every opportunity. Chris is being a good example of that. I don’t think he regrets anything.”
Phoebe nodded and stared at her book. Aidan met Trent’s eyes and smiled wanly.
They waited two hours before the doctor came to inform them about the procedure, and two more before Chris was moved from recovery to ICU and they could see him briefly. According to the doctor, the surgery had gone well without any complications. Hospital policy dictated one visitor at a time, so Phoebe went back first and Aidan and Trent waited in the hall.
“Chris told me he arranged for care at a nursing home for the first few weeks after the surgery,” Aidan said. “He doesn’t want the added burden on Phoebe until the term’s over.”
“He’s a level-headed guy,” Trent said. “I bet he’d excel at anything.”
She lifted her eyes to the ceiling in a wistful expression. “He and Phoebe have always been very close. To the point where I don’t think either one has felt there was a hole in their lives they needed to fill. But he would make a lucky girl very happy.”
Trent nodded. By getting to know Aidan he had gotten to know her friends as well. That first weekend he had met Chris and Phoebe and seen how Aidan interacted with them, he knew no matter what became of it, he wanted to be that kind of friend in her life. Slowly, he was being drawn into that circle, with all the joy and heartache it offered. He cared about Phoebe and Chris too. They both would make some man and woman very happy.
“So would you,” Aidan said abruptly.
Trent looked up and met her gaze, which was striking beneath the fluorescent lights. She held his eyes a moment longer before smiling sweetly and looking away. Trent felt his desire to be near her escalate ten-fold. He wanted to protect her, care for her—he wanted to love her. He had never felt that way about anyone before, and it both excited and unnerved him. He realized his heart had crossed that threshold without his knowing, and there was no turning back.
Phoebe came out and Aidan went back.
“How’s he look?” Trent asked.
“Tired, but he’s trying to make jokes.”
“How are you?”
Phoebe shook her head, fighting tears. “I don’t know. I’m really glad you’re here for Aidan.”
“Hey.” He pulled her into a hug. “I’m here for all of you.”
She started sniffling, and pulled away to use her sleeve instead of his shirt. He grabbed a box of tissues from the nurse’s station.
“I know this isn’t what you had in mind when you wanted to date her.”
“I’m not one bit sorry.”
Phoebe looked up at him through watery eyes. “You know, I think you mean that.”
Trent gave her a comforting smile. “I’m going to need your help in the future,” he said. “For instance, in finding the perfect Christmas gift for her.”
Phoebe snorted through the tissue. “You’re on top of things. There’s still three and a half weeks till Thanksgiving.”
“Think about it for a bit,” he said.
Aidan returned then. “He’d like to see you,” she said to Trent.
He went through the ICU doors and into the second room on his right. Chris lay in bed, hooked up to several tubes and monitors. His eyes were closed, and Trent thought he might have nodded off from the meds.
“Hey,” Chris croaked.
“Hey. You look pretty good. I might have to organize a dancing night sooner than I thought.”
Chris smiled. Positive was the way to go. Chris had been positive since the beginning, and Trent was not going to let him down.
“The girls smiled.” Chris’s voice came out low and groggy. His eyes closed frequently while he talked, but he always returned to the conversation without losing his place. “But how are they, really?”
“They’re still processing. It’s all happened pretty fast. In a couple weeks when you’re back home and doing better, I think they’ll get better too.”
“I want to ask for your help in the meantime.” Chris sighed heavily and winced. “I can’t keep an eye on them right now. I made Phoebe promise to keep doing stuff, and Aidan promised to hold Phoebe to it. But if you could take them out for fun sometimes. Like the dancing.”
Trent nodded. “Of course. But the dancing we’re saving for when you’re better. I’ll find something else to do with them.”
Chris smiled, and looked genuinely at peace despite his circumstances. “Thanks.”
Trent squeezed Chris’s arm where it was free of tubes and tape. “Get some rest.”
Chris nodded even as he allowed himself to submit to sleep. Trent returned to the girls. He would have to be gentle, yet persistent with them. He wasn’t worried about them falling apart, for they were both strong women. That stubbornness could work against him when it came to continuing with their lives without Chris in the picture, even if it was for a short time. Trent had his suspicions that Chris was trying to prepare them for later. Live now during a short absence, live later during the long one. Trent’s respect for the man grew with every encounter, and he was beginning to feel the deep ache of knowing he, like the others, would lose this friendship in the future.
 
***
 
The microwave timer beeped and Aidan removed a plate of leftover spaghetti. Trent had taken her and Phoebe out for food, and though she had tried to eat her entree, her appetite hadn’t been up to par. Now it was close to midnight and she felt hungry, despite wanting to get some sleep. She went into the living room and automatically grabbed the CD case at the top of the rack. She paused before putting it in, staring at the black-and-white picture of the lead opera singer standing on the stage of the Stadt-Theater. After several moments, she put the case back on the rack and turned on NPR radio instead, just to drone out the silence.
She had taken a bold step with Trent, had given herself permission to love him, and let him know it as well. In that moment when she held his gaze, they had exchanged communion. Somehow, it was different from the love she remembered in the past. Ivar had bared his soul to her, and she had relished in it. She had been caught up in the passion of his lifestyle: the theaters and travel, the parties and performances. But had she ever once revealed her soul to him? Aidan couldn’t remember. Perhaps it was the presence of Phoebe and Chris in this life—they had gotten under her defenses and softened her without her knowing, so that when Trent came along, it was only too easy to let him slip in as well. She didn’t feel as though she wore a mask when she was around him.
What did that mean for her? Ivar had been so focused on his career that Aidan hadn’t given a thought to what she would say should he have asked her to marry him. That was one path she had never taken in all her long centuries of torrid affairs. What would she do if it came to that with Trent? She pushed her plate away, her appetite gone again. Trent was devoted and genuine. Despite the current culture, he had an air of chivalry about him, an old-fashioned honor his family had managed to preserve and cultivate. She loved that about him. She was tired of physical relationships; she wanted something deeper and pure. The unification of souls could give her that, but could she marry? She sighed. It was the one thing she did not want to think about right then.



 
Chapter Ten
 
 
 
 
 
The glass shattered upon impact, its fragments glinting in the light of the flames that curled around the sharp edges, coating them in a harsh brown stain. He looked down at his trembling hand. Such waste. His hands used to be young and strong. He could have crushed that wine glass in one squeeze instead of hurling it into the fireplace. All the years of his life he had spent in pursuit of a dream he had never caught. All was vanity.
He heard her whimper behind him. He turned around, and she hid her face behind her arm; she was afraid to look at him. He had spent an extra day with her, hoping. Nothing came of it. She hadn’t brought him the peace he was looking for. Her beautiful skin was marred by the burns. She would never be lovely again.
She started to cry. He hated it when they cried. No regal, exquisite creature should cry. Time was up. He grabbed the firebrand without thinking. He was so angry, so full of despair. He hit her, again and again, until he lost control and was screaming at her for not being the one. Even after her body went slack, he continued to beat her, and as quickly as the rage had come it fled, leaving him on his knees, blood spatter on his hands and face, and the ache in his heart ten times worse. It was over. He had failed. He must get rid of the body. Yes, he would clean up and go about the disposal as usual. Think about the work. He rose on shaky legs. He did not like the blood; it was distasteful. He needed to wash and then burn his clothes. Only after everything was done would he consider drinking himself into oblivion.
 
***
 
“What’s Trent doing for Thanksgiving?”
“I don’t know,” Bryan said.
“You didn’t ask him?”
Why did Jess insist on trying to have conversations with him when they were supposed to be focusing on something else? Such as now, when he was trying to climb down a steep bank without slipping and joining the broken body at the bottom.
“I think he’s working.” Bryan shot out a hand toward a tree to catch himself before his weight propelled him forward too far. This was the quickest way to the crime scene, but he would have preferred going around.
“The firehouse is probably doing something,” she said.
“I’m not a fireman. And what, your sister’s not inviting me this year?” He threw her a wry grin over his shoulder.
“You have a standing invitation. However, she thinks an earthquake will swallow California before you ever accept it.”
Bryan frowned. Elaborate statement.
They finally reached the bottom just as the body was being placed in the bag.
“This is isolated,” he said.
“A driver called in a white van pulled over at the road’s turnout up there,” a highway patrolman said. “The van was gone by the time I arrived, but it was near dawn, so I looked around a bit. Saw her at the bottom here.”
Bryan looked down at the body. “We sure it’s the same guy?” Unlike the other victims, this one was covered in blood and beaten to a pulp.
The patrolman looked ill. “She’s got burns.”
“She get all those abrasions from the fall?”
Casey stood up. “I don’t think so, but I’ll see you in autopsy to confirm.”
“Anything on the van?” Jess asked.
The officer shook his head. “The driver who called it in was in a hurry, didn’t pay much attention. There are some tire tracks.”
“Well, that’s something,” Bryan said. “On an isolated road like this, those tire tracks are probably his. He’s been smart up until now. I wonder if he’s slipping, or he doesn’t think it will matter.”
“A white van,” Jess muttered. “Guess we can go back through all that security footage looking for one.”
That was a dismal thought. Especially since white vans could have many legitimate uses. Maybe the killer was using it for a real job, and that only added to his ability to blend in. Bryan stored that thought away for later. CSU found nothing at the bottom. If she had been dropped from the road above, the killer hadn’t even been down here, and all the muddy footprints belonged to them.
Bryan and Jess made their way back up to the road, a journey just as difficult as the one coming down, and went to follow-up on the guy who had called the van in, but it was as the patrolman said: he saw a white van, and that was it.
Casey called and asked them to meet her at the morgue. When they arrived, she wasn’t set up to do the autopsy.
“Identification is proceeding slower than I’d like,” she explained. “But I wanted to go over what I can now.” She pulled the covering back from the body. The familiar burn marks dotted the arms, legs, and torso, along with dozens of tiny scratches from her tumble through the brush, but the neck and shoulders were covered with large bruises and gashes. “These didn’t happen in the fall.”
Bryan moved closer. “You’re saying his method of torture has changed?”
“No. There’s no ligature mark around her neck. She was beaten to death with a long, thin object.”
He frowned. “Why would he change that?”
“He’s probably devolving,” she replied. “Before, he was controlled, methodical. This killing was anything but. The torture appears consistent, but sometime between the torture and the kill itself, he snapped.” She tilted the victim’s head to expose the gaping hole in her skull. “This is overkill.”
“That could explain his possible screw-up with the dump site,” Jess said.
Casey nodded. “It also means he could become more dangerous.”
“What made him snap?” Bryan asked.
Casey shrugged. “I don’t know. I hope you find something on the van.”
He nodded. “Thanks.” He and Jess left the morgue. “You still thinking about Thanksgiving?” he asked grimly.
Jess sighed. “I have to.”
Bryan decided to mull that one over. He remembered what Trent had said. He remembered the Halloween barbecue, and how he had enjoyed himself. Maybe he would call Trent and see what his plans for the holiday were. Or, maybe he’d just go with Jess and give her sister a lesson on betting odds.
 
***
 
Trent leaned against the side of the firehouse building and hugged himself to stay warm in the frigid air while he cradled the phone against his ear. At least it warmed from usage. “How’s Phoebe taking the nursing home thing?” he asked.
“She pouted at first, but I think she’s grateful subconsciously,” Aidan replied. “This way, she can visit and spend time with him without being drained from caring for him. The people at the home are very nice, plus trained. I think she’s comforted by that.”
“That’s good.”
Chris had been released from the hospital a week ago and moved to a nursing home. Trent was back on shift rotation, and so hadn’t been to see him very often, but from what he had seen, Chris was recovering at a good pace. He was eating solids, though very little and about a dozen times a day, but it was progress.
“Chris is enjoying himself,” Aidan continued. “He learned to play bridge with some of the seniors there.”
Trent chuckled. His breath frosted in the air. “I’m sorry it won’t be a normal Thanksgiving.”
“Chris is sorry he won’t be able to pig-out. But he’ll be able to have pumpkin pie filling and mashed potatoes. It’ll just be more like six mini Thanksgiving dinners.”
“For the first time, I wish I wasn’t working.”
“The firehouse cooks, doesn’t it?”
“Partially. They cater from a local restaurant also.”
“How about I stop by in the morning with a dessert to add to your feast?”
Trent smiled. “Who will have made it?”
“Me.” She sounded slightly annoyed, and it amused him.
“Deal.”
“Be nice, or it’ll be Nestle cookies again.”
“I have a confession to make,” he said, lowering his voice, and switched the phone to his other ear. “I like Nestle Tollhouse cookies.”
“I need to broaden your horizons.” She clicked her tongue in a reprimanding manner.
“I look forward to it.”
Aidan was doing well with Chris’s situation. She was continuing her studies and fieldwork. Both the girls cut out some of their more time-demanding, extracurricular activities, such as the book club, but they had discussed it with Chris first and had all agreed that was reasonable. It helped that Chris was positive and supportive of them.
When Trent did visit Chris, the two of them talked a lot about Aidan and Phoebe. Chris had come to trust Trent with his concerns about his sister and best friend and the future. He talked of Phoebe finding a guy, and how he wouldn’t be there to make sure who she found would be good enough for her. He talked of Aidan and the quietness about her, a quietness that he and Phoebe had managed to drag her out of, and he was worried she’d retreat into it. He talked of his grief over missing things such as weddings, becoming an uncle or a godfather, of finding a wife of his own. It was in these brief moments Chris let down his guard and allowed himself to feel the range of conflicting emotions, especially those on the darker side. It was hard for Trent to witness, since Chris had become a good friend, but he knew Chris needed it, and that neither Phoebe nor Aidan could do this one thing for him. Despite the difficulty of it, however, Trent was glad of those times. He had found a brother in Chris. He had no idea that asking one girl out could lead him to find a handful of new and priceless friends. He would have to thank her some day.



 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
 
 
“What about meringues?” Phoebe asked. She and Aidan sat in Aidan’s living room with cookbooks spread out before them. Aidan had told Trent she would make cookies for the firehouse for Thanksgiving since he had to work and couldn’t join them at the nursing home. Her skills were not under scrutiny this time, so she enlisted Phoebe’s help. Baking was a good distraction for Phoebe since she enjoyed it much more than Aidan did.
Aidan’s face puckered slightly. “I don’t understand the appeal.”
Phoebe laughed. “Okay, but are you making them for yourself or for someone else?”
She squinted her eyes at Phoebe. “What else you got?”
Phoebe flipped through the pages. “Um, butterscotch bars.”
“He likes chocolate.” Aidan looked up and caught Phoebe grinning.
“Let me rephrase my question: are you making them for the firehouse or for Trent?”
“Why can’t it be both?” she replied with a squeamish smile. Never before had someone been able to so clearly read her thoughts, and then to call her out on them. She found it amusing and annoying at the same time. A feeling, Aidan realized, deeply rooted in sisterhood.
“Quit daydreaming about him and focus on the task at hand,” Phoebe said, misinterpreting the look on her face.
Aidan just smiled. “For your information, I was thinking about what a pill you must have been as a child.”
“Sure,” Phoebe scoffed, and gave her a lopsided grin.
“And how I’m glad to have you as a sister now.”
Silence hung in the air. Phoebe looked as though she was holding back tears, and Aidan wondered if she shouldn’t have said anything, not at this time.
“I am too,” Phoebe said finally.
Aidan smiled in relief. “I could change my name. Aidan Anders. Nice alliteration.”
“Shouldn’t it be Aidan McCain?”
She tossed a pillow at Phoebe and made her squeal. “Now I’m ready to get back to the cookies.” Aidan grabbed a different cookbook from the stack.
“Oh! I know!” Phoebe exclaimed.
“What?”
“When we were kids my aunt made these cookies I absolutely loved. Let me think. Um, oats, cocoa, peanut butter…No-Bake Cookies, I think they were called.” She pulled her laptop out of her book bag. “I’ll Google them.” A moment later she had the full recipe pulled up.
Aidan read it over her shoulder. “Those do sound good. Perfect.” She grabbed a pad and pencil to make a list of the ingredients, and then checked them against her own supply. “We need to go to the store for the oats.”
Phoebe got up and grabbed her jacket. “We’ll need three times the amount in the recipe. We are baking for a bunch of guys after all.”
Aidan grinned. Cooking and baking may not be her thing, but she was finding it oddly satisfying to do it for Trent. Perhaps that was the secret behind the ‘50s housewife.
 
***
 
Trent waited until the tow truck had hooked up the cable to the vehicle before releasing the cribbing that was holding the car’s suspension system stable. He then got out of the way of the envisioned path the cable would take should it break. The driver, who had suffered little more than a minor head laceration, had crashed into a tree. He was drunk, and lucky that he hadn’t taken anyone else with him. Trent returned the cribbing equipment to the truck and retrieved fuel pads to clean up any leaked gasoline once the car was pulled out.
“If they’re getting hammered now, I can’t wait for the actual holiday,” Sam grumbled, and took one of the pads Trent offered.
Trent shrugged. “For some, the holidays aren’t good times.” It was unfortunate, but the holidays either brought out emphasized joy or crushing depression, depending on one’s circumstances. Why this particular man had chosen to drink, Trent couldn’t guess, and he didn’t want to judge. He only cared that whoever decided to open a bottle did it at home and away from the road.
Dispatch tones sounded from the truck.
“Hey!” Frank shouted. “Confirmed structure fire. Rescue, finish up and meet us there.”
Trent and Sam dropped the fuel pads and climbed into the Engine’s cab. Frank was talking to dispatch and relaying what he heard. “Strip mall on Clark.”
Trent tightened the cinch of his belt around his coat; they’d need to hit the ground running. Business occupancy fires meant the potential for fire victims was not as great. The stores would likely be evacuated. But strip malls were dangerous in that they were constructed with trusses, fake beams that provided void spaces for fire to travel horizontally and rapidly, increasing the risk of structure collapse.
Company 25 arrived on scene first. The engine and ladder trucks pulled in front of the store that had smoke pouring from its windows and doors. Trent jumped down and reached for his SCBA gear, the self-contained breathing apparatus. He pulled on the harness and air canister and strapped the facemask around his chin, neck, and forehead. They needed to assess the situation. Trent found a store employee, who confirmed that he was the last one out of that unit. The fire was in the storeroom. Even though the flames were in the back of the store, the heat radiating still felt intense.
Trent heard the sirens of the second Engine Company as it pulled in and headed around to the back of the building. Trent relayed what information he got from the employee to Frank. As the Lieutenant first on scene, Frank was busy giving out orders. Dozens of people crowded the parking lot as uniformed police officers arrived to push them back and set up a perimeter.
“Engine 12,” Frank shouted over the radio. “Lay another supply line in the back. Truck 12, you’re on ventilation. Be advised of lightweight construction.”
A loud cracking sound echoed in the air and the window of a store three units down shattered outward. Flames began licking at the edges of the window frame like dragons’ tongues. The fire was spreading, and they didn’t know how far it had already gone.
“Truck 25, Primary Search west. Find me an uninvolved unit to attack the attic from on that side,” Frank shouted. “Engine 25, Primary Search east.” They needed to set up a line they could defend and hold back the fire while the ventilation team worked to redirect it. At the same time, they had to make sure no one was still inside those stores that would be inside the containment zone.
Trent took the nozzle, Sam pulled the hose, and they advanced toward the first unit on the right. The hoseline was to help them find their way back out since searching large department stores in a haze of smoke while crawling on the ground proved more difficult than if it were a residence.
“Watch the parapet,” Trent said over the radio. The unit next door looked close to a complete burn, its own parapet primed for collapse, and it could quickly take down the neighboring one with it.
“We’ve got flammables!” someone shouted over the radio.
“Hardware store,” Frank said. “Get a deluge set up and aimed at unit four.” The ladder truck’s pipe could shoot the water into the unit from a distance without endangering men should an explosion occur.
Trent’s jaw was set, his eyes grim, as he and Sam entered the store and navigated through a standard search pattern, counterclockwise against the wall. All the radio chatter and noises made it difficult to listen for cries from people still in the stores, and Trent had to focus with all his might. He and Sam searched the restrooms and employee break room; they were empty, so they backtracked their way out and over to the next unit. A brick smashed on the sidewalk. The masonry wall on the roof had been damaged, and bricks were falling loose and rolling off the parapet.
“Quick search!” Trent barked. “Let’s not get trapped in there when that parapet comes down.”
“Primary Search west All Clear,” came over the radio. The other team had cleared the structure to the left, which meant they were ready to begin fighting the fire. Trent hoped it hadn’t spread very far to the right; he wanted to get set-up to fight it too. The beast was not their only concern. The destruction it would wreak presented added dangers to the men trying to control it. Trent remembered all too well past experiences of firemen trapped under collapsed structures, choking on smoke as the air in their tanks ran out, the feeling of intense heat that could burn even before a lick of fire touched them. He had seen men injured.
“No one’s here,” he told Sam. Smoke spewed from the outlets. They’d have to go next door and hope that unit hadn’t been touched yet.
“Truck 25, pull out the ceiling,” Frank said. “How’s the ventilation coming?”
A sharp cracking snapped like thunder as the wood trusses could no longer sustain the pressure of holding up the roof, and they came crashing down like dominoes.
 
***
 
Aidan scooped a spoonful of No-Bake Cookie slop out of the pot and plopped it on a sheet of aluminum foil. She picked one close to being cooled and tasted it.
“Oh, these are good.” She looked at the pot on the stove and the foil spread out on the counters and table. “Maybe we should have made extra for us.”
Phoebe laughed. “I’m sure Trent will share.” Her smile faded. “Maybe I could set two aside for Chris. They’d probably last a few weeks, until he can eat more.”
“Go for it,” Aidan said, trying to sound as though it were a casual idea, and not one bred of sadness.
Phoebe’s cell phone rang, and she ran to grab it from the living room. She was always dashing madly after it since Chris was no longer living in the apartment with her.
“Chris!” Aidan heard her exclaim. “Is everything okay?”
Aidan finished scooping out the rest of the pot and put it in the sink to soak. She went into the living room.
“Why?” Phoebe grew quiet at whatever Chris had said.
Aidan gave her a questioning look.
“He says turn on the TV, Channel Two.”
Well that didn’t sound like an emergency after all. Aidan reached for the remote and pressed the ON button. The screen filled with an aerial shot of something on fire. The newscaster’s voice came over the footage.
“As you can see, Kirkwood’s Recycled Bookstore is completely consumed by flames.”
The footage switched to a woman standing next to the station’s news van with smoke billowing behind her as the newscaster continued.
“Is there any word on the trapped firefighters? Are they injured, and what is being done to rescue them?”
The woman shook her head. “We don’t know the condition of the men trapped inside the building, but if you look behind me…” The picture changed again. “You can see firefighters are working frantically to find a safe path to them.”
Aidan stood frozen in front of the television. The rest of the world faded into a blur. She forgot about Phoebe in the room and Chris on the phone. The fire was massive, glowing yellow, orange, and dark red, crawling, curling, and leaping like an entity writhing in the throes of death. Normally she found it beautiful.
“We don’t know if he’s even one of the men trapped inside,” Phoebe’s voice filtered through.
“What?” Aidan said, still distracted.
“I’m sure he’s fine.” Phoebe’s voice cracked at the pitch, rattling Aidan out of her thoughts and away from the TV. She looked at Phoebe and saw her clutching the phone to her chest, her knuckles white.
Aidan reached out and grasped her by the arms, searching her eyes for a semblance of level-headedness. “Talk to Chris,” she said.
Phoebe glanced at the phone. “Aidan…”
“I’m sure you’re right, that he’s fine. But Chris won’t be if you leave him hanging like that.” That seemed to work, because Phoebe lifted the phone to her ear and started talking again. Aidan turned back to the TV.
“For those of you just joining us, Kirkwood Plaza off of Clark and Baptist is in flames,” the newscaster said. “The fire was reported at 3:21 this afternoon in the back of Kirkwood’s Recycled Bookstore. Firefighters arrived shortly after that and began fighting the fire while people evacuated to the parking lot. At approximately 3:40, the structure began to collapse, trapping two firefighters. We have no information on their condition, and a rescue mission is underway.”
Aidan’s mouth pressed into a grim line. From the aerial photographs, she could see the large number twenty-five on two of the fire trucks at the scene, so she knew Trent’s Company was there. But where? Was he on the outside fighting the fire, was he part of the rescue mission, or was he the one needing rescuing? She wondered why this situation had never crossed her mind before. She knew he was a firefighter, and that such line of work was sometimes dangerous.
The detached reflection of a historian fell over her for a moment. He’s a warrior.
He goes into battle with his armor and weapons against an untamed dragon. There is no fear and doubt, it just is. Then the thought of him venturing into a treacherous lair and not returning carved out a pit in her stomach. She wanted to see him, to touch him, to know that he was real and not just some memory from a distant life. In that moment, she realized she wasn’t willing to leave him as a casual acquaintance, one easily replaced should he fade out of her life. She wanted him for the rest of this life, wholly and completely. She had never understood what a soul mate meant before. Now that she did, she wasn’t afraid of it. She had lived through wars and revolutions, nature’s disasters and journeys into the unknown. It was time for a new adventure.
“We’ve got men being carried out,” the newscaster suddenly said. “They’re being loaded into ambulances. Authorities refuse to give names and conditions until the families can be notified.”
“You can call his brother,” Phoebe exclaimed.
Aidan furrowed her brows. If Trent were injured, they’d call Bryan. If Trent wasn’t injured, Bryan could find out much quicker than she could. She went looking for the card he had given her so long ago for a different purpose. It was at the bottom of her book bag. She grabbed her phone and punched in his number at the station.
“Detective McCain.”
“It’s Aidan,” she said, suddenly feeling shy and unsure.
“Hi,” he said cautiously. “What can I do for you?”
“Is Trent okay? I mean, you would know.”
“Why wouldn’t he be okay?”
Aidan’s tongue stuck inside her mouth. He didn’t know? “The big fire…at the strip mall... They reported two firefighters trapped and injured, but not who.”
She heard shuffling and the sound of objects getting knocked over, and what sounded like Bryan barking at someone to get on the line to the Fire Chief.
“Are they still trapped?” he asked.
“No.” She glanced at the TV. “The news just reported that they were being taken to the hospital, but they wouldn’t have names until the families had been notified.” She paused. “I’m not family.” She could hear the tension in his breathing on the other end. Aidan didn’t know what to say; she could only watch and wait.
 
***
 
Bryan had the strong urge to pace, but the phone at his ear tied him to the desk. Jess came back from the Captain’s office where she had asked him to get in touch with the Fire Chief. Someone had turned on the TV to show the fire, which still blazed and had already destroyed a quarter of the strip mall.
“It wasn’t Trent,” Jess said, and Bryan felt a wash of immense relief. “He’s still out there fighting it.”
When he didn’t say anything, she gestured impatiently at the phone he still held.
“Aidan?” he said into the mouthpiece.
“Yes?” She was probably watching the footage on TV too.
“Trent wasn’t one of the firemen injured.” He heard her let out a long breath.
“Thank you.”
“Sure,” was all he could think to say in return. He waited for her to say goodbye and hung up. Then he grabbed his car keys and jacket. “I’m going to the scene.”
“Are you going to get Aidan?” Jess asked.
“Why would I do that?”
She rolled her eyes. “Because she’s just as worried as you, and she’d probably like to see that he’s all right for herself, just like you’re going to do.”
Bryan’s brow wrinkled. He was relieved that his brother wasn’t already in an ambulance, but the knot in his stomach still twisted because the remaining men were still fighting the blaze, and the dangers weren’t over until it was. Aidan probably knew that. Maybe Trent would appreciate seeing her…Bryan could tell that his brother was falling in love.
“Call and tell her I’ll stop by to pick her up on my way there,” he said, sounding more irritated than he actually felt.
Jess nodded, and he started to leave but turned on his heel at the door.
“Call me with her address?” he said sheepishly.
She nodded again and waved him off.
It was nearing dusk, and his car was cold, having been parked under layers of concrete all day. He knew that where Trent was, cold was not an issue. Bryan started the engine and pulled out. Normally he waited for the heat to start working, but that seemed unimportant right then. Jess called a few minutes later with directions to Aidan’s apartment. She also made a point of informing him how grateful Aidan had sounded when Jess told her he was coming to get her.
It took twelve minutes to get to her apartment, and she was already outside waiting. He pulled up alongside the curb and had to toss some fast food wrappers in the back before she hopped in. He waited for her to buckle-up, which she did quickly, and pulled out onto the street again. The heater finally began warming up the car, and she looked cold. He wondered if she had gone to stand outside right after Jess had called.
They drove in silence. The closer they got to the strip mall, the heavier traffic became. The darkening sky glowed a deep red—like blood. Bryan switched on his flashing lights, but not the siren, and maneuvered the car through the obstacles until he came to the far end of the mall’s parking lot. He and Aidan got out of the car and walked to the police line. He held up his badge and asked the uniformed officer about the progress.
“They declared it contained,” the guy replied. “Now it’s a matter of suppression.”
“Where’s the Fire Chief?”
The officer sighed. “Your brother’s out there, right? Detective, I sympathize, but I’ve worked lines like these before. It’s best to let them do their work and talk to them when it’s done.”
Bryan glared at the officer and considered pushing his way past him anyway, but he felt a gentle hand rest on his arm.
“He’s right,” Aidan said. “They have to finish.”
She said it with such calm, he wondered if she was in shock. A closer look at her face revealed she was alert and taking in the scene with the focus of someone studying it. He started at her eyes. It was as though the flames in the distance reflected in her pupils, melting with a fire already swimming in them. He fought the thrall and turned his gaze to what everyone else was looking at.
“It’s terrible,” he said.
“Unbridled power is,” she replied. “Thank you for bringing me.”
She sounded genuinely appreciative, which made him feel a twinge of guilt that it hadn’t been his idea at all. Trent might make him feel just as guilty. Or, Bryan thought grimly, Trent knew him better than that, and would suspect that it was Jess’s suggestion.
“How’s work been?” Aidan asked.
He glanced at her. Her gaze still focused on the fire.
“Busy.” He was beginning to feel the cold of the night air.
“I haven’t been reading the papers,” she continued. “Have you caught the person who killed those three women?”
Bryan’s jaw tightened and he shoved his hands into his pockets. “No, and it’s four.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw her turn her head to look at him.
“You hate your job. So why do you do it?”
“Someone has to.” She ducked her gaze away, and he felt that guilt again at speaking so gruffly. “I didn’t always hate it,” he said in a softer tone.
“No,” she said in agreement. “You and Trent like to help people.”
“Is that what I’m doing?” he said dryly.
“You don’t think so?” She held his gaze, and the fire in her eyes mystified him. He told himself it was just the glow in the distance.
“I can’t stop a serial killer from hunting in my city. What kind of help is that?”
Aidan shrugged. “Those men out there couldn’t stop that fire from claiming that building. They’re not helping anyone?”
The muscle in Bryan’s jaw twitched. She had that cool and reasonable sense that Bryan found annoying in Trent. In a simple parallel, she had managed to rationally tear down his self-pitied moping. He smiled grimly to himself. No wonder Trent liked her so much.
“My friend is dying and I can’t stop that either,” Aidan said, a ring of sadness in her voice. “But when I sit with him and make him laugh, I believe I’m helping him.” She shivered and looked up with a tentative smile. “Do you have Thanksgiving off? Or will you be working like Trent?”
The switch looked as though it came so easy for her. One moment she could be indulging the sullen and depressing feelings of a crushing reality, and the next she could be smiling about holidays and turkey with dressing. What was the secret that everyone else seemed to know that he didn’t? Or was that the secret itself? Perhaps that’s what Jess meant earlier when she said she needed to keep thinking about Thanksgiving, because if she didn’t, she’d end up tangled in a web of dark thoughts that she couldn’t escape. He had let himself fall victim to such a trap. He needed to get out. He had been ignoring Trent, unwilling to bring the darkness of his job near him, because that’s all Bryan could think about.
Tonight though, that darkness could have touched his brother without Bryan needing to be the one to bring it. All his efforts to protect Trent were in vain, and he realized them for what they were: a shield to give himself the space and solitude to self-indulge in brooding. What a fool he was.
Bryan swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat. “My partner’s sister invited me to have dinner with her family. They have two kids. I might go.”
Aidan’s smile relaxed. “I volunteered to make cookies for the firehouse. There are eight sheets of tin foil at home with cookies cooling on them. Unless Phoebe gets so nervous she eats one of the sheets.” Her smile curved wryly. “Trent was right: baking for a firehouse is a lot of work and a lot of cleanup.”
“You don’t spend Thanksgiving with your family?” Bryan asked.
“They’re in Colorado. They understand that I want to stay in town with Chris until…well, until the cancer’s over.”
Bryan frowned at the phrasing. “Trent hasn’t told me much,” he said, and then checked himself. “I haven’t been available for him to. There isn’t much chance of a remission?”
Aidan looked at the ground. “None. The doctors say he maybe has three months.”
“I’m sorry,” Bryan said, and realized how hollow it sounded, just like the first time he had said it to her: “I’m sorry for your loss.” Only that time he hadn’t really thought about the words—it was a rehearsed line.
“I should have realized it before tonight,” she said. “How important each day is. I’ve been doing things in light of that in regards to Chris, because I know each day is important with him. I didn’t realize the same for Trent, or for anybody else really. I won’t make that mistake again.”
Bryan felt the same pain in his own heart. No, he agreed, neither will I.
 
***
 
Trent shut down the nozzle and let out a big sigh of exhaustion. The fire was finally extinguished—live flame anyway. They would need to take power saws to the walls to make sure nothing had retreated into them where it could fester and wait for a revival. It had been a long and terrible battle, compounded by the fact that two firemen had been seriously injured. The knowledge of fellow men trapped inside a burning building hit everyone hard, added a sense of panic to an already intense job.
The stench of burnt plastic and chemicals assaulted Trent’s senses, and the heat from his coat and helmet left his skin burning. He and Sam carried the hose back to the engine truck, their boots sloshing through standing water. Trent took his helmet and gloves off, and the cold night air hit him like a fist. It was painfully refreshing.
Frank broke away from the ring of fire captains and lieutenants to talk with his own men.
“How’re Neil and Greg?” Trent asked.
“Neil’s got a broken leg and some second degree burns,” Frank said. “Greg’s got a few broken ribs and smoke inhalation.”
Trent grimaced. Aside from burns, those two injuries combined were a nightmare to weather. The accident shouldn’t have happened, but sometime in the past, one of the stores had done some remodeling and changed the structure of the roof in that spot. So when the trusses failed, the precautions the men had set up based on the building’s original blueprints didn’t hold. It was a grim, but common reality.
“Trent,” Frank said. “Your brother’s here.”
“Really?” Trent looked up in surprise.
Frank handed him a bottle of water. “Go reassure him before we get started on the overhaul.”
“Thanks.” Trent took his coat off to get a brief respite from its heat before he’d need to don it again for the work that still lay ahead. His muscles ached, and he walked stiffly across the parking lot to the edge of the police line. He smiled at the sight of Aidan there too. Had they come together?
“Were you worried about me?” Trent said in a light manner.
“We heard about the two firemen trapped,” Bryan replied.
Trent looked at Aidan. She seemed okay, waiting patiently behind the line.
“You smell like smoke.” A playful smile burst across her face. “Nice, real, strong smoke.”
Trent grinned, but his muscles pulled at the raw heat burns on his face and he winced.
“Are you okay?” Bryan asked.
“After a shower, a meal, and twelve hours of sleep, yeah, I’ll be okay.” Trent studied Bryan, and took note of his car several feet behind them. He didn’t see Aidan’s car, so he must have driven her here. That was thoughtful…did she ask him to? “I am very glad to see you both though,” he said. “You’re a refreshing sight in the middle of a hectic work day.”
Aidan reached over the police tape and interlaced her fingers with his. “I made the cookies.”
Trent grinned. “Did you bring any?”
“You have to wait for Thursday.”
He feigned disappointment. “I don’t get anything?”
“What would you like?” she asked coyly.
She was beautiful in the dark, the deep shade of her hair melting into the night, her eyes flickering with the hint of embers. He sighed. “A hug would be fantastic, but I will spare you the sweat and grime.”
She rubbed her thumb in his palm thoughtfully. Then she tugged him toward her and leaned over the police tape to kiss him. She was sweet and gentle, like the whisper of a wind brushing his lips. When she leaned back, he saw her try to bite back a smile. He didn’t bother to hide his.
“How’s that?” she asked.
“Much better.” He wanted to pull her back, intensify that kiss into something deeper, but he remembered that his brother was standing there. “I need to get back to work,” Trent said reluctantly.
“Okay. Call me after you’ve had that shower, food, and sleep.” Aidan squeezed his hand once more before releasing it.
He smiled. “Yeah.”
“Be careful,” Bryan said.
“You taking her home?”
Bryan nodded.
“Thanks.” He turned around and walked back to the building. They had hours of work ahead of them, salvaging, overhauling the roof to make sure nothing was hiding in it, and determining the cause of the fire. But Aidan’s kiss had given him something else to think about while he worked, and had definitely stirred an energy inside him that just might get him through the rest of the shift.



 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan rolled over and hugged her pillow. She had stretched out on her bed to study and had fallen asleep. And she had dreamed of fire—forest fires, hearth fires, battle fires. Dancing fires and roaring fires, weak candle flames and stealthy streams that snaked a path of destruction. Fire ran in her blood. She had felt a connection with the treacherous blaze the night before. She understood its power, like a vague memory of long ago. Sometimes she missed it, being able to live as she really was. She had grown so used to this form, this way of life.
The thought of Trent chased all those gloomy thoughts away like shadows before a flame. She had wanted to be there the moment he got off work, but she had a shift at the diner; plus, he would have been exhausted and in need of sleep. If she had learned anything over her centuries of chances and opportunities, it was patience.
She heard a rapping at her door and rolled off the bed. Phoebe was supposed to be in class right now. Aidan opened the door to a head of large flowers.
Trent looked around from behind the bouquet. “Hi.”
“Hi!” She opened the door wider to let him in. “What are those for?”
He lowered them so she could see his full face, which still looked red, but he at least seemed a bit rested. “A token to say I’m sorry I worried you last night. And because I thought it better not to put off doing nice things.”
Aidan beamed in delight. The arrangement was gorgeous: gerbera daisies in orange and pink with darkened shades near the center, and mini yellow rosebuds, all arranged in a square ceramic holder with painted stripes in different light shades of similar colors.
She took the arrangement from him and set it on the coffee table in her living room. They were lovely. “Are you sure you didn’t just want a sneak peek at the cookies?” she said with a sly grin.
“Would it get me one if I said yes?” His eyes danced with the playfulness he spoke with.
Before last night, she might have teased with him a bit more, but today she didn’t feel like that. He had done something sweet for her, and even though a cookie couldn’t match his elaborate gift, she could still give him one.
“I suppose so.” She went into the kitchen. Trent followed. “Did I make enough?” she asked.
He looked impressed as he surveyed the trays piled with cookies. “You will make the guys very happy.”
She lifted the saran wrap from one of the trays and put two cookies on a small paper plate for him. “Phoebe called them No-Bake Cookies.”
He popped a whole one in his mouth and nodded his approval. “These are really good,” he said after he had swallowed. He moved closer and slipped an arm around her waist. “Of course, I never had any doubts.”
Aidan grinned. It felt good to be close, to be held in an affectionate and protective embrace. “What are you going to do today?” she asked.
“Well, I was hoping I could entice you with a movie.”
She leaned back against his arm. “I would love to if you don’t mind it being an in-house one. I have to work on my dissertation.”
Trent’s face fell. “I should probably let you do that then.” He dropped his arm and took a step back.
Aidan grabbed his hand and pulled him toward her again. “I can write a paper while watching a movie. Provided it’s one I’ve already seen.”
Trent groaned with uncertainty. “I don’t want to distract you from your studies.”
“Don’t worry then. You’ll be helping me, because when I sat down to work on it earlier, I fell asleep. Besides,” she insisted. “I already know what I’m going to write, I just have to sit down and do it. So…” She put her arms around his neck and met his eyes. “Shall I make some popcorn and you go pick a movie?”
Trent relented, and Aidan gave him one more kiss. She put a bag of popcorn in the microwave and went to her room to get her books and laptop. She brought everything back out to the living room. Trent stood near the entertainment rack, surveying her collection of movies.
“See anything you like?” she asked. The microwave beeped and she went to get the popcorn. When she came back, Trent held up a DVD case with an intrigued look on his face.
“This one any good?”
Aidan laughed. He had found Waking Ned Devine. “It’s Irish. Put it in.” She pulled the sofa chair over so she could sit on the couch and lay her books out in front. Trent put the movie in the player and sat down next to her. She handed him the popcorn bowl. He glanced over all the books she had out and gave her a skeptical look.
“I need sources,” she said. “But I already remember everything I’ve read and where to find it again, so quit worrying.”
Trent shook his head. “That brain of yours is incredible.”
Aidan smirked. She could write her dissertation solely off what knowledge she had stored away in her mind. In academia though, one needed “reliable” sources. That slowed her down somewhat, but it still wouldn’t be that hard to write the paper. She could have written those sources she now needed to quote, and more accurately in many cases, but she’d have to settle for doing it like every other student. She was glad of Trent’s company. The image of them doing this in the future blossomed in her mind: watching a movie together after he got off a shift, her grading homework. She shook her head at herself, feeling silly.
“What?” He had apparently noticed.
“Just thinking ahead of the movie,” she said. “I won’t spoil anything for you though.”
Aidan already enjoyed the film, but sharing it with someone special made it all the more fun and relaxing. She even made significant progress on her work by the time the movie finished.
“Can I read it?” Trent asked.
“Why?” she responded guardedly. Only professors ever read her papers.
“I like history, remember? I could probably learn some new things from it.”
Aidan suddenly felt shy in a way she had never felt before, and it puzzled her. “Okay.” She pushed her computer over, and then went into the kitchen to wash the popcorn bowl while he read. She didn’t want to be studying his face, trying to decipher his thoughts as he read her paper; she knew it wouldn’t work and would only make her more nervous. It was ridiculous, this feeling of being exposed through something as distant as a written essay. She hadn’t felt this way about the book from the discussion group, but she had anonymity there. Her hands twitched and she looked around the kitchen for something else to wash, but Phoebe had done all the dishes last night while Aidan was out. She waited a few more minutes before going back into the living room and sitting down, trying to avoid watching Trent. Finally, he put the computer back on the table.
“You have a very engaging style,” he said. “I mean, I may like history, but textbooks are still rather dry. You make it sound like you were there.” He shook his head in amazement. “You were born for this.”
Aidan digested his words. Yes she was. Before now, she had taken her knowledge of history for granted, as just a token she carried with her throughout the ages. It wasn’t until this life that she thought to do something with it. Trent was right: this was her purpose. She no longer needed to drift through the world, biding her time for each century, trying to carve out a place in it. She could be its chronicler.
Her smile widened. “Yeah, you’re right.”
“You’ll make an excellent teacher, Aidan.”
She took a deep breath of welling emotion and moved to sit next to him. “So, another movie?”
Trent grinned. “Sure.”



 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
 
 
The firehouse teemed with the smell of turkey in the oven and spices in the air. They were cooking the bird, stuffing, rolls, and mashed potatoes themselves, but a local restaurant was providing casseroles and pies. Word had spread that Aidan would bring cookies. The station hummed with activity. Several guys worked in the kitchen preparing food while others gathered in the recreation part of the Day Room, cheering and groaning at a football game. Since everyone knew of Trent’s skill as a chef, and since he wasn’t a Seahawks fan, he was spending his morning in the kitchen.
“Greg’s getting out of the hospital today,” Sam said.
“I heard,” Trent replied. “That’s good that he gets the holiday at home with his family.”
“I think I’ll volunteer to work Christmas.”
“What?” Trent gave Sam an aversive look. “Why would you do that?”
Sam smirked. “My family’s not as pleasant as yours, although more talkative—of the drunken kind.”
“Ah.”
“Trent!” someone called. “Your girlfriend’s here.”
He wiped his hands on a towel and went down the hall, past the administration office, and to the lobby where Aidan stood waiting.
“I come as promised,” she said, lifting her arms in an encompassing gesture.
He scooped her up and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek.
She glanced at the walls, decorated with framed pictures of men fighting fires. “Can I have a tour?”
“Sure.” He took her hand and led her down the hall. He pointed out the fitness room with gym equipment, the laundry room, and the game room with Phooze ball and the TV with the game on.
“The kitchen.” He gestured at the door. Several of the men paused in their activities to smile and greet Aidan.
“What happened to the cookies?” Sam asked.
“They’re in the car,” Aidan replied. “They just need to be carried in.”
“Oh, I think that’s an order.” Sam raised his hand in a mock salute. “Keith! Come help.”
One of the men watching the game jumped up, and the two went out to get the cookies. Trent grinned at Aidan. “And back that way is the dorm where we try to sleep.”
“No Dalmatian?”
“Uh, no, not at this station.”
“Too bad.”
Trent nodded to Sam as he came back in with trays of cookies. “Well, Sam’s pretty well-behaved, and we keep him on a leash.”
“Thank you,” Sam retorted. Keith patted him on the back and winked.
Aidan grinned.
“Are you going to the nursing home next?” Trent asked.
She nodded. “We need to start early if we’re going to fit in so many small meals. The doctor says he’s making a good recovery. He’s able to eat most foods now, just not too much of them. He’s also doing well with physical therapy and is talking of going dancing soon.”
“That’s good.”
“You should invite Bryan when we go.”
“I’m working on him.” Trent was sorry he had ever given up on his brother, but at least this time Bryan was trying to be more receptive; Trent gave him that.
Aidan smiled. “I should get going.”
Trent walked her out to her car. “Tell Chris and Phoebe Happy Thanksgiving.”
“I will.” She looked thoughtful for a moment before reaching her hand around his neck and pulling him into a kiss. She tasted like exotic spices, intoxicating in a way that cleared his mind of everything else in the world but her at that moment. He deepened the kiss just a little, his tongue playing at the edges of her lips, but he had enough self-control—for now. She stirred an excitement in him close to the adrenaline he felt fighting fires, but much more enticing and lingering. They broke apart, and he reached up to brush her cheek.
“Have fun.”
She climbed in the car and he shut the door. He watched her drive away and knew that someday he was going to ask her to marry him.
 
***
 
“Does Aidan make good cookies?” Bryan asked.
“Most definitely,” Trent replied. “Now, are you coming by today or not?”
“I’m on my way to Jess’s sister’s.” Bryan had decided to spend Thanksgiving with Jess’s family because he had declined so many of their invitations before, and he was determined to break the cycle. He felt nervous, he realized ruefully; he was afraid remembering how to act human would be hard for him, and that didn’t sit well.
“Really?” Trent sounded skeptical.
Bryan sighed and turned to Jess, who was driving. “He doesn’t believe me.”
“It’s true, Trent,” she said loud enough for him to hear on the other end of the phone. “I’m even driving so he can’t duck out early.”
“Good for her,” Trent said.
“Why do I get the feeling I’m going to be treated like a child who’s being punished?”
Trent just chuckled. “Have a good time then.”
“Right.” ‘Good’ was being optimistic. At this point, Bryan only hoped he wouldn’t be miserable. Especially since Jess was his ride out of there. He could always call a cab, but that would be rude. “Be careful out there,” Bryan said. Thanksgiving was a wonderful day for grease fires.
Trent said goodbye and hung up. Bryan let out a heavy sigh.
“You’re not even there yet. Buck up,” Jess said.
“Sorry. I’m just…out of practice.”
They finally arrived at her sister’s house, and Bryan took a deep breath as he got out of the car. He had met Kathy and her husband Rick before at gatherings, such as Jess’s birthday party and New Year’s celebrations, but that was a couple years ago. They were good people. Both worked to provide for their two kids: Charlie, nine, and Melissa, seven. They had accepted Bryan into their lives just as Trent had accepted Jess into his. The loyalty between partners often extended to their families.
The front door of the house opened before they had gone halfway up the walk. A woman with dark blond hair partially pulled back in a clip bounded out and wrapped Jess in a big hug. Kathy was the older sister by a few years, but between the make-up and dyeing her hair, she looked almost younger than Jess. Kathy turned to Bryan and smiled widely.
“I’m glad you could make it this year. Come inside!”
The house was pleasantly warm and the air full with the smell of spices. The game was on in the living room, but not very loud. Rick got up from the sofa and shook Bryan’s hand. He had bushy black hair and glasses, which gave him more of a distinguished look than a geeky one. He gave Jess a peck on the cheek. The kids came running from the back of the house, shouting, “Aunt Jess!”
Jess swept them both into a single hug. “Look who else is here,” she said with a wry grin.
“Uncle Bryan!” Charlie jumped up and down with his exclamation.
“Hey, kiddo. What have you been up to?”
“Dad put glow stars up in my room. Come see!” The kid pulled at Bryan’s arm.
“Charlie,” Kathy said in a gentle, but parental tone. “Ask Uncle Bryan if he would like to see your stars.”
Charlie rephrased his request and Bryan let the imp drag him to the back bedroom. Charlie showed him the glow-in-the-dark stars stuck on his ceiling, and then Melissa wanted to show him her Playmobile town. Jess came back after a bit to call them to the dining room.
The food tasted amazing. Bryan was grateful he had decided to come and eat a real Thanksgiving meal rather than a frozen microwaveable dish at home. He found relaxing in the presence of good company easier than he expected, as though the memories of his life years ago were reawakening, stretching their unused muscles.
Kathy and Rick asked the kids to help them clear the table when the meal was over. Bryan leaned back in his chair and patted his stomach, satisfyingly full. Jess swirled the little bit of wine left in her glass and grinned at him.
“What?”
“I’m proud of you.”
“You don’t need to sound so surprised,” he huffed. “I have done stuff like this before.”
She tried to cover her smirk, but he noticed. “You could have all this for yourself someday.”
“What, the nice family and the white picket fence?” he said sardonically.
“I know you and the job too well for that. I mean nieces and nephews of your own to dote upon. Believe me, it’s a blast.”
Bryan furrowed his brow. “You mean Trent.”
“You don’t like the idea?”
He hesitated. “I guess I hadn’t really thought about it.”
“Do you like Aidan? She obviously cares about Trent, and vice versa.”
Bryan thought about it. He hadn’t spent much time with her. Again, that was his fault. He understood what had probably attracted his brother to her. Trent had gotten swept up in her life, which involved sitting with her while she waited for a friend to come out of surgery. Trent was a gentleman to begin with, but that implied a serious investment he was willing to make.
“Yeah,” he finally said. “I think I do.”
Jess smiled just as Kathy brought in plates of pumpkin pie. Bryan complimented her after the first bite exploded with warm spices in his mouth. He would like to have what Jess had: a loving family he could be a part of, but not one fully dependent on him that would fall apart because of the demands of his work. He smiled as they ate their pie and talked, and only later in the afternoon did he realize that at some point he had stopped needing to force it.
 
***
 
The sky drizzled. Aidan, Phoebe, and Chris had just finished their fifth mini meal, and Chris wanted some fresh air out on the nursing home’s porch. He sat in a wicker chair, bundled in a heavy coat, while the girls sat on a swinging bench, wrapped in a thick wool blanket together. They watched the rain dribble off the gutters and spot the ground. Chris had informed them that he would be coming home on the first of December. His recovery was going well, and he’d be able to keep up his physical therapy routine and prepare food without needing to burden Phoebe. Finals were coming up also, but they didn’t seem so important anymore. Aidan could afford to study less and get by on her own knowledge, even if it meant a slightly lower grade. But she figured she would need to help Phoebe study, because now that Christmas loomed in the near future, so did the remainder of the doctor’s prognosis for Chris. The holiday would be filled with joy and a dark foreboding.
“How about dancing next Thursday?” Chris said.
“That’s not too soon?” Phoebe asked.
He shook his head. “I’m feeling good. I probably won’t dance the night away, but I’d still like to go.”
“I’ll let Trent know,” Aidan said. “See if he has that day off. He’ll invite his brother too.”
“Is his brother as good a guy as he is?” Chris asked.
Aidan pursed her lips thoughtfully. “He’s hard to get to know, but seems solid.”
Chris looked at Phoebe as a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.
“Ugh!” she exclaimed. “Don’t fix me up on a blind date.”
Aidan laughed. Her breath floated out in swirls of mist, like gray fire floating in the air.
“Aidan, no,” Phoebe said.
She raised her hands in surrender briefly before plunging them back into the warmth of the blanket. “I would never,” she promised.
“I’m not talking about a date,” Chris continued. “Just a replacement dance partner when I sit one out.”
Phoebe glowered at him. “There are no partners in line dancing.”
Chris shrugged and flashed a guilty smile. “Oops.”
Phoebe lowered her voice. “You don’t think it’d be weird meeting him?”
Aidan frowned until she realized Phoebe’s meaning. “It wasn’t for me. Aside from the terribly embarrassing moment of introduction.” She gave a lopsided grin. “If you look past the intimidating Detective’s shield, he’s still just a regular guy.”
“Okay,” Phoebe said. “But I’m serious, no matchmaker stuff.” She waved a finger at both of them. “Not at all.” She shivered. “Can we go back inside yet?”
Chris rolled his neck. “Yeah. Give me a few more minutes.”
Phoebe jumped up and rubbed her arms, now unprotected by the blanket. “I’ll make some hot chocolate,” she said, and dashed inside.
Aidan grabbed the slack and tucked it tighter around her shoulders. “You okay?”
“I miss school,” he replied. “Even though it was hard and exhausting sometimes, I still enjoyed it.”
“Leaves you with a lot of free time without it.”
Chris nodded. “This place has some books, so I’ve been reading.” He laughed under his breath. “I think I even miss writing papers. Am I losing my mind or what?”
Aidan smiled sadly. “No.” She should get him books for Christmas. She had thought about the upcoming holiday, always fighting it though, because all she could wonder was what do you get a dying man? He wouldn’t be taking it with him, and what could he enjoy the most in the small amount of time he had left? Books seemed like a good idea. Maybe she could even contact his old professors and ask for recommendations.
“I’m sorry, Aidan,” Chris said. “I promised myself I wouldn’t let you or Phoebe see such thoughts.”
“Well, you have every right. I admire your convictions about how you want to spend this time, and the way you stay positive and refuse to let despair get to you.” She took a deep breath. “It’s only natural you’d also feel grief, and it’s important to trust someone with that so they can help you through it.” She should have broached this issue with him sooner, but it had been too easy to put it off with the excuse that it would have been too much while he was recovering. It had been selfish of her.
Chris smiled and nodded. “I have.”
Aidan frowned.
“Don’t be mad,” he said. “I wanted to protect you. Aidan, Trent is a great guy. He’s been here for me in the way you mean, and I am extremely grateful to him. You definitely deserve a guy like that.”
She felt a wave of uncertainty, then relief, and finally a tender endearment. Trent had done so much for her, and had gone way beyond by doing so much for her friends. “He is wonderful,” she said with a contented sigh.
Chris stretched. “Well, we’d probably get inside for some hot chocolate before Phoebe comes out and pours it on top of us.”
Aidan chuckled and agreed. Chris walked ahead of her, and as she passed the threshold from cold and sharp to warm and inviting, she was hit with an incredible sadness—what was she going to do without him?



 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
 
 
Trent fought impatience as he waited for his brother to arrive. Bryan had said yes to coming dancing with the group, and was supposed to be on his way over so they could drive together. Trent did not want to be late. As it was, he had already told Bryan to be there fifteen minutes earlier than he needed to be; Bryan was very susceptible to distractions of the work kind. Trent tapped his fingers against the side of his car until he saw Bryan pull around the corner and park across the street.
Bryan got out and raised his hands apologetically. “I’m not late. Not that late.”
Trent grinned and opened his car door. “Not late at all. In fact, you’re right on time. I lied.”
Bryan stopped and put his arms down with a sigh. “Will I ever get out of the doghouse?” He got in the passenger side.
Trent started the engine. “Eventually.”
“I told Jess the same time you told me, so it’s your fault if she’s kept waiting.”
Trent smirked. “In that, you two are alike. She’ll probably be on time too.”
They drove the thirty-five minutes to the outlets and the Western Attire store.
“You couldn’t pick a club closer to home?” Bryan muttered.
“It’s worth it,” he replied. “Who knows, maybe next time you’ll be the one inviting me.”
“Hah.”
They did arrive before Jess, but Aidan, Phoebe, and Chris were already there. Trent took in Aidan’s lovely features first. She was dressed up for tonight in black pants and a silk paisley blouse with billowy sleeves at the elbows. It reminded him of their first date here. Then he looked at Chris, searching his face and posture for signs of his health. It was good to see him out and on his feet. The past few weeks had been a thorny reminder that everything was not okay. Tonight though, tonight was going to be fun, and they were going to act as though it was just another get-together.
Trent introduced Bryan to Phoebe and Chris and informed them that they were waiting for one more person. Trent was proud of Bryan for taking the initiative to invite Jess to go dancing. He guessed she said yes because she didn’t believe Bryan would dance and wanted to see it happen.
“How long is the lesson?” Phoebe asked.
“An hour,” Trent replied.
She eyed the inside of the store anxiously.
“It’s very easy to learn,” he assured her.
Chris chuckled. “She’s thinking about the merchandise.”
“Phoebe.” Aidan lifted her hands to imitate a scale. “Shopping or dancing?”
Trent and Chris shared a grin as the two girls debated the pros and cons of each option. Trent was glad Jess was coming; it would even out the table, and hopefully help Bryan feel a little more comfortable, instead of like the outsider. Jess had an easier time integrating with people, and she could drag him along rather than him trying to swim on his own. Trent caught sight of Jess then, jogging to meet them.
“Sorry, parking.” She nodded to Bryan and smiled at the others as Trent introduced them. He noted the particularly pleased smile she had when he introduced Aidan.
“It’s nice to finally meet you,” Jess said.
“You too,” Aidan replied.
Trent clapped his hands together once. “Okay, shall we?”
They went inside and gathered at the dance floor. Aidan came to stand next to him and slipped her hand into his until the music and the dancing started. Everyone laughed and grinned, even Bryan, which gave Trent the most joy that evening. Maybe he would get his brother back.
Chris danced one series and then stepped out for a rest. He still looked as though he enjoyed watching though. The event always drew onlookers, both inside and outside the store. Spectators on the edge of the dance floor clapped along to the music, while others in the back and peering through the store’s windows craned their necks in curiosity to see around obstacles. Chris came back in at the end for the last run-through and ended on an exhilarated note. Since the store had to go back to normal, they all went outside for some fresh air, warm and flushed as they were.
Jess laughed. “Wait till I tell Kathy how good a line dancer you are.”
Bryan rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “She won’t believe you.”
“I have some pictures.” Chris pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll text them to you.”
“Oh, perfect.” Jess pulled out her phone to see what they looked like.
Aidan came and stood next to Trent. He slipped his arm around her waist, and she leaned into him.
“Thank you,” she said softly. “This is wonderful.”
Trent smiled to himself and tilted his head toward her ear. “Thank you.”
“I’m hungry,” Phoebe said, and surveyed the outlets for a place to eat.
“Pizza place down this way.” Aidan cocked her head in the restaurant’s direction.
Phoebe frowned and glanced at Chris.
“They probably have salads.” He looked to Trent and Aidan for confirmation. They nodded. “Maybe I’ll just pick the cheese off your slice.”
“Isn’t it Aidan’s turn for you to pick on?” Phoebe asked in feigned exasperation.
“Aidan’s pizza is now off-limits,” he said dramatically. “I don’t intend to start a skirmish.”
“Only a skirmish?” Aidan pouted. “I thought I’d be worth at least a major battle.”
“Of epic proportions,” Trent agreed with a grin.
“I’d prefer tangible food if you’re going to fight over it,” Bryan interjected. “Talk over imaginary pizza is futile.”
“Yes,” Phoebe agreed.
“Oh, hang on,” Jess spoke up. “Got a call.”
Trent turned his attention to Aidan. “So, last time was the Maui Zaui: eccentric. But I don’t know yet if you’re a creature of habit.”
“Hmm,” she mused. “Depends on whether I feel like I’m living in chaos or consistency.”
Trent contemplated that for a moment. “If life is one, you’ll eat the other?”
Aidan smiled, but Trent grew thoughtful again.
“You’ve kind of got both going on right now,” he said in a lower voice.
She looked up with her dazzling amber eyes. “You’re right. So, if my eating habits are to model my current life situation, then I defer.” She burst into a grin. “I’ll just have whatever you get.”
Trent laughed.
“Hey,” Jess said, after she had gotten off the phone. She looked serious, determined—she had put on her cop face. She put her arm on Bryan’s. “We’ve got a lead,” she said in disbelief, but with an edge of excitement.
“What?” Bryan asked. The same intensity immediately overtook him as well.
Jess looked at Trent apologetically. “I’m sorry, we need to get back to the station.”
“Yeah, sure.” He knew from past experience the work schedule of a detective, and that the serial killer case was cold. To have a lead now after so much…Trent knew its importance, not just for the city, but for Bryan and Jess who had labored so hard in vain up until now. He watched them walk hurriedly to Jess’s car and pull out as quickly as they could without causing an accident.
“I hope it’s good,” Aidan said at his side.
He hugged her closer. “Me too.”
“He came.”
Trent had to smile. “Yes, he did.” He swung her around to face Phoebe and Chris. “Still hungry?” The abrupt departure—and possibly the abrupt transformation they had just witnessed—seemed to have surprised them a little, but they recovered and the evening had not been ruined. If anything, Trent knew they had to do it again soon.
 
***
 
Bryan and Jess made it back to the station in good time, largely due to Jess’s aggressive driving. Another detective met them when they entered the squad room.
“McCain, Harris.” He nodded to them.
“Thompson,” Bryan acknowledged. “What do you have?”
The somewhat burly man with graying hair led them back to the interview rooms. “Last week a team discovered and took down a chop shop over in Lynnwood. There was a lot of stuff there, so it took a while to catalog. Anyway, our boys found parts belonging to your four victims’ cars.” 
“Chop shop,” Jess muttered. “No wonder we never found the cars.”
“It’s not like there aren’t chop shops to choose from in the city,” Thompson added. “He took them all the way out to Lynnwood.”
Bryan made a thoughtful noise. “Sounds like him, trying to dissociate from his crimes through distance.”
“Unless,” Jess mused, “he kills away from home but destroys the cars near it.” They stopped in front of the two-way mirror outside the interrogation room. The guy sitting inside was of average size, short-cropped black hair, with large tattoos down both his arms. He looked mildly annoyed and on edge.
“Shop owner,” Thompson continued. “Francis ‘Franky’ Syler.”
“You think he’s our guy?” Bryan asked.
Thompson shook his head. “No. This guy’s purely into the mechanics of thieve ‘em and strip ‘em. He doesn’t have any of those patterns of behavior the F.B.I. teach about in his rap sheet. But, I bet he can tell you who is.” Thompson handed Bryan the file.
He and Jess entered the interview room. Bryan took the seat across from Syler while Jess stalked around behind him. The guy edged closer to the table, unsettled by her stance.
If only criminals could imagine detectives going home after work and rolling around on the floor with nieces and nephews, we’d lose all power in an interrogation. Bryan had to hide his amusement. Jess was good with the predator routine, like a lioness eyeing her prey, but only willing to toy with it and never go in for the kill. Bryan played it more like a rabid dog, barking and snapping, until the suspect was afraid he might get rabies.
“Franky, you’re a busy little business man,” Bryan said nonchalantly, and flipped through the pages of the file.
Franky let out a stuttering chuckle, and then turned his face to stone. “I want a lawyer.”
Bryan flipped the folder closed with extra force. “No problem. Tell him we’re adding four counts of murder to the charge.” He and Jess headed for the door.
“Murder?” Franky exclaimed. “Whoa, I’ve got nothing to do with that.”
“Hey,” Jess snapped. “Shut up. We can’t talk to you without your lawyer now.”
“No, no wait!” Franky’s voice hit the right pitch for them to know he was serious. They turned around casually to face him.
“Are you taking it back?” Bryan asked, feigning confusion. “You don’t want a lawyer anymore?”
“No! No lawyer. I didn’t commit any murders.”
Bryan sat down again and Jess leaned against the side of the mirror, boring her eyes into Franky. “Well, there is a problem with that, Franky,” Bryan said. “You see, we found car parts in your shop that belong to these four cars.” He pulled out photos of the victims’ vehicles and laid them on the table. “And these four cars belong to these four women.” He pulled out the headshots taken on the autopsy table. Bryan shrugged. “You have to admit, this does not look good for you.”
“So let me ask you, Franky,” Jess said. “Did you kill them for their cars, or have you found a new hobby?”
“I didn’t know about this.” He shoved the pictures away. “I just strip the cars.”
“I believe you,” Bryan said, sounding sympathetic. “So who brought you the cars?”
Franky ran his hands over his head. “A guy. He likes to be called Skid, but I think his real name is Scott. I don’t know his last name, I swear!”
“Does he work for you?” Jess asked.
“No.” Franky scrunched his nose in distaste. “He’s a wannabe, plays around on the drug scene. A couple months ago he comes in and says he has a car he wants to unload and wants to know how much I’ll pay for it. I check out the car, pay him some cash, and that’s it. Then he comes by again, three times. I didn’t know where the rides came from.”
“What’s his last name?” Bryan asked.
“I don’t know! Come on, man, you know in my world we don’t go for those kinds of details.”
“What does he look like?”
Franky leaned back. Sweat had started breaking out along his forehead. “Uh, tall, blond, muscular, like a Scandinavian soccer player.”
“Can you describe him to a sketch artist?”
Franky jiggled his leg under the table. “What do I get?”
Jess kicked the side of the table. “You get to not be charged as an accomplice.”
Bryan tapped the edge of one of the autopsy photos on the table.
Franky looked at it and cringed. “Okay, okay.”
Bryan gathered the pictures up and put them back in the folder. Thompson waited outside. “Thanks, man,” Bryan said.
Thompson nodded. “I’ll have my guys interrogate the others we arrested, see if any of them can give additional information on this Skid.”
“I’ll contact Narcotics, see if they’ve heard the street name before,” Jess said.
Bryan beat the folder in his hand rhythmically. “With our guy’s favorite disposal site gone, he’ll need another. I’ll put out some calls to other departments, see what they can find on other chop shops between here and Lynnwood.”
The three of them went to work with a renewed energy. They finally had a name. A first name only at this point, which would make him harder to find, but a name nonetheless.



 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
 
 
Trent climbed into the engine cab and got on the radio with Frank, who was back at the station.
“ES 17 passed inspection,” he said. It was one of the better elementary schools in the area. The more money they had, the more care they took with their students and property.
“High school next?” Frank asked.
“Yeah.” Trent marked off notes on the paperwork as Sam climbed into the driver’s seat and Keith into the back.
“Finally,” Sam sighed. “Why do these kids always have to come up and ask what we’re doing? I like the high school better; they all mind their own business.”
Trent shook his head. Sam always complained about kids, but he never acted rude to them, so Trent thought there had to be some compassion in there somewhere.
“Tell Sam he can do firehouse tours for the next six months until he likes the children,” Frank said over the radio.
Sam scowled.
“You know the feelings between him and the kids are mutual?” Trent suggested.
“Got a call,” Frank interrupted. “Emergency Medical Response: reported difficulty breathing.” Frank relayed the address. They were close, and would probably arrive first.
Sam started the engine and put on the sirens while Trent and Keith grabbed the gloves and masks they’d need to assess the patient. They were on scene in three minutes, outside a small coffee shop where someone was sitting on the ground surrounded by three concerned bystanders.
“Step back, please,” Keith said, and tried to nudge them out of the way.
Trent wedged himself past the onlookers and froze for a split second. Chris sat on the concrete sidewalk, face pale, his breathing shallow. It hadn’t even clicked in his mind that the address was only a few blocks from Chris and Phoebe’s apartment. Where were the girls? Trent knelt beside Chris and began checking for injuries.
Keith pulled out a clipboard to write down information. “What’s your name?”
“Chris…Anders,” he rasped.
“I know him,” Trent said. “Chris, can you tell us what happened?”
“I was on my walk. I got dizzy very fast, and the next…thing I knew…I was on the sidewalk.”
Trent checked his pulse; it pounded faster than normal. He checked Chris’s airway. It was clear, but his breathing came in labored gasps.
“Do you have any medical conditions?” Keith asked.
Trent stopped and exchanged a look with Chris.
“I’m dying of cancer.” He tried to smile as if it were a joke.
“Ambulance is a minute out,” Sam relayed.
“Trent.” Chris reached up and grabbed his elbow. “I didn’t expect it to be so soon…” Fear glimmered in his eyes now, and it threatened to be contagious.
“Hold that thought,” Trent said firmly. “I’m not a doctor. Where are Phoebe and Aidan?”
“Campus. Aidan’s…class, and Phoebe’s meeting with her thesis…advisor.”
“I’ll call them.” Trent looked up; the ambulance had arrived. The EMTs went to work putting in an IV line while Keith filled them in on the information he and Trent had already recorded. Trent had to step back, not because he wanted to—he would have stayed by Chris’s side—but the paramedics needed room to work. It couldn’t be this soon, he thought. Not before Christmas. He didn’t want to panic. His job relied on him maintaining a clear head in all types of crises. But that was his friend being placed on a stretcher, and it was very hard to keep his mind away from the nightmarish possibilities that were trying to break in and drown him.
“Trent,” Sam said. “Frank said go ahead and ride with the medics. We’ll clean up here and pick you up at the hospital.”
Trent could only manage to nod and squeeze Sam’s shoulder to convey his gratitude. He climbed into the back of the ambulance and assisted the paramedic with hanging the fluid bag and putting an oxygen mask on Chris. He still looked pale. He had a fever, which could have several meanings, and Trent was trying not to speculate. He got out his cell phone to call Aidan. Phoebe might have been the more appropriate choice, but Trent worried about her reaction and wanted Aidan there with her.
Chris pulled the mask off. “I don’t want to scare them. Lie. Tell them I slipped.”
Trent put the mask back on and gave Chris a stern look. “I don’t need that kind of ire.”
“You’d survive,” Chris said wryly.
“You’d get more pity.”
Chris moaned and tugged at the mask again.
Trent fixed his hand over Chris’s. “Keep it on.” With his other hand he dialed Aidan.
 
***
 
Her phone vibrated again. Aidan grimaced, and tried to covertly get it out of her bag. Even off to the side at the assistant’s desk, her movements were conspicuous. She frowned. Three missed calls from Trent. He knew she was in class…her heart rate quickened and she ducked out the side door, punching the redial as she went.
“Aidan?” He sounded serious—too serious.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“You need to get Phoebe and come to Northwest Hospital’s emergency room. I don’t want you to panic, but Chris is on his way there now.”
It felt as though Aidan’s heart stopped beating.
“He passed out on his walk,” Trent continued. “He’s conscious and he’s not hurt, so we’ll just see what the doctors say.”
Aidan couldn’t speak. The floor dropped out from under her, her knees wobbled, and her lungs constricted without enough oxygen.
“I’ll be there,” Trent said.
He waited for her to be the one to hang up, which she finally did. She snuck back into class, grabbed her bag, and left; she’d explain to the professor later. She dialed Phoebe as she hurried across campus to the Psychology department. Phoebe would probably ignore her phone as well, in which case Aidan would just barge through the door to get her attention.
What was happening? She hadn’t thought to ask Trent. She supposed he wasn’t able to tell her much or he would have already, even though she had been practically comatose for the last part of the phone call. It hadn’t even been two months yet! What else could be cause for someone to go to the hospital? Aidan mentally kicked herself. Today her so-called superior mind failed to come up with an answer.
She found the hallway of offices and scanned the name plaques on the door. Again, her brain was fuzzy on remembering Phoebe’s professor. She spotted another student making their way down the hall and stopped them.
“I’m looking for Phoebe. Which office is she in?” At the grad level, all the students in the same department knew each other. The girl pointed to the one at the end of the hall. Aidan spurred forward and cracked the door. Despite the urgency, she did not want to make a scene. She caught confused looks as Phoebe and her professor looked up in surprise.
“I’m sorry. Phoebe, it’s important.” 
Phoebe, who was much more prone to worrying, jumped up, her eyes betraying what she already thought might be the problem. She gave a hasty goodbye to her advisor and slipped out into the hall with Aidan.
“What’s happened?” she hissed, barely keeping her voice low enough to not raise alarm behind her.
Aidan’s level-headedness came swimming back to her now that it had to for someone else. She put her hands up in a gesture to calm Phoebe. “He’s on his way to the hospital.” Aidan’s voice came out much steadier than the thoughts in her head. “Trent’s there, and he doesn’t know what’s wrong yet.”
Phoebe’s bag started to slip from her shoulder. Aidan grabbed the bottom to hold it up until Phoebe readjusted the strap. “Is it bad?”
“He passed out. Trent didn’t sound upset. He just wanted to let us know to come down.” Aidan took Phoebe’s elbow. “I’ll drive.”
They hurried across campus to the lot Aidan had parked in that morning. She tossed her book bag into the backseat and started the engine before she’d gotten her seatbelt latched. They both remained quiet as Aidan pushed yellow lights and took tight turns around corners. Neither wanted to give voice to the horrors racing through their minds.
They arrived at the hospital and drove around the parking lot for ten minutes looking for a free space. Those precious minutes, trivial in any other circumstance, were now agonizing. Aidan could see Phoebe’s fingers growing whiter as they clutched her bag.
Please, just one space.
They finally found one. They half-ran across the lane to the emergency room entrance. Trent stood in front of the Restricted Access doors, waiting for them.
“Is he okay? What’s happening?” Phoebe blurted out.
Trent took her by the arms to steady her shaking. “He’s fine. It’s the flu.”
Aidan felt relief wash over her. The flu. That didn’t sound anything like her horrific explanations.
“He’s got a fever and he’s dehydrated,” he continued. “They’ve got him on an IV and some medicine. They’ve run some tests to check on everything else, but the doctor thinks he just got rundown really fast and bed rest will fix it.” He waited for that to sink in and for Phoebe to calm down before he let her go. “He’s in Curtain Two.”
Phoebe took a deep, shuddering breath and nodded, though she still appeared to be in shock. She pushed open the doors and went back to find Chris.
Aidan’s shoulders sagged as soon as she was gone. “Thank you.”
Trent moved forward and wrapped her in a hug. “I was worried too.”
She gave a hoarse laugh. “Who knew the flu could be so scary.”
He rubbed her back and sighed. “I have to get back to work.”
She pulled back. “I know.” She wanted him to stay, wanted to ask him to stay, but didn’t want to make it harder for him.
“Uh, the doctor mentioned admitting him overnight, just for observation,” Trent said. “Chris was against it.” He furrowed his brow. “I don’t know whether to respect his wishes or hit him over the head.”
Aidan understood. “I’ll talk to the doctor.”
“I wish I didn’t have to leave you alone to referee.”
She sighed at the prospect. Chris wanted to go home. Phoebe wouldn’t want him taking any chances. “I’ll manage.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the fire engine pull into view. She nodded in their direction.
Trent turned around and acknowledged them with a wave. He gave her one more hug before letting go. “Let me know what happens. I’ll come by wherever he ends up staying.”
“Okay.” Aidan watched him leave, her heart aching from the space his absence left, especially when she needed him there, to hug, to hold her up. She could afford little lapses in being the strong one when he was around. It was odd—she had never considered herself the type to need such breaks from that role, in fact she had always been strong naturally, self-reliant and independent. How different this life was for her. Was humanity changing her? Or were there still things about herself after all this time that she had left to discover? She’d have to mull it over later. Right now, she had to resume the strong and supportive role, and go check on Chris and Phoebe.
She passed through the mechanical doors and looked for the number two above the curtained rooms. The ceiling curtain hung open, bunched to one side; Chris lay propped up in a bed with Phoebe standing next to him and holding his hand. He looked pale and tired, but Trent was right, it looked like the flu. It still would have felt less distressful if he were at home in his own bed.
“Hey,” Aidan said.
Chris smiled at her. “Hey.” His voice sounded tired, but not as bad as when he had come out of surgery.
“I heard you caught a bug.”
He sighed dramatically. “I guess I just needed more attention. Where’s Trent?”
“He had to go back to work. He’ll come see you tomorrow.”
Chris nodded. “He’s a good fireman. Did you know they respond to people who pass out on the street?” He said it almost humorously. “I always thought they just fought fires all day.”
Aidan grinned. “Yeah, he does more than that.” She sat down at the foot of his bed.
“Will they keep you overnight?” Phoebe asked.
Aidan caught the slight flash in Chris’s eyes, even though he calmly replied that they wouldn’t need to. Maybe she could find a way to talk to the doctor alone first…
Chris shifted under the sheet. “Could you find a nurse? I’m really thirsty.”
Aidan jumped up. “No problem.” She walked to the counter in the middle of the ER. “Can he have some water?” she asked a nurse. The guy looked toward Curtain Two and said he’d have to check with the doctor first.
Aidan waited, glancing around at the other patients who occupied beds. A mother rocked a young child in her lap while he breathed vapor through a long tube. Another man lay flat on his back, hooked up to one IV. He hadn’t been changed into a hospital gown and his clothes looked ragged and filthy. Aidan could smell a faint whiff of alcohol in that direction. She hadn’t been in a hospital since the early 1900s, and only then as a visitor. She’d never had need of a doctor for being sick or hurt. The phoenix had incredible regenerating powers, so injuries never remained for long. Accidents had sometimes caused tension when people noticed, and she had to hide the fact that she had healed much more quickly than any mortal would have. Most of the time though, she had the senses to ward off harm.
The nurse returned with the message that Chris could have ice chips only, and he directed Aidan to the machine where she could get some. The doctor would come by in a bit to talk to them. Aidan got a plastic cup, filled it with ice chips, and grabbed a plastic spoon from a group in a paper cup on top of the machine. She returned to Chris and handed Phoebe the cup so she could spoon-feed him.
“Are you feeling better?” Aidan asked.
Chris lifted the hand with the IV line. “This stuff is very nice.”
Phoebe laughed. “It’s not even something strong like morphine and he likes it.”
Aidan waited for the doctor to arrive. Then the refereeing would begin. She didn’t have to wait in anticipation long; he arrived only a few minutes later, clipboard in hand.
“Hello Mr. Anders. I’m Dr. Lee. Your test results look good. I’ve spoken to your oncologist and he agrees that there’s no sign of anything to be concerned about in relation to the cancer. But we think you should stay overnight, keep the fluids going, just to make sure we get this taken care of right away.”
“No,” Chris said forcefully. “I’d rather go home.”
“The doctor says you need to stay,” Phoebe argued.
“Is there a problem if he goes home?” Aidan asked.
Dr. Lee furrowed his brow. “No, he is fit to go home if he wants. He needs to get lots of fluids down though. That’s very important if we don’t want to see him back here in two days.”
“I can do that,” Chris promised.
“What else if he goes home?” Aidan asked.
“Why are you being so stubborn?” Phoebe asked Chris, and shot Aidan an irritated glare.
“Because I’m not dying and I want to be in my own bed,” he said, and threw Aidan an appreciative look.
She sighed, knowing the thin line she walked, and how she couldn’t get away without upsetting one of them. “We promise to make sure he does what he needs to,” she told Dr. Lee.
He nodded reluctantly. “Okay. We’ll keep him the full six hours he’s allowed to be in the ER, push as many fluids as we can, and then discharge him.”
“Thank you.”
Phoebe pouted and began to pace. As soon as her back turned, Chris mouthed a “thank you” to Aidan.
“I’ll go call Trent,” she said. “Try to rest.” Phoebe would forgive them both. Chris, as much as she, needed a sense of control, and he wouldn’t find it in a hospital. Aidan understood that. She also understood Phoebe’s belief that if Chris stayed in the hospital, it meant doctors were in control, and therefore the disease was in control. But control was an illusion. In any case, Aidan hoped she had made the right call.
She stepped outside and left Trent a voice mail. The pre-winter air felt good in her nose and throat—sharp and poignant. Her stomach rumbled and Aidan realized she had missed lunch. A Carl’s Jr. stood across the street from the hospital, so Aidan went back in and offered Phoebe the chance to get food first while Aidan stayed with Chris, but Phoebe insisted that Aidan go.
It was a short walk, but it had started to rain, and by the time she got inside it was pouring. Aidan didn’t have an umbrella, so it either needed to let up by the time she finished eating, or she’d have to dash back and get soaked. She ordered a burger combo and took a seat in the corner next to a window where she could gaze at the hospital. The lights from its paneled windows shimmered on the slick asphalt as if it were polished glass.
Now that she was alone, Aidan suddenly felt like crying. The tension and adrenaline were wearing off, leaving her feeling desolate and betrayed, like Fate had played a mean trick on them today, daring to pluck Chris out of the world, and then giving him back with a “fooled you!” She was glad it was just the flu, but it felt cruel nonetheless.
People moved around her slowly, as though they were wading through knee-deep water, like the rain pouring down the drains lapped against them, trying to pull them down. Ugh. Aidan was disgusted with herself. Never had she felt so melancholic and depressed. So what if people died? They had been dying since the beginning. No one lives forever. She tried to rile herself up with callous thoughts, but it didn’t work. Discouraged, she dumped the rest of her fries in the garbage and headed for the door. It was still pouring. She moved like everyone else seemed to—slow and drugged. Someone held the door open for her, and she vaguely remembered murmuring a thank you. It was as though she was walking in a dream world, everything gray and reflecting, quiet yet rhythmic with the steady patter of raindrops. She needed to get out of it. She managed to spur herself into a run back to the hospital and inside the ER where the clamor of televisions and people and the bustling about of nurses snapped Aidan back to reality. She took a deep breath and went back to Chris and Phoebe.
Phoebe sat in a chair against the wall. Chris appeared to be asleep. “Aidan!” she gasped quietly. “You’re soaked.”
She shrugged. “It’s raining. Is he sleeping?”
“Yes. I’ll ask the nurse for a towel or something.” Phoebe hurried away, leaving Aidan feeling touched. Even with Chris being the one in bed, Phoebe never forgot to take care of Aidan as well. That was how it worked between them. Yes, this was the environment she needed to keep herself in. No more going off alone to wallow, she decided. Maybe she should invest in an iPod for those times she couldn’t avoid being alone, such as on her way to class or work, or right before she went to sleep.
But she was alone, a small, dark whisper stirred deep inside her. When seventy years had passed and everyone she loved was gone, she’d die and come back, never to see them again.
Aidan sank into the chair and dropped her head in her hands. She decided right then and there that she hated hospitals with a passion. She looked at Chris’s sleeping form and knew today probably wouldn’t be her last visit. She sighed and smiled sweetly at him. That was okay though. She’d follow her friends through hell if that were what they had to go through.



 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
 
 
“That smells great, Trent.” Phoebe craned her neck over the back of the sofa to peer into the kitchen.
Aidan looked up from her books and focused on distinguishing the smells of Trent’s cooking. Chris was home from the ER and resting as he was supposed to, wrapped in blankets and sprawled on the couch. Aidan and Phoebe sat on the loveseat, surrounded by textbooks. Finals were next week, and in an attempt to help them out, Trent had volunteered to come over and fix them all dinner. Aidan could smell shrimp—Trent seemed to be a seafood lover—garlic, and bell peppers.
Chris snapped his fingers and pointed back to Phoebe’s textbook. “You’re supposed to be studying.”
“Fine.” She thrust the book at him. “Quiz me.”
Aidan set her own books aside and went into the kitchen. “Can I help?”
The counters were covered with vegetables, plates, and measuring utensils. Trent was mixing cornstarch with soy sauce in a bowl.
“You can mince the ginger,” he said. “How’s the studying going?”
“I’m not worried.” Aidan shared a secretive smile with him. In fact, at this point she was just keeping up an act for Chris to assure him that she wasn’t shirking her studies out of concern for him.
“How long is the Winter Break?”
“Six wonderfully long weeks,” she replied, but inside she suspected they wouldn’t seem so long. “Do you have plans for Christmas?”
Trent smiled as though he had been waiting for that topic. “I have the week off.”
Aidan finished mincing the ginger and put it in the pan at Trent’s direction. “You and Bryan aren’t going back to Texas?”
“I prefer to stay here this year.”
Aidan scooted next to him and leaned in. He smelled faintly of smoke, a scent she had grown to like. “I think I’d like to have a taste of a Christmas dinner made by you.”
Trent turned his head and leaned it against hers. “I wouldn’t mind having another fancy dessert made by you.”
“Hmm,” Aidan mused. “Tiramisu sounds adventurous.”
“You know,” he said. “Christmas dinner has a number of entrees. I think you’re getting off easy with just one.”
Aidan grinned and broke away. She grabbed the asparagus and began chopping. “I’ll contract Phoebe out, how about that?”
Trent pretended to consider it for a moment. “Sounds fair,” he said nonchalantly, but grinned in return.
Aidan looked around at the ingredients. “So what is this?”
Trent leaned around her to grab a spoon. “Stir-fry.”
“I’ve seen your kitchen,” she continued. “It’s well-equipped, but is there a cooking utensil you have yet to acquire?” She chanced a look at him, hoping to see interest in his answer while disguising her own.
He stopped stirring for a moment and looked at the ceiling. “No, that’s not what I want for Christmas.”
Aidan scowled. “What do you want?”
“Let’s see. Your company. A delicious home-baked dessert. Mistletoe.” He waggled his eyebrows.
Aidan put her hands on her hips. “That’s not what I was looking for.”
Trent cast her a smug grin. “It’s what I’m looking for.”
She sighed in exasperation. “I will not be deterred.” She paused and eyed him. “You’re not going to ask?”
“Oh, I already have your present picked out.”
Aidan narrowed her eyes at him. She still had two weeks before Christmas to come up with something—if she could. Why was it always hard to shop for men? Would Bryan be able to assist her? She chewed the inside of her mouth. Maybe not. Or, maybe Jess was the better source.
Drat. She’d forgotten about her scheme on what to get Chris for Christmas. She’d email one of his old professors tonight and try to do some shopping between finals when Phoebe would be preoccupied. Phoebe was easy to shop for. Aidan had spied a leather jacket with brass buttons and mini, unobtrusive tassels at the Western Attire store. She had already cleared it with Chris and Trent, so there was no chance of Phoebe getting two. That gave Aidan a thought: maybe Trent had also run his present by Phoebe and Chris. Not that they’d clue her in on what it was. And, she decided after a moment, she wanted to be surprised. She just wished she could say the same about giving Trent his gift. Oh.
“Trent, what would be a good gift for Bryan?” He hadn’t even been on her radar, she realized with a bit of shame. Even though she had gotten to spend some time with him recently, she still didn’t know him very well.
Trent looked just as perplexed as she felt. “Yeah, he’s a tough one. He used to be into outdoor stuff, like cycling and rock climbing, but he hasn’t done any of that in a while.”
“What’d you get him last year?”
“A CD.”
Chris shuffled in and took a seat at the kitchen table. “I heard something about rock climbing. Is that our next activity?”
“The last activity knocked you out, and you want another one so soon?” Phoebe said, right behind him.
“We were talking gift ideas,” Aidan said.
Chris grinned. “Who’s the lucky one going rock climbing?”
“Not you,” Phoebe said firmly.
Aidan grabbed glasses from the cupboard and filled them with water from the tap. Trent finished cooking the stir-fry and served it into bowls.
“Ooh, yummy,” Phoebe said upon first look. “The perfect intermission from studying.”
“Are you stressing out?” Trent asked.
Phoebe shrugged. “Yes and no. I always do well on my exams, and I always study hard, but I think I have this psychological handicap in which I must stress out. It’s part of the act of passing.”
“She’s mental,” Chris whispered none too quietly.
“Oh you’re exactly the same when it comes to your own tests,” she retorted.
Chris grinned but did not concede the point. “Oh, there’s a great rock climbing store downtown. They’ve even got an indoor wall and gym.”
Phoebe groaned. “Can we at least wait until after Christmas? I’d hate for you to be stuck in bed for that.”
Chris shook his head. “I never thought you of all people would be the one refraining from sports.”
Aidan chewed thoughtfully. “Hey,” she said a moment later. “What about getting Bryan a gift certificate to a store like that?”
Trent looked up and smiled. “That’s pretty good actually. Want to go in on it with me?”
She hesitated. “Are you sure?”
“Of course! It was your idea.”
“Okay.” She gave herself a mental eye roll. How could she come up with a gift for Trent’s brother before one for Trent? This did not seem to bode well for the upcoming holiday. She had better come up with something good, considering the depth of the gift they would be getting Bryan.
“Do you buy everyone gifts at the firehouse?” Phoebe asked.
“No,” Trent replied. “We do a Secret Santa, but there’s this unspoken rule that whatever we exchange has to be some piece of worthless junk.”
Phoebe made a face. “Well that doesn’t sound very nice.”
He laughed. “One man’s junk is another man’s treasure. That’s the challenge of it, turning a piece of junk into something another person would actually like. We have contests for who comes up with the weirdest thing.”
Chris laughed behind a cough. “That sounds like fun. What’s the best one you’ve gotten?”
“Um, an upside down kid’s umbrella as a flower pot.”
Everyone laughed.
“Do you still have that?” Aidan asked.
Trent tapped his fork on his plate. “I think it’s still at the firehouse. It kind of got moved around a bit in search of a good place to get sun, so I’m not sure where it ended up.”
“I have to see it the next time I’m there.”
A light bulb started flickering in Aidan’s head. Thinking about the firehouse stirred something inside…she wasn’t quite sure what yet. Trent, the firehouse, Christmas…and it came to her—the perfect gift. That was, if she could find it. But it gave her a goal and something to shoot for, which gave her an unparalleled sense of smugness. She smiled at Trent, half-listening to the table conversation, half-plotting. She’d need to get a book list for Chris first so she could make one trip. Now she remembered why Christmas was so much fun.



 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
 
 
Bryan rapped his knuckles on his desk. Their one lead, the guy named Scott who hawked the victims’ cars, was still at large. Informants and street connections could tell the police little about the guy, except that he seemed to flit about the different scenes, whether it be drugs, auto theft, or gambling. He worked independently, so there was no tracing him through a dealer or bookie. The police had hoped to catch him at another chop shop, but no women had gone missing, so there were no cars to dump. Bryan furrowed his brow. This was not what he had expected. Casey said the last victim was overkill, that the killer had snapped. Bryan had read the F.B.I. manuals. They said when a serial killer began devolving his behavior became more erratic; he would kill more frequently, sometimes breaking his previous pattern because he was losing control. This was not what the police were seeing happen. It had been almost four weeks since the last victim had been found, twice the length of time between kills in the past. Why? Why, instead of losing control, did it appear as though he had stopped killing completely?
Bryan sighed and gave a rough push at the pile of folders on his desk. “I don’t like this.”
Jess looked up.
“What’s this guy doing?” he continued thinking out loud. “Why is he appearing to be everything but what the manuals say he should be?”
Jess leaned back, her expression equally troubled. “Maybe he’s not abnormal. Let’s think about what stops a killer from killing, outside of being caught.”
Bryan shrugged. He was too frustrated to think. He knew he should be grateful that no more women had died in the past couple weeks, but the silence unnerved him, like the hush in a movie before the horror jumps out from behind the curtain.
“He could have been arrested for another crime,” Jess said. “We know this Scott likes to dabble.”
Bryan shook his head. “We’ve put the word out we’re looking for this guy. If he was arrested on another charge, I think we would have heard about it.”
“Unless it was in another county.”
“You think he had business out of state?” He smirked humorously.
“It’s possible,” she replied, irritation lacing her voice. She would not be deterred by his bad attitude. “Maybe he moved.”
Bryan groaned. “Then that would be very bad for whatever city he moved to. You don’t think he’d stop killing just because of a change of scenery?”
Jess pinched the bridge of her nose. “No. Other possibilities are accidents or injuries. He could have been in a car accident and is in a hospital, or he’s no longer physically able to continue killing.”
Bryan frowned. “That decreases our chances of catching him significantly.” It wasn’t justice until he was behind bars, regardless of whether he never killed again. In any case, it wouldn’t be because he changed his ways, just that he had no choice, so it wasn’t good enough. Maybe he had been in an accident and was dead. That would be fitting. There still wouldn’t be closure unless they could know for sure though.
“You want to check all reported accidents for this Scott person?” he asked.
Jess sighed. “Sure.”
“It would have been nice to give the families closure for the holidays,” Bryan muttered.
“I know,” she said. “But you can’t let it ruin the holidays for you with your family.”
He glanced up and started at the fierce stare she directed toward him.
“You’ve been doing really well,” she continued, not breaking eye contact. “But now it’ll be tested. You can’t slip back into your old habits this time. You have to find a way to disconnect from this job and connect with Trent.” Jess released some of that intensity and spoke more softly. “You can’t let him down.”
“Is that what you do, disconnect, like it’s so easy?” he said with a slight bite in his voice.
Jess nodded. “It’s hard, but yes.” She let her shoulders drop and leaned back in her chair. “I just remind myself that the victims need me to be this way for them, when I’m working, and my family needs me to be a sister and aunt when I’m with them.”
“That just sounds like you have to split into two people.”
“I suppose.” She turned her attention back to the papers on her desk. “Have you even thought about what to get Trent for Christmas?”
Bryan sighed. “No.”
“That’d be a good place to start.”
Now was not the time to do it though. He paused, and decided that he would give it serious thought when he was off. He’d have to really push himself to make the effort. He grimaced at the thought of last year’s present. It had been a last minute purchase, something he saw and randomly bought. What was it? Oh, a book on the rack at a grocery store checkout. Yes, Bryan had some major ground to make up in his relationship with his brother. He pulled out a sticky note and jotted down a reminder to think about Trent’s present, and stuck it on the inside of his cell phone. He noted out of the corner of his eye Jess grinning at him, but he ignored her. He could do this. He could recover his friendships and his humanity. He was grateful to Jess for her incessant and pestering nudging, though his pride prevented him from admitting that to her—at least for any time in the near future.
 
***
 
Trent rolled over and squirmed under the tangle of his sleeping bag. He was trying to sleep, but the squeaky spring was being particularly annoying today. The beds in the firehouse dorm were old at best. Someone gave a light rap on the door and Trent rolled over again. Bryan stood in the doorway, looking apologetic.
Trent rolled into a sitting position, still wrapped in the sleeping bag. “What’s up?” he asked, swallowing back a yawn. Bryan hadn’t been by the station house in a long time.
Bryan came in and sat on the bed across from Trent. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you up.”
Trent waved it off. “It’s okay, I wasn’t actually sleeping. What’s going on? Is everything alright?”
“Everything’s fine,” Bryan replied quickly. “I’m sort of out Christmas shopping.”
Trent laughed. “You missed the mall by a few miles.”
Bryan scowled. He looked uncomfortable enough just being there, rubbing his hands together and avoiding eye contact, though Trent couldn’t figure why.
“I was thinking I should probably get Aidan something. That is, if you two are still together.”
Trent gave Bryan a dark look. “We are.” Trent had no intention of breaking up with Aidan, and, as far as he could tell from her signals, she was content with their relationship as well. “But you don’t have to get her anything.” He recalled their pact to get Bryan a gift, and wondered if his brother would feel guilty being on the receiving end but not the giving. Trent didn’t want to give away the fact that Aidan was going to get him something either, because he didn’t want Bryan feeling obligated to buy her a gift in return. He sighed inwardly. Christmas could be so complicated sometimes.
“Well,” Bryan said. “She obviously means a lot to you, and I’d like to make her feel…well, welcome in the family.” He lifted an eyebrow as though looking for confirmation for an unasked question.
Trent just smiled. “That’s nice, Bryan. So you’re here wanting ideas?”
“Yeah. I’m afraid I still don’t know her that well. I will work on that,” he added quickly.
Trent felt a swell of pride he decided not to share with his brother at that time to avoid embarrassing him. “Well, she loves history, and mythology. She wants to be a teacher.”
Bryan sighed with a hint of annoyance. “I was hoping for something more concrete than that.”
“Find her a replica of an ancient artifact or something.”
He frowned. “It can’t be something simple from a regular department store?”
Trent shrugged and rubbed the back of his neck. “It shows you put thought into it. How’s the case going, by the way?”
“Our lead wasn’t as productive as I’d hoped,” he replied glumly.
“Sorry.”
Bryan stood. “You will tell me if you decide to buy a ring? I won’t be the last to know?”
“You’ll be the first.”
Bryan paused and eyed his brother warily. “Have you already decided?”
Trent tilted his head. “I’m leaning.”
It took a moment, but Bryan smiled. “I’m happy for you.”
Trent grunted in jest. “Now get out of here and let me sleep.”
Dispatch tones interrupted their goodbye. Trent groaned and ripped open the sleeping bag.
“Sorry,” Bryan said with a grimace.
“I’ll talk to you later,” Trent said, and dashed for the door. “We’ll talk about you spending Christmas with me and Aidan!” he shouted over his shoulder as he raced for the equipment bay.
 
***
 
Bryan hung up from his seventh hospital call. The search for a Scott or Skid or even John Doe being treated at an emergency room within the past four weeks was turning up empty. While he worked on hospital calls, Jess combed through accident reports with fatalities, but she wasn’t having any luck either. It had been a week since their so-called lead, but it had led them nowhere as far as Bryan was concerned. He regretted getting his hopes up.
Jess hung up her phone and sighed. “I’m willing to admit my theory was wrong,” she said bitterly.
“Maybe your theory that he moved is the right one,” Bryan said, but the thought did not make him happy. Seattle would be safe, but another city would be in danger, and another police force would have to start from scratch. “Hmm.” Bryan tapped the top of his pen against his chin. “Maybe we should be looking for similar crimes in other areas.”
Jess straightened. “At least put the word out. I’ll see if the Forensics Team can run a search through ViCAP. It might take them some time to get to it though.” The Violent Criminal Apprehension Program was the F.B.I.’s database for tracking violent crimes, and was useful in determining if a suspect or killer had committed more acts in other areas by comparing consistent MOs.
Bryan shook his head. There were too many open cases, and priorities had to be followed. If they could just generate some evidence for this case, they would hit the top of that priority list. As it was, they just had nothing to go on.
“Yeah,” he said. “Do that.” Bryan turned to the next hospital on his call list. They had to exhaust all possibilities at this point, however slim they seemed. He glanced at the door and hung up mid-dial. “Hey, Casey, what’s up?”
Casey hadn’t been up to see them since the fourth victim. “I think I may have something on your victims.” She pulled a folder from under her arm and opened it. “The family of the fourth victim came for the body last week…” she paused at Bryan’s questioning look. “They were very hard to reach since your vic was adopted and not on good terms with her adoptive parents. Anyway,” she continued. “It reminded me of victim number one. When her family came to identify the body, I noticed they looked nothing alike, and in the conversation I had with them, they mentioned that Jenny Rosland was adopted too.” Casey slid the folder onto Bryan’s desk. “So I called the families of the other two victims, and they confirmed that both of them were also adopted.”
Bryan grabbed the folder. “You’re kidding.” Such a specific detail, it had to be part of the killer’s MO, a necessary factor in how he chose his victims. He passed the folder to Jess. “A connection besides their red-hair,” he murmured. “That’s excellent work, Casey.”
“I just hope it helps.”
“Now we know which victims he chooses,” Jess said. “But how? Does he meet them first, talk to them?”
“Was there any mention by the families of these women looking for their birth mothers?” Bryan asked.
Casey shrugged. “I don’t know.”
He looked at Jess. “Maybe a private investigator.”
Jess nodded, the wheels in her head spinning like his were. “A white van could come in handy for surveillance, and would make its use part of his profession.”
Bryan shook his head suddenly, his mind going in several directions at once. “But our Scott suspect didn’t sound like a private detective.”
Jess leaned her elbows on the desk. “Maybe he’s pretending. Like that guy in California who posed as an agent for a modeling company.”
He frowned. “Every two weeks though…that’s pretty fast to find exactly the right type of victim.”
“Do you think he ran out, and that’s why we haven’t seen anything?”
Bryan clenched his fist and knocked it against the side of his desk. Pieces, they only had pieces. Key pieces, but they still had no idea what the bigger picture looked like. Until they did, it was as though the information they had was gibberish. What was it about adopted girls with red hair that made this guy want to burn and strangle them? What was the fantasy?
“Let’s contact Social Services, see if we can get a list of females adopted in Seattle,” he suggested. “I think this will put us as a priority with the forensic techs.”
“Uh,” Casey interrupted. “Kerri Broderick was from Atlanta.”
“Hmm...okay.”
“Age range,” Jess put in. “We’ll look up births from twenty-five years ago, give or take five years in either direction.”
Bryan groaned. “For the whole country?” That was a depressing thought. “Let’s get on it.”
 
Bryan finished making his hospital calls by the time the first set of names came in. A tech dropped off the list of girls born twenty to thirty years ago that had been adopted. Now Bryan and Jess had to eliminate those not living in Seattle and who did not have red hair. It was slow and tedious, like slogging through knee-deep mud. There was a slight hope though, that if they could find potential victims before the killer did, they might be able to prevent another murder. The killer’s silence still nagged at Bryan in the back of his mind. They had no idea what the psychopath was thinking. Was he even interested in these women anymore?
“No, I won’t be home tonight,” Jess said into her phone. “We got another lead, another huge stacking amount of paperwork kind of lead.” 
“I can’t promise anything.” 
“No, Christmas I will definitely make time to stop by, even if I can’t stay the whole day.”
“I know. Love you too.” Jess hung up and rubbed her hands over her face.
“Kids are asking about you?” Bryan guessed.
“They wanted to go ice skating.”
“That sounds fun.”
“I’ll make it up to them when this is over.”
“Extra Christmas gifts?”
Jess made a face. “No. I’ll take them to the park or something. Time is what’s important, not bribery.”
“Does that really work?” Bryan asked.
She arched an eyebrow. “Have you ever tried?”
“Not very hard, no,” he admitted.
“It doesn’t help the disappointment, but at least they know for sure I love them.”
Bryan nodded. “Got it.” He ran his finger down the list of names, sorting and highlighting them one by one into separate categories of likely matches, possible matches, and no matches. He was one of four detectives and five officers working on the names, and they would work nonstop until they’d gone through every single piece of paper.
“Bryan,” Jess said, almost in a whisper.
“Hmm?”
“Bryan,” she said more forcefully, and he snapped his head up. Jess’s eyes were wide as she passed her piece of paper over. Bryan scanned the highlighted names. He froze at the last one she had marked. Aidan Quinn.
Bryan looked back at Jess, who sat rigid in her chair. It had to be someone else. Bryan turned to his computer and pulled up DMV records. The muscle in his jaw jerked. The name, the picture, the address, it was all the same. Aidan had already reminded him of the victims he had spent the past few months trying to find justice for. She had even been friends with the first! But she was adopted as well?
“What are you going to do?” Jess asked.
Bryan ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t know.” But he was not going to let the love of his brother’s life become a target. What if she already was one? Then he wouldn’t let her become a victim. There had to be something he could do. He couldn’t just tell Aidan he thought a serial killer might target her though. Bryan wanted to hit the wall. Trent had next week off, and he’d probably want to spend it with Aidan. Maybe they could go somewhere… Bryan’s thoughts raced as quickly as his fingers dialed. The cabin! Trent and Aidan could spend Christmas up at his grandparents’ cabin. He tried to calm his breathing and steady his voice. He needed this to be a casual suggestion, one that Trent would find appealing and agree to out of a desire for a nice, cozy romantic vacation, and not what Bryan saw it as: a mad attempt to hide Aidan out of town while Bryan did everything in his power to hunt down a killer who may or may not find her enticing.
“Hey, Trent,” Bryan said as jovially as possible. “I just had an interesting idea.”



 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
 
 
Ah! He couldn’t believe how beautiful she was—ravishing, like a tzarina poised in a great hall, her hair a fiery mass like the sun, burning his eyes with its brilliance. Oh, and her eyes, so rich, so deep, like molten copper whirlpools. They bespoke such mystery, such ancient secrets—and yet, so sad. She could smile, and it would be crippling in its beauty, in its gaiety, but her eyes would speak a different message, a longing too deep for words or outward expression. She was a creature above and beyond any mortal. She had to be the one!
To think he had given up, so close to his quarry. Forgive me! He wrapped his fingers gingerly around his idol, the delicate feather perfectly preserved in a glass case. Why had he been in that place? He had not meant to go there, and yet, had found himself right where he needed to be to catch a glimpse of her. It was fate, he concluded. He had been tested and tried, driven to the brink to prove his worthiness. And he had. He had worked and toiled, forsaking all other mortal pursuits to save himself for this one. And Fate had blessed him.
He searched his records, just to make sure it was not a cruel trick of the eyes. But there she was, on his list! Hope stirred within him again, reignited the passion that drove him. He’d have to plan, prepare for her arrival. He would need to watch, learn her movements, her patterns—where the best place would be to take her. This time he was sure beyond any shadow of a doubt that he would have his jewel, and keep her for the rest of eternity.



 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan pushed open the doors of the lecture hall for the final time that year. She had just completed her last oral exam of the semester, and was now experiencing what every other college student termed “freedom.” Aidan liked school, but the closer she got to graduating, the more excited she became about the next phase of her life.
Trent waited on the steps, two cups of something steamy in his hands. Her smile broke into a wide grin.
“Well hello.” She slipped her arms around his waist.
He leaned forward to kiss her. “Congratulations on finishing the semester. Did you ace it?”
Aidan pretended to look insulted. “Of course.” She eyed the cup he was holding. “Is that for me?”
He grinned and handed it to her, which required she let go of him to take it. She did so begrudgingly.
“I have a proposition for you,” he said.
She took a sip and tilted her head. “Oh?”
He grinned smugly and wrapped his now free hand around her waist, leading her toward the parking lot. “For Chris and Phoebe too. You’ll have to endure fifteen minutes of suspense.”
Aidan pushed her lip out in a feigned pout. “I’m intrigued.”
Phoebe had given Aidan a ride to school that morning, having already finished her finals the day before, and in hindsight Aidan wondered if she and Trent hadn’t planned for him to give Aidan a ride home. It didn’t bother her if they had though. They walked to Trent’s car, and he drove to Chris and Phoebe’s apartment.
A large wreath hung on their door, heralding the holidays, and Aidan could hear Christmas music inside. Phoebe was prancing around with a string of lights, giddy from what must have been the leftovers of a four-month long adrenaline high.
“Hey!” Chris greeted them. “Welcome to Winter Vacation!” He had recovered from his bout with the flu and was looking well, if not for the beginnings of thinness around his cheeks.
“Phoebe, you started without me,” Aidan complained, though she didn’t mean it. Christmas was an interesting holiday. The mood lasted from the day after Thanksgiving to Christmas morning itself, a morning that varied in events from well-practiced rituals to chaotic masses of “family.” Back in Colorado, Aidan had never felt comfortable at such gatherings. She had always been considered an odd child, knowing too much for her age. It had just been easier to slink into a corner and watch the festivities like a wallflower.
But here…Aidan smiled. Here it was a nice balance of sweet fellowship, erratic laughter, and quiet adoration. Phoebe, Chris, and now Trent, all knew Aidan was a little odd, and loved her anyway. She would be no piece of decor this year.
“We haven’t gotten the tree yet,” Phoebe replied.
“About that,” Trent interrupted.
“Oh yes,” Aidan exclaimed, and plopped down on the couch. “Trent has a proposition.”
“My grandparents have a cabin in the mountains,” he began. “They’re not using it this year, if you’d all like to spend next week up there.”
Phoebe’s eyes widened. “Are you serious?”
Trent nodded. “Five bedrooms, huge kitchen, fireplace. We can go out and cut down our own tree too.”
“Oh, now that idea I like,” Chris chimed in.
“So that’s a yes?” Trent asked, and looked at Aidan hopefully.
She grinned. The idea was excellent, like they had won the lottery. It was just what they needed, the perfect gift in itself. “When do we leave?” she asked.
“Sunday, if you like.”
Phoebe whined. “Not tomorrow?”
Chris waved a hand at her. “With the way you pack? Besides, is your Christmas shopping done?”
Phoebe’s eyes bulged and she gasped. “Aidan, we need to go shopping now!”
Aidan laughed and shook her head in amusement. “And here I thought was the beginning of my period of rest.”
“Looks like it’s been postponed,” Chris said.
“Aren’t you coming?” Phoebe asked as she scrambled around for her purse.
Chris folded his hands behind his head and leaned back with a smile. “I’m all done.”
Phoebe gave him a dirty look and he shrugged.
“I’ve had a lot of time on my hands,” he quipped.
Aidan sighed and lifted her hand. Trent took it at her prompting and pulled her up off the couch. “Want to come?” she asked.
“I don’t need anything, but I’ll keep you company, if you like.”
Phoebe made a strangled noise from the kitchen. “No!”
Chris burst out laughing. “I guess we know who she’s shopping for.”
Trent grinned, and so did Aidan. She had succeeded in finding the gift she was looking for. It was in her closet at home and only needed to be wrapped. Hmm, she needed to buy wrapping paper. She rolled her eyes at herself. Sometimes she could forget the most obvious details. It was probably because she had so many distractions. Wonderful, heart melting, bubbly distractions.
“If you don’t mind parting with him for a couple hours,” Chris said to Aidan, “I’d like some company while you girls are out shopping.”
“Of course,” she replied, and gave Trent a quick kiss. “Although, I find it some type of paradigm shift that the two men have finished their Christmas shopping before the women.”
Chris threw his hands up. “The world is ending.”
Aidan laughed. That was a morbid anticipation of hers. When the world ended, so would she, and thus would come the chance that perhaps she’d be reunited with all those souls she cherished. It was a silly fantasy she insisted on entertaining, like a parent telling stories of Santa Claus.
Phoebe came out, coat on, and grabbed Aidan’s arm. “Have fun!”
Aidan waved goodbye and let Phoebe drag her out the door.
 
***
 
Trent settled on the couch and looked at Chris. It was hard not to evaluate every shadow under his eyes or notice every wince and yawn. It wasn’t fair, Trent knew, but he couldn’t help it. Chris was kind enough not to let them know he noticed their scrutiny.
“Trent,” Chris said. “I love the cabin idea. But it sort of creates a problem with my gift for Phoebe.”
“How so?”
“How to get it there without her knowing.”
“It’s big?”
Chris grinned. “Breathing.”
Trent digested that. “A pet?”
“Puppy.”
He shook his head in amusement. “I can see how that wouldn’t be inconspicuous. What was your original plan?”
Chris cast him a guilty smile. “Well, I was gonna call on you for that anyway. See if you could pick it up Christmas Eve and hide it at your place until the next morning.”
Trent chuckled. “So you’ve picked it out already?”
“Yeah. She’s at the pet store in the Highland Mall. I paid for her and everything, and asked them to hold her for a week before I could pick her up.”
Trent mulled the situation over in his mind. How could they get the puppy up to the cabin without ruining the surprise before Christmas Day?
“I suppose I could make it an early present,” Chris said.
“No.” Trent held his hand up. “Let’s think about this.” The idea came like a cartoon light bulb flashing on. It was perfect, if he could make it happen. “I have an idea,” he said slowly, still trying to figure out the details. He turned and grinned at Chris. “It would be the perfect excuse to get my brother to join us on Christmas.”
Chris edged forward on the couch. “You think he’d do it?”
Trent made a tsking noise. “I don’t know, but I will do my best to coerce him. He’s working, so I knew it’d be too much to invite him to come the week with us. Actually, the cabin was his idea. Convincing him to come Christmas morning should only take an inch short of a miracle.” Trent tapped his fingers on the coffee table. “If he had the dog with him, he’d pretty much have little choice but to come, unless he wanted to puppy-sit it at the station.”
Chris nodded. “Talk to him then. If he can’t do it, I’d like to know before we go so I can give her the dog early.”
“Absolutely. I’ll go over there as soon as the girls get back. Face-to-face is probably the best way to work this one.” He grinned fiendishly.
“You can take off now if you want.”
Trent gave him a dubious look. “What happened to keeping you company?”
He shrugged. “That was just a cover for the scheming.”
“The girls will get on my case for that.”
“I’ll tell them you went out to get us food.”
Trent rolled his eyes, but only out of amusement. “What’s on the menu?”
Chris thought about it. “Chinese?”
“Okay.” Trent got up to leave and looked at the clock. “Maybe I’ll even make it back before them.”
Chris grabbed the TV remote and waved it at him. “Call me with the verdict in case you don’t.”
Trent raised his hand in goodbye and went down to his car. The station wasn’t very far, but it was Friday afternoon and traffic was beginning to thicken. He felt as though he were in a race against the girls. How long could Phoebe spend shopping? How long could Aidan tolerate it? Interesting questions, and part of him wished he could have gone with them just to satisfy his curiosity.
Bryan and Jess weren’t at their desks when he walked into the bullpen, and Trent wondered if they had gone out on the job, but another officer pointed him toward the conference room. He could see the stacks of papers and folders, the evidence boards and mind maps scribbled on white boards attempting to make sense of the puzzle pieces.
Trent tapped on the glass door and nodded to Bryan. He didn’t want to barge in on them working. Bryan came out to meet him, and closed the door so they wouldn’t overhear the discussion going on inside.
“Did that lead turn out better after all?” Trent asked.
“Different one.” Bryan turned to get water out of the cooler.
Trent nodded. He knew Bryan couldn’t discuss details of the case. Trent recalculated his plan in his head. This much work could prevent Bryan from leaving at all next week. On the other hand, it was possible work could spare him for a couple hours.
“So what’s up?” Bryan asked.
“I wanted to let you know the cabin idea went over great.” Trent decided to work up to it.
Bryan’s mouth twitched in a smile, but he erased it. “That’s good,” he said in a rather strained voice. “When do you leave?” He sounded very interested, even though his body language suggested casualness. Trent didn’t understand it.
“Sunday.”
“You guys will have fun.”
“I also have a major favor to ask.” Okay, he sort of worked up to it. “You can join us for Christmas morning, can’t you? I understand if you can’t stay the whole day, but part of it?”
Bryan shook his head and shifted his weight. “I don’t know. I’m not trying to be difficult. It’s just that there’s a lot of work to be done right now.”
“I get that,” Trent said, trying not to sound overly pushy. “But I sort of need help transporting a gift that morning.”
Bryan raised an eyebrow. “You can’t pack it when you go?”
“Not without giving it away.”
Bryan sighed and crumpled the empty paper cup in his hand. “So what is it?”
“A puppy.”
“A puppy?” Bryan shook his head, but smiled slightly. “You got Aidan a puppy?”
Trent smirked. “No. Chris got Phoebe a puppy. I was hoping you could pick it up Christmas Eve from the pet shop, watch over it for just one night, and drive it up Christmas morning as a surprise. Then you can stay for a few hours, enjoy the company, and then head back to the city.”
“Thought it through, have you?”
Trent tried to contain a sigh. “Can they spare you for a couple hours?” Bryan didn’t say anything. “It’s important,” Trent said. “Chris wants this Christmas to be special. It’s…he won’t get another one.”
Bryan met Trent’s eyes then, and looked as though he was seriously considering it.
“Okay,” he said finally. “I can do that.”
It was the answer Trent had been hoping for, yet it still surprised him. He had gotten used to Bryan always saying no, always making excuses, and even though he had made changes recently, Trent still wasn’t accustomed to it.
“You sure?” he asked.
Bryan nodded. “Give me the info. I’ll take care of it.”
Trent grinned in relief. “Thanks, man, really.” He pulled out his cell phone to call Chris. “I’ll let you get back to work. Good luck.”
“Are you packing dog supplies when you leave this weekend?” Bryan asked.
Trent stopped.
Bryan rolled his eyes. “I guess you didn’t think everything through after all. Dog food?”
“Ah, right. I’ll get that stuff and leave it at your place.”
Bryan nodded and raised his hand in farewell. Trent made his way back through the bullpen and to the elevators. That had worked out perfectly. He grinned to himself. This Christmas was going to be full of delightful surprises.



 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan climbed out of the car, crunching snow beneath her feet. The cabin was gorgeous, a two-story log home with a covered porch in front lined with a black rail fence. She could see a large chimney behind the point of the slanted roof, and another peak behind that. She wondered just how big the place was. They went around to the back of the SUV Trent had borrowed and started pulling out their suitcases.
“This is so great,” Phoebe said.
Aidan nodded in agreement. She came to the mountains every hundred years or so, but never for relaxation, unless one considered death or birth peaceful. This would be a new experience, where the only fire would be the one in the hearth.
“Shall we take a look?” Trent said with a grin.
They each filled their arms with what they could carry and followed Trent up the stairs and through the entryway. Surprise stopped Aidan, Phoebe, and Chris in their tracks. The place was huge. With the lights on, the polished hardwood floors glowed. Tiny rainbows flitted along the walls from prism drawstrings in the windows. The walls were decorated with huge tapestries and paintings of Native American origin, and a huge brick column stood in the middle of the room.
“Is that the fireplace?” Phoebe gasped.
Trent grinned. “Yep. To the right there is the master bedroom. Kitchen’s to the left and so is the laundry room. Stairs right here.” He tapped the wall on his left. “To the other bedrooms.”
“It’s beautiful.” Aidan’s mouth parted in awe as her eyes swept over everything. “It seems like it should be dustier.”
“There’s a caretaker who lives nearby. He takes care of several cabins in the area when the owners are away,” Trent explained.
“Trent,” Phoebe said. “I know you mentioned being wealthy before, but this was so not what I was expecting.”
Chris knocked against her shoulder. “Stop drooling. Let’s unpack so we can get straight to the fun. How’s the terrain for a snowball fight?”
“Great,” Trent replied. “Plenty of mounds and trees for cover.”
“Excellent,” Phoebe said, her competitive side showing itself in her voice.
Aidan laughed. It wouldn’t be her first battle. Snowballs were an interesting choice of weapon though…
They finished unloading the car and at least unpacking the clothes they’d need to go frolicking around in the snow before they got distracted and began exploring the rest of the cabin. The bedrooms had hardwood floors underneath gigantic rugs as elaborate as the tapestries downstairs. There was a huge, partially covered deck in the back, with a view of the mountains to the east spanning almost 180 degrees. The kitchen had marble counter tops the same goldenrod shade as the wood flooring, and the cupboards were well stocked with cooking utensils and dry goods. They had brought fresh food of their own to cook during the week. The great room was furnished with large chocolate-brown sofas, and floor tree lamps with bronze-leaf fixtures. The place was exquisite.
Aidan spotted a large sculpture in the corner that stood taller than her, and felt a thrill of excitement. “Trent?” she called. He came in from unpacking stuff in the kitchen. “Did your grandfather make this?”
“Yep,” Trent said, a trace of admiration in his voice.
Aidan reached out to brush her fingers over the smooth wood. The details were almost too real. The man had taken what must have begun as a huge log and carved it into a tree with tangled branches and sparse leaves. The most dazzling part though, was all the birds he had carved into it. Small birds perched idle, larger birds extended wings ready to take flight, birds huddled in nests, and birds sat on the ground—was that a peacock?
“Why didn’t he paint it?” Aidan asked, breathless.
“I don’t know.” Trent cocked his head as he looked at it. “I think he just preferred the wood’s natural shade.”
“This is incredible.” She tried to take note of every minute detail, fascinated by the time and effort the man must have put into it. “How long did it take?”
“Three years, I think. Keep in mind he did have other projects. He was working to make money at the time, and this was a personal mission of his; he’d never sell it.”
Aidan was reluctant to pull her eyes away. There was so much to see, to search out, every intentional groove, every mark on a feather to speak of what bird he had chosen to immortalize. She took a step back with effort and let out the breath she felt like she had been holding. “Still need help in the kitchen?”
Trent, too, looked as though it was difficult to pull away. For him, the sculpture held an additional trove of treasured memories. “Sure.”
Not much later, Phoebe and Chris came trampling down in their snow boots, gloves, and beanies.
“I am the standing champion,” Phoebe said.
“We haven’t had a fight since we were in seventh grade,” Chris replied. “And this is new turf, so the champion title is up for grabs.” He turned to Aidan and Trent. “Individual or teams?”
Trent laughed. “You take this seriously, huh?”
“Absolutely,” Phoebe said.
“You should see them at paintball,” Aidan muttered.
“Oh, we should have thought to bring some of those,” Phoebe said. “They’d probably work just as well with snowballs.”
Aidan and Trent went to grab their boots and gloves and met Phoebe and Chris outside. They laid down a set of rules, which included exactly one minute to set up a starting location, and began the hunt. As she flitted between trees and ducked behind mounds of snow, Aidan had flashbacks from 1555 and the start of the Russo-Swedish War. Her footfalls fell silently across the snow-laden landscape as she stalked the invading Russians, picking them off in the graying shadows of a desolate land. The Finnish were the wronged party then, Aidan felt. As she was in that region, it was either fight or be swept up in the wave of violence to come. She hadn’t fought in a war for a long time. Victory in battle was a rare pleasure, and even if it was something as trivial as a snowball fight, she still remembered and enjoyed the sensation.
However, because it was a game and not a serious life and death fight, the rules were soon forgotten, and everyone engaged in a free-for-all that ended with all four of them on the ground laughing hysterically.
Aidan lay in the snow, leaning on one elbow and looking at Trent lying next to her. He’d lost his hat sometime in the fight, and now his light hair was powdered with white flakes. He was smiling at her, his cheeks a bright red flush in the cold. She could hear Phoebe squealing at something Chris was doing, but she tuned them out.
“I think, perhaps, you are the best thing that has ever happened to me,” she said. Trent couldn’t know she meant that in the context of the entire world’s history.
“Better than chocolate?”
She grinned. “Much.”
“I like it when you do that.”
“What?”
He slipped his hand out of his glove and brushed her cheek. His fingers felt warm against the chill that had already kissed her. “Smile.”
She blushed, and knew that it showed more prominently in this weather than it would have had they been sitting inside next to a fire. “It’s too bad I’m getting wet. Otherwise this spot is kind of nice.”
Trent chuckled and pushed himself off the ground. He grabbed both her hands and pulled her to her feet. “Hey!” he shouted to Chris and Phoebe. “You guys icicles yet?”
The four of them retreated to the house, shed their outer clothing, and grabbed heavy blankets off the sofas while Trent set about starting a fire.
“I think I saw some hot chocolate mixes in the cupboard,” Aidan said. She went into the kitchen and found four mugs, which she filled with water and put in the microwave two at a time. Trent came in and pulled a jar of peppermint sticks from the cabinet.
“The secret ingredient.” He dropped a chunk in each of the mugs. He stirred each of them and helped Aidan carry them back into the great room.
“I didn’t think to bring Christmas decorations,” Phoebe said.
“There are boxes in the attic,” Trent said. “I’ll get them down later. We can go look for a tree tomorrow morning.”
Aidan sat on the couch next to Trent and stared at the fire in the hearth. It crackled and spit in its youth, a fretful creature caged in a simple brick hole, like their own personal zoo animal. She vaguely overheard the others talking about all they could do up here: watch movies, decorate, bake cookies—Trent said he would go into town Tuesday to buy stuff for Christmas Eve dinner—build a snowman, play board games. She felt Trent’s arm fall around her shoulders and she snuggled closer to him. Would they come here for more Christmases?
And then that ever-hanging shadow whispered its dark bodings: could it ever be as wonderful as it was now without Chris? She couldn’t even imagine Christmas, being here, without him—it hurt her to breathe. Trent squeezed gently, and she looked up to see him studying her face. Maybe he guessed what she was thinking. Maybe he was thinking it too. He kissed the top of her head and she smiled.
“Do you think Bryan will really make it up here?” she asked.
The corner of Trent’s mouth curved upward. “He’d better.”
“I’m hungry,” Phoebe said, and stood up. “Nope, stay there,” she said when Trent made to move also. “You always cook for us, and while I adore your cooking, it’s my turn.” She smirked. “Besides, I think I can handle sandwiches.”
Trent grinned. “Did Aidan tell you she committed you to helping me cook Christmas dinner?”
Aidan shrugged at Phoebe’s questioning look. “I’m stuck making dessert.”
Phoebe turned to Chris with hands on her hips. “Have they worked out where you’re helping as well?”
Chris stretched his arms above his head. “I’m the taste tester.”
Aidan laughed and threw a pillow at him. “A concise way of saying you’ll be picking helpings off all the plates before they’re served.”
“Somebody’s gotta do it.”
Phoebe grabbed his outstretched arm and pulled him forward. “You I don’t mind making help me with the sandwiches.”
Chris pretended to begrudgingly follow Phoebe into the kitchen, and Aidan could hear plates clattering on the counters and the squeak of old drawers opening and closing, but even though the great room and the kitchen were technically all one grand space, the large fireplace in the center cut off line of sight at that particular angle.
Aidan took the opportunity to turn her body into Trent’s and press her lips against his. He was warm and made her lips sizzle. Acutely aware that they could be walked in on at any moment, Aidan only let the kiss continue for another minute, letting him briefly explore a little further than past kisses. She pulled back and sighed in contentment.
“I’m really glad you thought of this.”
“At the risk of losing such gratitude...” He leaned down to steal another brief brush of passion. “It wasn’t my idea. It was Bryan’s.”
“Well, that was really nice of him.” Aidan watched the faint lines of color sweeping across his face, and took private pleasure knowing she was responsible for them. “And you still have my gratitude.” And much more, she wanted to add. She was amazed at the range of conflicting emotions she could bear at one time. She was deeply in love with this man, and wanted to spend the rest of her life wrapped in his arms like this. She felt as though she could fly on such swelling joy inside her. In that same instant though, she could feel as if she was falling through an abyss as a hole slowly carved itself out of her heart where Chris belonged. A weighted darkness pulled her down—at the same time she wanted to fly! How was this possible? It confused her and wearied her as she didn’t know what she should be feeling, or which one should have more priority, or if she was being selfish. Never before had she been so confounded by the ways of mortals. She could remember times in her past where this breakthrough into experiencing human emotion would have infuriated her, or delighted her. Now she didn’t know how she felt about it. All she knew was that she had never felt more grief than she did now, nor more incomprehensible joy.
 
***
 
Trent rose early the next morning, his internal clock automatically set as though it were a workday and he had to be at the station at 7AM. He didn’t mind though. He enjoyed the peace and quiet of the forest in the morning, when the sun tinted the clouds and snow a white gold and the birds were active in the air and on the ground. He restocked the woodpile and set aside the axe and ropes they’d need to cut down a tree later. Then he settled on the back porch with a cup of coffee, admiring the view. He remembered when he was younger how his grandfather was always the one up early and sitting out here in the cold. Trent missed them. They’d be coming home in a couple months, and Trent wanted to introduce them to Aidan. Ideally, he would like his whole family to meet her before he went out to buy a ring. It was just proper that way.
He heard the glass door slide open behind him and Aidan stepped onto the porch. She wore black sweats and a gray sweatshirt—drab colors, but the radiance of her hair made up for it.
“Good morning,” he said.
She shivered, but smiled. “Yes it is.”
“Want breakfast? I was waiting for someone to get up first.”
“I’ll help. What were you thinking?”
“French toast?”
Aidan let out a dreamy sigh. “You’re too good.”
They went into the kitchen and she passed him the ingredients while he mixed them and cooked the toast over the stove. They sat down to eat the first round since Chris and Phoebe weren’t up yet.
“I can’t believe your grandparents don’t spend most of the year up here,” Aidan said. “I bet it’s just as beautiful in the summer.”
“I would have thought you wouldn’t be able to resist the lure of seeing the world either,” Trent replied. He watched her mouth curve up at one corner.
“You’re right,” she said a moment later.
“Where would you go first?” he asked, prepared to make mental notes for future reference.
“Hmm,” she mumbled while she chewed. “That’s a tough one.” She stabbed at her breakfast with a fork. “Where would you go?”
“Somewhere in Europe, I think,” he said, hoping to inspire her to say something more specific. “There is a lot to choose from.”
Aidan nodded and washed down her bite with coffee. “Ireland, then.”
Trent tried to tone down the size of his smile. “Good choice.”
“Well, we’re both Irish, in some way or another. It seems like a good place to start.”
It was a great place to start. Trent felt a stir of excitement just thinking about traveling around the world with her, sharing new experiences. Maybe this was why his grandparents were gone all the time. If so, he could hardly blame them for their absences; rather, he was beginning to envy them.
Wood creaked and Aidan glanced at the ceiling. “I think they’re finally stirring.”
Trent grinned and stood up. “You check on them and I’ll make the next batch.”
Soon the kitchen was full of chatter and laughter as Phoebe and Chris joined them for breakfast. Trent served them and helped himself to a second round. He jumped up again when he saw Aidan turn the sink faucet on and start gathering the pans, but she put both her hands gently on his chest and pushed him back toward the table.
“I’ll do this,” she said with a sweet, yet final tone.
Chris and Phoebe chatted in excitement about getting a tree. This Christmas was very important to them. They finished eating and Trent helped dry the dishes while Chris and Phoebe got dressed for the excursion.
Thirty minutes later they were all outfitted and ready to go. Trent grabbed the axe and rope and led them off into the woods. He could tell this was going to be treated like a well-thought out procedure. The first two trees were too small, the next too big. Though it would have fit in the great room, the four of them alone wouldn’t be able to get it there. Another looked too scraggly; another already had a hive of tenants.
“This one is well-rounded,” Aidan said.
Phoebe tilted her head and sucked on the inside of her cheek as she appraised it. “It’s not very tall.”
Trent walked up to it. It stood only a few inches taller than him. The branches looked well-proportioned, full and bright green.
“That only makes it easier to put the angel on top,” Aidan suggested.
“What about that nine-footer back there.” Phoebe gestured with her thumb.
Chris let out a dramatic sigh. “Trent and I are the ones carrying it back. Are you trying to kill us?”
Silence followed, as palpable as a slap in the face. Trent stiffened, glad he had his back turned. He could only imagine the stunned look Chris’s casual statement had put on Phoebe’s face. Trent glanced at Aidan out of the corner of his eye. She stood stark still, only her eyes darting between the twins, poised to respond to whatever came next. He turned around. Chris looked wretched and remorseful. Phoebe’s eyes glistened.
“I guess that’s not a good thing to joke about,” Chris said softly.
Phoebe swallowed hard. “I’m fine.” Her voice came out strangled. “Don’t overreact. It was a joke; I get it. We’ve always made them before.”
“I’m sorry,” Chris said.
Phoebe turned away from him and gestured to the tree. “I like this one.”
She obviously didn’t want to talk about it, and Chris obviously wanted to grovel for forgiveness, so the only thing to do was set their attention back on the task at hand and let them work it out later in private. Trent disliked being the voice to break into a standing tension, but it needed to be done.
“Chris, hold it from the side while I chop from the front.”
Chris hesitated, but moved to do so. Phoebe stepped back, still avoiding eye contact with everyone.
“Do you have an angel for the top, Trent?” Aidan asked.
“Uh…” In truth, it was hard to remember. His family always changed the top ornament every year. They also took turns on who picked what to put up there.
“I just remembered that not everyone puts up an angel. Maybe you have a star.” Aidan shrugged, and attempted to smile. “I just wanted to know if I was wrong.”
Trent planted his feet apart and hefted the axe over his shoulder. “We always alternated, so I’m sure there are both in the boxes.” He whacked at the trunk.
“Hmm,” she murmured, and tapped her finger against her chin. “How will we decide?”
“What do you mean?” Chris asked.
“Well,” she continued, a ring of playfulness in her tone. “Maybe we should have another competition, between these tree topper ornaments to see which gets to go on top.”
Trent grinned while he swung the axe and hacked at the tree. Aidan could surprise him sometimes, which shouldn’t be the case considering the love and intuition she had when it came to her friends, but the way her mind worked delighted him.
“What kind of competition?” he asked.
Aidan shrugged. “Go-Fish maybe.”
The casual comment hit its intended mark. Trent saw the gleam in Aidan’s eyes as Phoebe responded with an outburst.
“Go-Fish? That’s hardly challenging. You have to pick a better game than that, Aidan.” Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Charades would be much better.”
Aidan turned to the guys. “I’m fine with that.”
“You’re on,” Chris said, equally fired up.
Trent took his last swing and the tree tilted forward. He tied it with the rope so they could drag it back to the cabin. “So is this competition only for the angel and star, or can other ornaments play?”
Aidan grinned. “What else do you have?”
They got the tree back to the cabin and Aidan and Phoebe laid down the plastic mats so they wouldn’t make a huge mess getting the tree inside. Trent and Chris maneuvered it through the door and into the great room where they secured it in the stand, and stood back to admire it.
“Yeah, this is a good tree,” Chris said.
Aidan slid one of the boxes Trent had brought down the night before over and opened it. “Garlands and ornaments.”
“Lights are in this one,” Trent said, and pushed the other boxes from the corner into the middle of the room. They all sat down on the floor and began unloading the hidden treasures his grandparents had accumulated over the decades.
“Oh,” Aidan gasped. “I haven’t seen one of these since…”
Trent scooted over to see what she held. It was a swan, very plain and old, nothing dazzling about it. “Did you used to have one like that?”
She looked up at him, startled. “No,” she said hurriedly. “This is handmade, a cotton ornament from Russia before the Revolution in 1917. They don’t make them anymore. It was just a surprise, seeing a piece of history where I least expected it.” She put the ornament back in its box and turned to smile at him. “Your grandparents are interesting people, if their tastes say anything about them. I can’t wait to meet them.”
Trent rubbed the back of her arm. He felt as though there was a story behind that ornament, a secret Aidan knew but wasn’t sharing, and it seemed more personal than just a piece of world history falling into her lap. Trent couldn’t fathom what would make her so secretive, and he wished she’d open up to him about it. He wouldn’t ask her though. He wanted her to trust him enough to make the first move. But then maybe there wasn’t anything to it, and it was just a small, otherwise insignificant memoir from the past that gave her eyes that reminiscent look. It mesmerized him, the way she looked at the world sometimes. He wanted to learn what she saw that most people didn’t.
“Chris! You’re supposed to decorate the tree, not me,” Phoebe complained. She was getting tangled in the strings of lights. Aidan laughed and got up to help untangle her.
They put two strings of multi-colored lights around the tree and another around the back patio door. They hung all kinds of ornaments on the tree: the traditional plastic balls; little snowmen made of bells and glass; birds, animals, and angels made from Dresden, cotton, and plastic; flimsy, crafted by children’s hands ornaments with a T or B written on the bottom in black sharpie.
“Do you guys have any traditions?” Trent asked.
“Caroling,” Phoebe replied. “Haven’t done it since high school though.”
“Aidan?” he asked.
“My mom watched The Bishop’s Wife every year,” she said. “I liked that better than the big family gatherings.”
“The shy one, were you?”
“Well, do you have big family gatherings?” she retorted.
Trent held up his hand and began counting off his fingers. “I’ve got two aunts and two uncles, three cousins—all on my father’s side, and one aunt on my mother’s side. We haven’t had a big gathering in five years though, not since my grandparents started traveling. They were the glue, I guess.” That was partly true. Mostly it was because the children in the family had grown and had their own children, made new family branches that required time and holiday commitments.
“I found the angel!” Chris announced. He held up the topper angel ornament wrapped in a royal red robe sparkling with star-like sequins. “Player number one.” He set the angel aside.
“I’ll take it,” Phoebe jumped in.
Chris dug around more in the box. “And, as promised, the star.” He pulled out a gold ceramic, three-dimensional star dusted in multi-colored shiny specks. “I think I will take this.” He rummaged around some more and pulled out two more ornaments for the top of the tree. “What is it?” he asked.
Trent reached over to take it gingerly. He always had a delicate fondness for the things his grandfather had made. “It’s the moon, and here is a place for a candle.” He smiled at Aidan, who was biting her lip as though she regretted the competition idea. He held the ornament out to her. “I think this one suits you better than the big Santa.”
She sighed, but took it with a smile. “I’ve never really been as competitive as Phoebe,” she said quietly to him. “But today I think we’ll have to have a real match.”
Trent grinned, and held up the Santa Claus. “May the best ornament win.”
They planned charades for later that night after dinner. As it turned out, Phoebe won. With the assistance of a chair, she put the angel on top of the tree, thereby officially completing the decorating. Then they snuggled up to watch a movie. Tomorrow they’d go into the town twenty minutes down the mountain and buy what they’d need to cook Christmas dinner. Trent thought about calling Bryan. He genuinely wanted to know how his brother was doing, but didn’t want it to sound like he was checking up on Bryan and making sure he still planned on coming. Trent would call Christmas Eve at least, to make sure the puppy pick-up went okay and that Bryan wouldn’t be going mad with it. He’d want to wish Jess a Merry Christmas as well.
When the movie finished, Aidan helped drag a sleepy Phoebe up to bed. Trent went around locking up and turning off the lights. Chris stayed sitting on the couch, staring at the Christmas tree.
“You okay?” Trent asked.
Chris glanced back at the stairs to make sure the girls were gone. “I’m just tired. Trying to be here in the moment completely and not think about next year is kind of exhausting.”
Trent sat down and folded his hands across his knees. Since being released from the hospital, he and Chris hadn’t had much opportunity to chat openly and honestly. Trent had almost forgotten Chris’s need to protect the girls from himself. They were all putting on brave faces.
“Maybe you should talk to Phoebe about it. It might help both of you.”
Chris shook his head. “It’s too painful for her. I made a slip today, and it was terrible.” He sighed and dropped his head against the back of the couch. “I’m a wuss, Trent. I don’t want to see my sister cry.”
Trent cringed at what he was about to say. “She’s going to cry anyway, Chris. Maybe it would be better if she did it in your arms, so you can comfort her while you still can.”
“What comfort can I give her?” he asked bleakly. “It doesn’t change anything.”
“The freedom to not have to hide. If it’s taking a lot out of you, don’t you think it’s doing the same to her?”
Chris stayed silent for a long time. “What about Aidan?”
“I’ll deal with her. What are you going to do about Phoebe?”
“You don’t think this is really bad timing?”
Trent rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. Is it ever going to be good timing?”
Chris smirked mirthlessly. “I guess not.” He pushed himself off the couch. “Night.”
“Night.” Trent stayed down in the dark for a while longer, thinking. He didn’t know what the right thing to do was, or even the wise thing to do. There was no question that whatever happened from this point forward would not be easy.
 
***
 
Aidan eased the bathroom door closed without a sound and began tiptoeing back to her room. The house was still and quiet in the dead of night—aptly named. She paused, and frowned toward Phoebe’s bedroom. It was dark inside, but the silence seemed too prominent, as though it were empty when it shouldn’t be. Aidan cracked the door open. Phoebe was sitting up in bed, her eyes red and puffy from crying. Aidan reached for the lamp light on the dresser and shut the door behind her.
“Phoebe?”
“Did I wake you up?” Her voice came out rough and hoarse.
“No. I just…” Aidan moved to the foot of the bed. “What’s wrong?” Did she really have to ask? There was only one likely possibility.
Phoebe shifted to make room for Aidan. “I had a nightmare. It’s nothing important.” She wiped her eyes.
“What about?”
She shrugged.
“Do you have them often?”
Phoebe nodded. Aidan closed her eyes to hold back her own tears. This was the reason Phoebe had insisted Aidan take a room for herself, not the lame excuse that Phoebe was difficult to live with and Aidan, as an only child, wouldn’t be used to it. They’d had that conversation lightly, as though it were something to laugh about. Aidan hadn’t considered that Phoebe would be trying to hide something. She reached out and pulled Phoebe’s head down into her lap and stroked her hair. She shivered, so Aidan pulled the comforter tighter around them.
“There’s this shadow,” Phoebe started. “And it keeps getting bigger. At first, we’re all sitting in the living room, ignoring it. Then all of a sudden it’s sitting where Chris was. I call out for him, but he doesn’t answer, and when I scream at everyone else in the room, they look at me like I’m crazy, like nothing’s the matter.” She sobbed between words.
“It hurts so much I can’t breathe. I can see it everyday; he’s withering away. I can see the lines and the circles under his eyes, and the way his clothes hang loosely on him.”
“I know,” Aidan whispered.
“I can’t do it.” Phoebe’s whole body shuddered with a sob. “Not again.”
Aidan rocked back and forth, holding Phoebe and stroking her hair while she cried. They must have stayed like that for hours, but finally Aidan noticed that Phoebe had fallen asleep. She gently put a pillow under her friend’s head and slid herself out. It was almost 5AM, and Aidan didn’t feel like going back to bed, so she grabbed a blanket and went downstairs to sit by the window and gaze at the moon. She watched the first hint of dawn bleed into the dark blue sky, and the stars diminish until she couldn’t see them anymore. Was that what it would be like with Chris? He would still be there, but they wouldn’t be able to see him?
She heard footsteps behind her.
“You’re up early,” Trent whispered, and sat down next to her.
Aidan nodded. “Rough night.”
“You all right?”
She tried to keep her breathing steady. “I’m fine. I’m bleeding and holding myself together with bandages I have to reapply more and more often.”
“Night brings out the worst of it, doesn’t it?” Trent murmured.
Aidan looked into his dark eyes, catching the glint of the morning like a speck of a star. She reached out and entwined her fingers with his. “For others more so.” She twisted to see the glowing numbers on the clock. “You’re up early too.”
He smirked. “I’m always up this early.”
She leaned her head against the cold window with a sigh.
“Can I make you hot chocolate or coffee?”
“Sure,” she said, and sat up.
He squeezed her hand. “You don’t have to move.”
“I’d like to watch.” Aidan gathered up the blanket and followed Trent into the kitchen. She slid into a chair and watched as he turned on the coffee maker and scooped out a fresh batch of beans. When the machine finished preparing it, they sat at the table and drank their cups in silence. It was tranquil and complete. Aidan felt happy just being near him. They didn’t need to speak to fill the time, just this wordless communion.
It was still early, so they moved to the sofa and talked about past Christmases and fond memories. They talked about their families, taking the time to describe each member in detail, not only looks but personalities as well. They passed the time easily until Phoebe and Chris came down.
“I almost forgot one tradition,” Trent said. “Banana waffles for breakfast on Christmas morning.”
Aidan snorted. “That’s such a tease; we have to wait two days.”
He chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “Sorry. Oatmeal good for today?”
She nodded and looked at Phoebe. She looked just as haggard as Chris, with dark circles under her lifeless eyes. “There’s coffee already made,” Aidan offered.
Phoebe nodded and headed for the kitchen.
“She okay?” Chris whispered.
Aidan shifted uncomfortably. “Didn’t sleep well.”
Chris frowned and dropped his gaze to the floor as though lost in thought. Aidan got up and swept her arm under his elbow to lead him into the kitchen. Trent was offering Phoebe a choice between two flavors. She stirred a cup of coffee and stared at the boxes, but her eyes glazed over, as if she didn’t really see them. Chris put in Phoebe’s favorite and what he wanted.
The silence in the kitchen grew awkward and oppressive. Aidan volunteered to help Trent make breakfast. She wanted something to do so she didn’t have to focus on everyone’s faces.
“Trent,” Chris spoke up. “You have a list of what you need from town. Do you think you and Aidan can go by yourselves? I’d like some time alone with Phoebe.”
Aidan’s hands stilled and she looked at Chris.
Phoebe’s head shot up. “Are you feeling sick?”
“No.” He took a steadying breath. “I think we should talk. Can you tell Trent what else you might need?”
Phoebe nodded, and shot Aidan a panicked look. Aidan gave a small shrug to indicate she didn’t know what it was about, and that she certainly hadn’t told him about the night before. Aidan glanced at Trent, whose brow was furrowed. Maybe he knew what it was about.
“No problem,” Trent said. He handed Aidan a bowl and gave her a meaningful look. “I was thinking about leaving right after breakfast.”
Aidan nodded. “Sure.” She glanced one more time at Chris and Phoebe. Phoebe looked frightened, but Chris seemed calm, resolved. She’d have to ask Trent in the car.
They ate with sparse conversation, and Aidan dressed quickly so they could leave. She met Trent at the door. Chris said goodbye and told them not to have too much fun. Aidan climbed into the car and started the engine while Trent scraped ice off the windshield. Then he hurried to jump in the driver’s seat, rubbing his gloved hands together as they waited for the car to heat up.
“Do you know what’s going on?” Aidan asked.
Trent’s brow wrinkled as he considered his words. “The facades are coming off. We’ve all been guilty of it—pretending nothing’s wrong because we don’t want to hurt anyone else.” He shook his head. “It was bound to come out eventually.”
“Yeah.” Aidan looked down at her lap. “Phoebe’s been having nightmares. I’ve…”
“What?” he prodded gently.
She felt her eyes grow warm and blinked the moisture away. “I’ve been having despairing thoughts about being left alone when everyone’s gone. I mean, everyone dies eventually.”
He removed a glove and reached over to clasp her hand. “You’re not alone right now.”
“I know.” She tried to smile at him. “But it’s confusing. I’m so happy when I’m with you, and so hurting when I’m with them, and I feel like I’m going to burst, that it’s impossible to hold both those feelings inside at the same time.”
He squeezed, his fingers stiff and cold in hers. “I feel the same way.”
Really? Was it mortal then, to feel this way? If they could survive it, so could she. If he felt it also, then maybe she was even less alone than her fears would try to convince her.
“There’s so much to be happy about and to enjoy. And I feel guilty, because you’re making me the happiest man on earth, while at the same time he…doesn’t have that, and it doesn’t look like he ever will. It feels selfish.”
“Yes,” Aidan nodded. “Selfish is the right word.”
“But,” Trent said firmly, and pulled her hand close to his chest. “What would Chris tell you?”
She groaned, knowing he was right. “To keep living, to be happy. Isn’t that what we were doing though?”
He shrugged. “Yeah, but I don’t know if that means pretending all the bad stuff doesn’t exist at all, that it doesn’t affect us.”
Aidan tilted her head at him. “How did you get to be so wise?”
Trent chuckled. “I don’t know about that.” He let go of her hand and shifted the car into gear. “I just know what we were doing didn’t seem to be working out as well as we all thought.” He pressed the gas and the car’s tires crunched over snow.
Aidan watched the snow-covered trees go by as they drove down the mountain. “I like it up here,” she said. When it was her time, this is where she wanted to come. She wanted to die among the remnants of pleasant memories.



 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan stretched and looked at the clock. She had slept in this morning of all mornings. She got up and dressed quickly before going downstairs. The sweet smell of bananas and batter greeted her. Phoebe, for once, was up before Aidan, and sat under the tree sifting through gifts.
“You’re not shaking them, are you?” Aidan asked.
Phoebe lifted her chin in a haughty manner. “Just prioritizing.”
Aidan gave her a playful look and then went into the kitchen. Trent stood next to the waffle maker as batter sizzled between the hot plates and oozed out the sides.
“Ooh, wow. You could have waited for me; I would have helped,” she complained lightly.
Trent kissed her on the cheek. “You were sleeping. Merry Christmas.”
Aidan put her hands on her hips in a mock pout. She surveyed the bowls and countertops with distaste.
“What?” Trent asked. “You don’t like bananas in your waffles?”
“No, I was just remembering what you said about cleaning up after cooking at the firehouse.”
He laughed. “This is nothing.”
They heard Chris Ho-Hoing as he came down the stairs, bellowing “Merry Christmas” and “I smell food.” They gathered around the table with their plates piled with waffles and passed the butter and syrup around while speculating on what presents lay in wait for them under the tree. There was a strong sense of relief compared to earlier that week. Sadness and worry still lingered, but it had been brought out in the open and now sat at the table with them, somehow making it less of a monster.
“I’ll clean up later,” Phoebe said when they had finished. “Presents now!”
They moved to the great room. Aidan sat on the couch with Trent, Chris sat on the other sofa, and Phoebe knelt on the floor in order to pass gifts around. She reached in for a rectangular wrapped gift and handed it to Trent.
Aidan pressed her lips together—it was her gift—as he ripped through the wrapping paper and pulled out a large, spiral-bound book.
Trent looked at the title and laughed. “‘Recipes When Cooking For Large Groups,’” he read. He flipped through the pages. “This is too tempting to pass up, despite the cleanup it’s going to leave me.”
Aidan smiled. “That was the idea.”
Trent grinned in amusement as he surveyed the recipes. “Oh, yes, new experiments.”
Chris eyed him warily. “Experiments? I’m glad I’m not the test subject.”
“I thought you were the official taste tester?” Phoebe said wryly.
“Give him ours,” he retorted.
Phoebe handed Trent a small box, which he unwrapped to reveal a wristwatch. A stainless steel band held a square, white clock face against a black background. The hour and minute hands stood out in bright blue.
“Wow. This is nice.”
“And waterproof,” Chris said. “So you won’t have to worry about it when you’re working.”
“Thanks, guys.” Trent slipped it on and held his wrist up for them to see.
Chris opened Aidan’s present next. He raved over the collection of Science Fiction books she had gotten him: Red Mars, Dune, and Ender’s Game. The large round package wasn’t hard to guess as some kind of ball. It turned out to be a soccer ball for Phoebe. There were pictures of them all put into beautiful black and silver frames, fuzzy socks, and coffee shop gift cards.
“Phoebe,” Trent said. “The envelope next to the Rudolph ornament.”
Phoebe searched for it and handed it to him. He passed it to Aidan. Curiosity made her giddy. She opened the flap and pulled out what looked like a receipt card, except there was no price. Aidan studied it a moment and then looked at Trent.
“What is it?” Phoebe asked.
She grinned. “Salsa dancing lessons.” She leaned over and wrapped her arms around his neck. “This is fantastic.” She kissed him in front of Phoebe and Chris, and was grateful they didn’t make any obnoxious noises about it.
They finished unwrapping the other small gifts, stocking stuffers and trinkets such as candy and sticky note pads, stuff Aidan and Trent had picked up in town the other day. The phone rang and Trent went to get it.
“Great,” Aidan heard him say. “Chris, the package is here.”
“What package?” Phoebe asked.
Aidan got up and went to the front door. Bryan was pulling into the driveway. Aidan and Phoebe exchanged confused looks.
“Have you two planned something?” Aidan asked.
Trent grinned. “Well, Chris planned it; Bryan and I helped.” The girls watched as Bryan unloaded a cardboard box from the front seat and carried it up the steps.
“The box is squeaking,” Aidan said as he brought it inside.
Chris put his arms on Phoebe’s shoulders. “This is your real Christmas present.”
Phoebe hedged toward it and lifted one of the flaps. She squealed with delight and pulled a fidgeting white puppy with floppy brown ears out of the box. It whimpered and tried to lick her face.
“He’s so cute!” she exclaimed.
“She,” Chris corrected. “A King Charles Spaniel. You like her?”
“Oh,” Phoebe moaned. Yep, she was sold.
Chris shook Bryan’s hand. “Thanks, man.”
“My pleasure,” Bryan replied. “Hi, Aidan.”
“Hi.”
Trent slapped Bryan on the back. “I got some waffle batter left. Want some?”
Bryan seemed to perk up at that. “Banana waffles? Sure.”
Aidan followed Phoebe and Chris into the great room where they set the puppy on the floor in the middle of them and let it run around. Bryan sat at the table and watched while Trent fixed some more waffles.
“Was she any trouble?” Trent asked.
“Nah.” He yawned. “Doesn’t sleep much, like a real baby, I guess.” He shrugged at Trent’s look. “I wasn’t sleeping much anyway.”
“Still a lot of work?”
“Yeah.”
“Does she have a name?” Phoebe asked.
“I’ve got the paperwork for you somewhere.” Bryan patted around his jacket pockets and pulled out an envelope. He squinted at the name written on the front. “Ah, Gypsy.”
“Oh, how cute.” Phoebe ruffled the puppy’s ears. “I like that.”
“Oh,” Aidan said, and got up. “Trent, where’s Bryan’s gift?”
“On the mantle.”
Aidan retrieved it and brought it back into the kitchen and handed it to Bryan. “From Trent.”
Trent rolled his eyes at her, but she ignored him. She had already signed the gift card, but she didn’t have to say it out loud. Trent came over and stood with a plate of fresh waffles in his hand, waiting while Bryan opened the envelope. Aidan watched the corners of his mouth curve upward, though strained, as if they weren’t used to the direction.
“Thanks,” he said, his voice betraying more emotion than his face was willing to.
Trent put the plate in front of him. “You’re welcome. Are the dog supplies in the trunk?”
Bryan nodded and Trent took the keys from him. Aidan put on her boots to help bring in the dog food, bed, and toys.
“Oh,” Phoebe gasped. “You guys are amazing.”
“Um,” Bryan coughed. “There are some more gifts in the paper bag.”
Trent rummaged around until he found two small boxes wrapped in plain brown paper. Aidan smiled at the simple wrapping. She found it sweet, and fitting to Bryan’s personality. One had her name on it, and she felt slightly apprehensive as she carefully undid the tape on both ends. She pulled out a plain cardboard box and opened the lid. She was stunned. Inside on a piece of white tissue lay an eighteenth century sundial compass, an authentic one at that. Aidan ran her fingers over the hand-polished bronze. She used to have one like it, back when it was the standard way to tell time. She watched the needle swing as she swayed from side to side.
“It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “Thank you.”
He shrugged one shoulder in discomfort and grabbed his mug to occupy himself. Aidan smiled. The man was growing on her. She could see how proud Trent was, which only made her happier.
Phoebe squealed again in delight at something Gypsy did, or possibly even just for looking at her with those big brown eyes. Aidan laughed at the sound. It was nice, and reminded her of what life had been like two months ago, before the diagnosis.
Trent came up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. He leaned his head next to hers and swayed with her in his embrace. “Do you want one?”
She laughed. “Maybe later. I think I’ll enjoy being a doting aunt first.”
Bryan stood up from the table. “Thanks for the waffles. And for the gift.”
Trent released Aidan and rolled his eyes. “You’re not trying to leave already, are you?”
Bryan’s mouth set in a grim line. “I want to close this case.”
“Is Jess still at Kathy’s?” When Bryan didn’t answer, Trent continued, “You can at least stay until she calls to say she’s going back to work.”
Bryan’s jaw worked as though to argue, but he didn’t, so everyone migrated to the great room where they could talk and watch the puppy play. It was a memorable Christmas for many reasons, both sad and happy. In so many ways it felt like a shift from the life they had all been leading to a new path. The trip had meant to be a break from everything, one that would end and they would return. Aidan hadn’t known that it would serve as a launching ground, and that they wouldn’t be going back to the way things were. While it saddened her in the way loss does, she was excited for what it might also bring.
 
***
 
Any other Christmas or birthday before now, Bryan might have scoffed at such a gift. Today though, it was like the beacon of a lighthouse pointing him in the direction he needed to go. He had been making progress, as Jess and Trent kept affirming to him, but a small part of him still had to force things. Rock climbing, however, at least back when he used to do it, came naturally. The gift card to the store with the indoor rock wall was just what he had been looking for: that next step to reclaiming the life he had abandoned.
He was glad he came up for Christmas. He was even glad he picked up that puppy from the pet store and did that favor for Trent and Chris. The gratitude everyone seemed to be feeling for each other felt almost electrifying, making every topic of conversation worth laughing about and participating in.
Bryan watched the way Trent held Aidan in his arms, and the way she leaned into him. They both had serene looks on their faces. He could see them together for many years, and he was surprised by the sudden image of his own parents leaping into view where Trent and Aidan sat. He wanted to relax and just be happy for them, but there was still that nagging, that irrepressible fear of something he had yet to put an end to, and it threatened to terrify him more than any other evil he had ever faced.
“Are you guys going to stay through the New Year?” he tried to ask nonchalantly.
“I have to be back at work Sunday,” Trent replied.
Bryan nodded in understanding, but inside he felt the urge to try and convince them to stay. If they went back to the city before Bryan could arrest the serial murderer, then Aidan would be in danger again. He tried to calm himself by thinking about how she had been safe this week, and had had a wonderful time in addition to that. Bryan just wished he knew what he could do to keep it that way.
His phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and glanced at the caller ID. “Merry Christmas, Jess.”
“Merry Christmas!” the others around him shouted.
“I’m glad to hear you’re still up there,” she said.
“Yeah,” he said with a small smile. “But I’ll be heading back soon.”
“No need. I had an idea, but we can’t act on it until tomorrow.”
“About the case?” he asked, and moved to the kitchen where he wouldn’t be overheard.
“I was thinking about how we were making this list of possible targets,” she began. “And it occurred to me: how did our killer get his list?”
Bryan paused at the thought. “He’d have to have access like we do.”
“Right. So I figure we take that sketch of Scott we got from the chop shop guy to the State Adoption Department. It’d be possible for him to break in and just steal the records, but if he was going to get the records from other states, I think he probably works for Social Services.”
Bryan snorted. “Not a bad way to make a few contacts for his side businesses.” And then Jess’s previous comment clicked. “But the offices are closed on holidays.”
“It’s just one day, Bryan. Enjoy time with your friends. We’ll get him soon.”
“Yeah.” He knew she was right, but that didn’t make him feel like following her advice. They were closing in, only to be put off by a day any normal person looked forward to every year. It was a little infuriating. “No new disappearances or bodies?” he asked.
“None.”
What is he doing? “Okay. See you tomorrow.” He hung up and went back into the great room.
“Work calls?” Trent asked.
“Not really.” Bryan sat down again. “If you can bear it, I can stick around a while longer.”
Trent grinned. “I’ll do my best.”
Phoebe and Chris took Gypsy outside for a walk, Trent went to clean up the remnants of breakfast in the kitchen, and Aidan started gathering up the pieces of wrapping paper and stuffing them in a garbage bag. Bryan helped by picking up the scraps near his chair.
“Thanks for the gift card.” He had noticed her name inside the envelope.
“Have you ever gone climbing in the mountains?” she asked.
“A few times in college.” He hadn’t realized what he’d lost when he let those friendships go.
“Does Trent like it?”
“He’s gone with me once or twice.”
Aidan smiled. “I bet he’d go again. And I’d be up for a new challenge.”
Bryan stared at her. What an image that brought to his mind: the three of them camping in the mountains, rock climbing. It didn’t look half bad. Then, unbidden, came the image of nieces and nephews. So ridiculous was the vision that Bryan laughed out loud.
“What?” Aidan asked.
He shook his head and tried to school his features. “Just wondering if you had a sister,” he covered.
She smirked. “Sorry, no. But Phoebe would love it too.”
Bryan lowered his eyebrows at her. “Not very subtle.”
“Neither were you.” She grinned impishly.
He laughed and conceded. “Trent’s a lucky guy.” He watched Aidan automatically look back to the kitchen where Trent was washing dishes.
“I’m the lucky one,” she said softly. “So was it good or bad news that made you able to stay longer?”
Bryan stiffened. “Good news that won’t take effect until tomorrow. But we’re close,” he said, feeling the strange need to reassure her of an end to a danger she knew nothing about.
“Good.” She tied off the trash bag.
He stood up and took it from her. “I’ll take it out.” Once outside, he could hear the laughter of Phoebe and the yips from the dog. They brought back so many memories of family gatherings growing up: grandparents cooking in the kitchen, children playing outside in the snow, his cousin’s dog running after squirrels. Memories that used to oppress him now made him smile. Once again, though he hadn’t planned it this way, he was glad of the way things turned out.



 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
 
 
 
Bryan pulled up in front of the small apartment complex and killed the engine. Three marked police cars came in from the other side of the street.
“Apartment Seven,” Jess said from the passenger seat.
Bryan got out and unclipped the holster of his gun. Scott Copeland lived at this address, halfway to Lynnwood. The picture in his employee file at the Department of Social and Human Services looked like a good match to the police sketch. And today was his day off.
Bryan and Jess waited at the bottom of the stairs until officers confirmed they had all the exits covered, and then they went up. Jess knocked on the door as Bryan stood off to the side and out of sight of the peephole. No one answered. He motioned for an officer to use the entry tool to pry the door open with a snap. They drew their weapons and charged in, shouting and announcing their identification as police.
The one-bedroom apartment was easily cleared. Scott Copeland lay in his bed, completely wasted. The oppressive smell of alcohol hung in the air. Bryan surveyed the empty liquor bottles lining the dresser and night table and the condom wrappers that didn’t make it in the garbage can.
“Someone had himself a little party,” he muttered.
Jess snorted in disgust. “Get him back to the precinct to detox.”
Two officers hauled Scott out and Bryan and Jess went about searching the apartment. They found drugs and a few hiding places for wads of cash, but nothing to prove he was the serial killer they were looking for.
“No list,” Jess said hours later, bitterness lacing her tone. “An apartment is not the prime location to torture four women.”
“No,” Bryan agreed, equally disappointed. At least they finally had the guy in custody. Trent and Aidan would be coming back the next day, and Bryan could relax a little. “We have the cars though. We’ll get a confession.”
They drove back to the precinct and began gathering background information on their suspect. It would be a few more hours before he’d be sober enough to talk to them coherently.
“College graduate,” Jess said. “Got high marks. Looks like he was busted for running a few money-making scams on campus, but was never expelled.”
“Sounds like he got into social work for exploiting rather than helping people.” Bryan really wanted to find out what made this guy tick. Was it an ex-girlfriend who had spurned him, someone who had red hair and was adopted? Bryan couldn’t find any indication that Scott had known any of the previous victims, but many times serial killers saved their most precious victims for last. He grimaced at the thought, and as much as he wanted to protect Aidan, asking her about past relationships didn’t seem like a good way to go.
“I wonder why he stopped.” Jess rocked back in her chair, the gears squeaking. “He’s been showing up for work as usual. He partied the night away last night with one can guess what kind of companions.” She shook her head in confusion.
“We’ll just have to ask him.” Bryan glanced at the clock every so often, anxiously ticking away the hours until they could get that piece of scum into a room and finally get the answers they needed. Bryan checked himself. Sometimes there were no answers to the hardest questions, such as why.
An officer eventually came to inform them that Scott had been transferred to interrogation, and that his attorney had also arrived. This news dampened their enthusiasm a bit. They gathered up their files and headed to the Interview Room.
Scott’s lawyer stood as they entered. He wore a prim suit, but his wide comb-over dampened his attempt at looking serious. “I’m Mark Briggs, representing Mr. Copeland.”
“Have fun with that,” Jess muttered.
Bryan coughed lightly and they both took a seat across the table. “Your client is a suspect in four homicides.”
“What?” Scott spoke up.
“You didn’t inform my client at his arrest?” Briggs asked.
“He was unconscious and drooling at the time,” Jess replied.
“We have testimony that Mr. Copeland sold four stolen cars to a chop shop,” Bryan continued. “These four cars belonged to the four women kidnapped, tortured, and murdered over the past few months.” Bryan fixed Scott with a glare.
Scott held both his palms up. “A guy asked me to take those cars off his hands. He said he needed them to disappear, and I could make some extra cash taking care of it for him.”
Bryan and Jess exchanged a look.
“That story’s already been used,” she said.
“My client is telling you the truth,” Briggs insisted.
“Well there’s also this matter of means.” Bryan pulled out the information they had gathered from Social Services. “We’ve discovered that all these women were adopted. Adoption records are sealed. Your client here has access to these records, and according to phone records dating back several months, he’s called every State Adoption Department in the country and made some nice formal requests for such records.”
Briggs casually glanced at the papers. “You don’t have any physical evidence.”
“I think a jury will find that compelling, considering the odds,” Jess put in.
They had a calm staring contest with the lawyer for a few moments before Briggs leaned over and whispered into Scott’s ear.
“He’ll cooperate fully and you agree not to charge him as an accessory.”
“Is he?” Jess asked.
“Of course not.”
Bryan scrutinized Scott. He had been so sure this was the guy, and he was claiming it was someone else. It had to be a lie, but deep down Bryan knew it was probably the truth. This killer had been invisible, leaving no trace, dumping the bodies and everything with them so as to disconnect himself as much as possible. It made sense that he would do the same with the cars, even so far as to pass off the dumping on someone else. If he was that careful, there probably wasn’t much Scott would be able to tell them.
“Talk,” Bryan said, but the overwhelming sense of defeat made it hard for him to care what Scott had to say.
“This old man wanted to find his daughter that had been given up for adoption,” Scott began. “I referred him to the registry, but he said he didn’t have a lot of time and wanted to know if there was a quicker way. He hinted at money, so I offered to do it—for a fee. But he didn’t have any specific information, not even a specific year the girl had been born, so I got everything from the state of Washington. Then he wanted more, so I did.”
“For more money,” Jess suggested.
Scott nodded. “He said he was looking for his daughter.”
“Yeah, and you’re just big-hearted that way.”
“What was his name?” Bryan didn’t expect to get one.
Scott started to squirm. “He said it was Mr. Smith, but…he sounded Russian.”
“That didn’t shoot off warning bells in that smart head of yours?” Jess snapped.
“I object to this kind of treatment,” Briggs interjected.
“What else?” Bryan said forcefully.
“He came back a month later and said he had a car he needed to get rid of.” Scott shrugged. “I had offered him other ‘services’ after our first meeting, so he knew I had connections in that area. He brought me three more cars and that was it. I haven’t heard from him since then, I swear! And I didn’t know he was killing people.”
“You said he was old?” Bryan asked. “How old?”
“Sixties, maybe older. Gray hair and beard.”
“Will you sit with a sketch artist?” Bryan’s heart was no longer in it. It had been another wrong turn, a lead that veered off into the ditch at the last second, leaving them stranded and the killer still miles ahead.
He and Jess left the interview room.
“Our guy is Russian,” she said.
“We’ll have the sketch sent to Immigration and Interpol,” Bryan said, but he wasn’t hopeful.
“Yeah,” Jess agreed. “It could be worse.”
“How?”
“We could have had more than four bodies by now.”



 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
 
 
 
“How was Christmas?” Trent asked Sam. They were in the equipment bay checking all the gear. New Year’s Eve promised to hold many car accident scenes, fights with injuries, and fires caused by sparklers.
“A few oven fires, car accidents, the usual,” he replied. “Oh, someone burned their Christmas tree in their front yard.”
“What? Why?”
“I heard pieces of an argument between the wife, husband, and wife’s sister. Not too hard to guess what it was about.” Sam shook his head. “And here I volunteered to work to get away from people like that.” He finished checking his SCBA gear. “You have a good holiday?”
“The best,” Trent replied. Aidan was there. Bryan was there. It had been almost perfect. He knew it would be several years before the upcoming pain would lessen enough to allow them another Christmas close to the one they had just had. That day had also seemed to break the dam for Bryan. He now called often, asking about how things were, how Aidan was. It was nice having him so involved in Trent’s life again.
“Trent, phone!” someone called.
He jumped up and grabbed the receiver hanging on the wall next to the door. “Hello?”
“Hi,” a very pleasant voice answered. “I’m looking at a flier for Comedy Sports hosting a fundraiser for a local college’s drama team,” Aidan said. “This Friday. Want to go?”
Trent grinned. “Absolutely.”
“Okay,” she said, sounding rather pleased. “Have a good night at work, if you can.”
“Have breakfast with me Friday morning,” he said on a whim. “After you get off work.” He didn’t plan to propose, but it was time he told her what his intentions were, how he felt about her, put it into words—at least three key ones.
“Okay, where?”
Trent held back a chuckle. “Not your restaurant?”
“It just feels weird, being served where I usually serve.”
Well he couldn’t have her feeling uncomfortable when he was going to bare his soul. “The tea shop on Skylark?”
“Perfect. See you then.”
They said goodbye and Trent went back to work. He went out on a call where some young kids had gotten impatient waiting to use their firecrackers and set the lawn on fire, leaving a nice scorch mark to remember the occasion by. Other than that, they bided their time until the influx of calls would begin when the partying did.
Trent joined the other guys in the Rec room to watch a game on TV.
Sam slapped him on the arm and nodded to the hall. “You’re popular today.”
Bryan waved from the entryway.
Trent got up to meet him. “Hey. So what’s this visit about? It’s a little early to think about Christmas shopping for next year,” he joked.
Bryan did not look happy. “I need to talk to you.”
Trent frowned, but followed Bryan down the hall and to the front, where Bryan asked Frank if they could borrow the office for a few minutes. Frank left, and Bryan shut the door.
“What’s going on?” Trent asked.
“I don’t know what else to do at this point.” Bryan ran a hand over his hair. “I’ve tried everything to make this better so you’d never have to know, but it’s driving me crazy.”
Trent did not like the way Bryan had started his explanation. “Spit it out.”
“Did you know Aidan’s adopted?”
“Yes...” Trent certainly didn’t have a problem with it, and he couldn’t understand why it would ever be a problem for his brother. “So what?”
“So that guy who’s been killing women in Seattle has been killing women with red hair who have been adopted.”
Trent’s expression morphed into confusion.
Bryan sighed in frustration. “I’ve been following leads and they’ve all ended up nowhere. I haven’t caught the guy, Trent. And Aidan’s exactly the type of woman this guy likes to hunt.”
“You’re serious?” Trent’s assumptions about the conversation took a drastic turn. Bryan didn’t have a problem with Aidan; he was afraid for her. Whether this intense fear was irrational or not scared Trent though, because either way it seemed something to be alarmed about. “How long have you known about this?”
Bryan avoided eye contact. “Long enough to try to solve it without coming to this.”
“The cabin,” Trent said, and Bryan nodded. “Am I supposed to tell Aidan?”
“No,” he said urgently. “If you could just check up on her—frequently. I’ve…I’ve been doing the same, but I still have to work to find this guy.”
“You said all your leads ended up nowhere.”
“We know he’s Russian and we have a rough sketch. We’re checking with international authorities. I just want to make sure. I can see how important she is to you, and I will do everything in my power to make sure this doesn’t touch her.”
Trent didn’t know what to say. Aidan could be the next target of a serial killer. It was almost too wild to imagine, and yet, none of the families of the other victims had ever anticipated it happening to them.
“I need her schedule,” Bryan said.
“What?”
“Her schedule. When she works, if she has other routines, especially places she’d be going to alone. I can ask for favors from officers on the streets—”
“Bryan,” Trent interrupted. “There’s no chance you might be overreacting?”
His brother looked grim. “I’ve seen too much to care if I am or not.”
Trent accepted that. “Okay.” He told Bryan all he knew about Aidan’s schedule and plans. Most of them revolved around Chris and Phoebe, which Bryan said was a good thing. Trent felt numb by the time Bryan left. The fear was contagious. How was he going to act around Aidan when he saw her? Would he be stiff, nervous, wanting to tell her what he was hiding, but afraid to? Fear gave birth to anger. He had been planning to tell Aidan he loved her. How would he get the words out now? They’d be tainted with this knowledge. Would it be worth it if he could keep her safe until Bryan caught the guy? He couldn’t stand the tension building inside him, so he went to the gym to try and work it out. When dispatch tones sounded, he poured himself into his work, trying to keep the image of Aidan’s face off the bodies he saw.
 
***
 
Aidan sat on the floor across from Phoebe, rolling a ball back and forth between them while Gypsy chased it. Chris was sound asleep in his room, as he was a lot of the time now, worn out by an invisible battle he had no hope of winning.
“I think he did it so I wouldn’t be lonely,” Phoebe said.
“Hmm?”
“Gypsy.”
Aidan looked down at the puppy that had captured both their hearts. Phoebe was probably right. It had been a sweet and thoughtful thing to do. Phoebe had never been alone her whole life. Chris was always at her side, the two inseparable—until now. It was hard, but Chris had started bringing up discussions about what Phoebe was going to do in the future. After the talk they’d had at the cabin, they were much more open about things, especially the hard stuff. Sometimes it was difficult to listen to, even though Aidan acknowledged the necessity.
“I’m only going to take half a load next semester,” Phoebe continued. “I talked to my professors and they approved it. I don’t want it to be too hard to keep up.”
Aidan nodded. “That’s wise.” Gypsy pawed at the ball in her hand, and she sent it rolling back to Phoebe.
“Chris asked me if I would move in with you.”
Aidan looked up. “Of course.”
“At least until you get married.”
She smirked. “You expecting that soon?”
Phoebe shrugged. “We could start planning it anyway.”
Aidan laughed and tossed the ball through the air.
Phoebe reached up and caught it. “Seriously, we could make a scrapbook of your dream wedding and that way most of the details would already be taken care of when the time comes, and you won’t have to stress about it.”
Aidan shook her head in dismay. “If we make one for me, we’re making one for you.”
Phoebe rolled her eyes, but smiled. They passed the ball back and forth in silence until Gypsy intercepted it, managed to get her tiny mouth around a section, and took off running.
“He’s trying everything he can to make it easier on me.” Phoebe shook her head. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready though.”
“Do you regret that he didn’t do the chemo?”
“No,” Phoebe answered right away. “He was right. I remember what it was like with Mom. And we’ve had some really good times these past weeks. I don’t regret that.”
There was silence again except for the click of Gypsy’s nails in the kitchen.
“The emptiness,” Aidan began, working her mouth to get the words right. “It gets smaller.” She looked at Phoebe, wanting to comfort her with the knowledge and wisdom she had gained from personal experience over the centuries. She had lost so many loves: friends, motherly figures, children, lovers, and yet every new cycle she seemed to find the capacity to love again, but she couldn’t explain that to Phoebe. She could only offer half-encouraging words without substance that left them sounding hollow.
Phoebe looked thoughtful. “Do you miss your birth parents, even though you don’t remember them?”
Aidan hesitated. “Even no memories leaves a hole of its own. It does fill up with other things though, like new people to love.”
“It’s not cheating?”
Aidan thought of Ivar for the first time in a while. “No. It’s healing.”
Phoebe nodded and pushed herself off the floor with a groan. “I feel like baking.”
Aidan smiled and stood up also. “Cookies or cake?”
“Hmm, both.”



 
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
 
 
 
“Immigration has several possible matches for our sketch,” Bryan said as he came into the bullpen and took a seat at his desk. “Most of them have permanent addresses, but some are off the grid. What’s that?”
Jess was looking over a handful of reports. “Results from ViCAP. This guy has been doing this for a long time.” She handed him the file. “Similar cases dating back forty years.”
Bryan took the folder and scanned it. Dozens of victims spread across the East Coast and Mid-West. No wonder they hadn’t caught him yet. He had experience, had honed his skill and knew how to not get caught. Bryan frowned at the details of the victims. “The ages change.”
“Yeah,” Jess said. “They gradually get older until we come to our recent murders, which start younger.”
“All these women were adopted?” he asked incredulously.
“No. That’s something new this time.”
He looked up sharply. “So, what, a different killer?”
Jess grunted in frustration. “I don’t know! Every detail is the same except for the age and adoptions. And as far back as it goes suggests our own guy who has experience.”
“Excuse me, Detectives,” someone interrupted. “I’ve got something from Interpol.”
Bryan practically snatched the file from the rookie detective in his eagerness. He skimmed the page. “Similar murders in Germany and Russia.”
“Looks like it began in Russia,” the younger detective remarked.
Bryan looked at the dates. “Our guy wouldn’t even have been born yet.”
“I thought the car guy said he was Russian,” the young man insisted.
Bryan looked at Jess. “More than one generation?”
She lifted her brows as she considered it. “Possible.”
“The murders in Russia were of twenty-year-olds. Germany the ages change to thirties.” Bryan grabbed the murder reports from the East Coast. “The ages get older as the murders move west. Then they start in the twenties again here.”
“That makes no sense,” Jess said.
“It does to our killer.” If only they could decode his mind, they would be able to stop him. Then again, he had stopped. “Maybe he’s looking for someone,” Bryan mused.
“If this started a generation ago, then whoever that person was is long dead.”
“True, but the urge to play it out isn’t.” Bryan sat down and put his elbows on his desk. “That’s what serial killers do, isn’t it, find surrogates? Suppose our guy did learn this from his father, and now he’s compelled to repeat it.” He surveyed the countless photos of women with red hair. “He’s looking for who his father was looking for.”
“How does the adoption thing fit in?” Jess asked.
Bryan shook his head. He couldn’t know any of this for sure; it was all just guesswork. “Maybe this guy figured out a more efficient way to go about his search. Recordkeeping wasn’t the same then as it is now.”
Jess tossed her pen down. “This doesn’t help us.”
“No,” Bryan agreed in disappointment. “We need to go through immigration records starting when the murders first occurred on our continent and go back to when they stopped in Europe.” More paperwork. Another lead with the potential to end up nowhere. At this point, Bryan wondered if the killer would die of old age before they caught him. And if that was the case, was there a next generation murderer ready to take up the family torch?
 
***
 
He had almost despaired again when his treasure had disappeared right when she was in his grasp. It was as though Fate mocked him. But here she was again, going about her daily activities as though her absence hadn’t affected anyone. She couldn’t know the agony she had caused him the past week. No more waiting, he decided. His planning was less than perfect at this point, but his impatience won out over reason. The parking lot had a few cars, the restaurant a few patrons. If he was quick and silent, he’d give no one cause to notice.
He pretended to be waiting for the bus to arrive. Her car stood only five spaces away. He watched her through the restaurant windows as she seated her last guest, went back to the ladies room and came out in different clothes—she looked lovely in that burgundy sweater—and finally as she donned her coat and headed outside. He counted the pace of her steps in order to time his own. He slipped from the bus stop, walking with intention, his head up, eyes facing the restaurant. He could still see her in his peripheral vision: her cheeks glistening pale in the cold, her eyes bright against such pallor. She was eight feet from her car, keys in hand. He passed her as though his interest was breakfast, but veered sharply and came up behind her as she opened the door of her car.
He had his hand under the damp cloth in his pocket the whole time, and as he reached up with the other hand to grab her arm, he brought the chloroform up and over her mouth. He pulled her down between the car and open door to keep from being seen. She struggled for a brief moment before he felt her weight give in to him. Then he pushed her into the car, across the driver’s seat and into the passenger’s. He picked up the keys from the ground, got in, and started the engine.
She looked asleep in the seat next to him, her head leaning against the window. He reached over and pulled the seatbelt across her, clicking it into place. Adrenaline screamed inside him. He pulled out of the parking lot and had to force himself to not drive over the speed limit and draw attention to himself. He was ecstatic. After years of searching, he had what he wanted. And as soon as he got back to the house, he would prove it.



 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
 
 
 
Trent left a few minutes early to go meet Aidan for breakfast. Bryan now had him worrying about a scary man hiding in shadows, so Trent planned to drive by the restaurant as Aidan was getting off, see that she got into her car, and follow her to the tea shop. He wondered what she would think or say if she knew any of this was going on. Was it a violation of trust, not telling her? Or would it be paranoid to bring it up? Trent sighed. This morning would not be what he had hoped.
He stopped at the red light perpendicular to the restaurant and glanced at the parking lot. Aidan’s car pulled out onto a side street and headed for the intersection. What was he thinking? Trent mentally berated himself. Then he stopped and stared at the man behind the wheel of Aidan’s car. Trent looked back to scan the parking lot. Maybe he had mistaken a similar car for hers, but there were no other blue Corollas in the lot. He looked back at the other car as it turned right onto the street he was on. The back corner of the windshield had a Seattle U student parking permit sticker. It was her car.
Trent’s heart rate quickened, and as soon as the light turned green, he drove after it. The man who was driving had looked old, and had a long, grayish beard. Where was Aidan? Trent had a sickening lurch in his stomach as he thought of the trunk. His cell phone lay in the backseat, but he didn’t want to take his eyes off the car ahead of him long enough that he might lose it. He’d have to wait to call for help.
The man drove only slightly over the speed limit, not enough to draw attention from a traffic cop. He headed north, away from the city. Trent continued to follow, hoping that the man wouldn’t notice. Bryan hadn’t been paranoid after all. If only Trent could call him.
They drove for almost twenty minutes, into a moderately wooded area of Edmonds with large homes set in the back of long driveways. Private. The blue car finally turned onto a small road that led to a huge old house. Trent pulled over beside some bushes so he wouldn’t be seen and tried to see up the drive. He watched the old man get out of the car, walk around to the passenger side, open the door, and lift out a woman in his arms. Aidan.
Trent clenched his fist and tried to remind himself that she was probably alive. He remembered what the papers said: he liked to torture them first. He reached back and grabbed his cell phone, finding Bryan’s number quickly in his recent calls list.
“Yeah, Trent.”
“Bryan, he’s got her.”
“What?”
“He grabbed her at work, in her car,” Trent tried to explain quickly. He needed to get inside. “I followed him to Edmonds to his house.” Trent gave Bryan the address.
“I’m on my way, don’t do—”
Trent hung up. He wasn’t waiting.
 
***
 
Aidan felt a heavy weight slowly recede from her eyelids, and as thought processes returned, she realized she was very uncomfortable. She tried to move, and felt resistance on her arms. The angle seemed strange to her, until she felt the harsh metal rings around her wrists, holding her arms up. She was chained to a wall. The realization almost brought out a laugh, as she could have sworn she was in a different century by now. She felt light dancing on her eyelids and blinked them open.
She was in what looked like a private study, dimly lit. A fireplace with crackling flames stood across from her. Huge, ceiling-high bookshelves lined both sides of the hearth. A large desk sat off to her left, and the door stood in the far right corner. It was shut. There were no windows. She tried to remember what happened, but the lingering grogginess chased it away.
“Ah, you are awake.”
Aidan jumped as a figure moved not ten feet away from her. He had been sitting in a dark corner where the fire didn’t illuminate him. Now he edged forward into the light. The orange glow danced sinisterly across half his profile, highlighting a hard and weathered face and gleaming in his excited eyes. Aidan recognized a Russian accent. She was about to ask what he wanted, but then her eyes fell on a rectangular glass box, the corner edges lined with golden rods, standing upright on a small table next to him. Inside, almost as if weightless, stood a large red feather on its tip, shining like a sun.
Aidan didn’t need to ask what he wanted.
He watched her eyes as they stared at the box. “Yes, it is you.” He laid a hand gently on top of the case. “You know vhat this is.”
Aidan didn’t want to look at him. He knew what she was. He had a piece of her. In 1913, in the forests near Siberia, Aidan had died and been reborn. She had shed her natural, fiery form and transformed into a human. That feather had been left behind. And someone had seen her. It was the only explanation. The feather was nothing but a mystery unless there was a witness who knew what it meant, whom it belonged to.
“You weren’t there the day that fell to earth,” she said, her voice oddly calm. A trace of her past warrior lives flickered in her gaze.
He stroked the glass as though it were a pet. “My father searched his whole life and died empty.” He fixed his eyes on her and smiled. “Not me. I found you, my love. And now ve have eternity.”
Aidan’s heart raced, blood pounding in her ears. She lifted her chin. “I’m sorry you inherited his burden. But it won’t satisfy you.” Nothing would. He had been driven mad by a glimpse of a sacred beast, spurred by a compulsion that should never have been awakened.
He pushed himself up with a force that knocked his chair over and walked toward her. Aidan resisted the urge to shrink back. She had nowhere to go anyway. He held a lighter in his hand and clicked forth a flame. Aidan stared warily at his eyes, trying to judge what he might do. He knelt down and with his other hand whipped out a knife. He brought it up to neck level, paused with it poised there, and then down and cut off her sleeve. He held the live flame under her upraised arm. She tried to pull away, but the chains held firm. She stared into his eyes and watched them grow wild while watching the flame flutter over her skin without bringing forth the smell of burning flesh. She didn’t even scream.
“Yes, yes!” He unchained her from the wall, cupped her by the back of the neck, and dragged her to the fireplace. She struggled, but wasn’t very strong—developing muscle hadn’t been a priority this century around. He held her in his iron-like grip and thrust one of her hands into the fire.
The flames licked and curled around her fingers and palm, singing to her blood, rekindling the fire that had lain dormant within it. Her eyes rolled back in the overwhelming ecstasy of ancient power coursing through her. The flames were warm and caressing, like waves of winged water lapping over her skin. The kindred spirit did not burn her.
Aidan vaguely heard, as though it were far off, the voice of her abductor shouting in elation and delirium. Then she felt a huge object ram into her and carry away the weight that was holding her down. She hit the carpet hard and heard someone familiar calling her name. Her mind snapped back into focus when Trent’s face appeared in front of her. He knelt on the floor, pulling at her arm.
“Let me see.”
Aidan looked at the Russian lying on the floor, and back at Trent. His frantic hands stilled when he saw her arm. His eyes widened in confusion and disbelief.
“But,” he stammered. “The fire…”
Aidan heard moaning and the creak of the floorboards.
“No, she is mine!” The Russian stood over them, aiming a gun.
Aidan pushed herself at Trent and a loud crack exploded in her ears. She landed on top of him and heard three more ear-shattering pops, followed by a loud, heavy thud as the Russian hit the floor. Aidan pushed herself up again. Bryan stood in the doorway, his gun still pointed at the man on the floor. He moved past them to get the other gun and check the man’s pulse.
Bryan glanced at them and shook his head. The Russian was dead. “Are you two all right?”
Aidan nodded, dazed. She looked at Trent to see if he was okay. He was staring at her with that same look of confusion, and possibly fear.
“I saw him put your hand in the fire,” he said.
“What?” Bryan exclaimed.
Both of Aidan’s hands were visible and obviously unhurt. She had the strong urge to deny it, to say Trent had gotten to her just in time, but she didn’t want to lie to him. She felt her heart break at the new way he looked at her. All her hopes and dreams shattered in that moment.
“Oh jeez,” Bryan muttered. “You’re hit.”
Aidan closed her eyes, not wanting to witness this anymore. She felt the trickle of a blood trail down her arm, but the gash from the bullet’s graze had already healed. She had no idea what she would do now, with her life, but in this moment she wanted nothing more than to bare her soul completely for the first and only time. She shook her head at herself even as she lifted the remainder of her sleeve to reveal smooth skin and the lightest pink scar that physical bodies always carried away as a souvenir.
She could feel their eyes boring into her. No one spoke.
“You’re not going to ask?” she finally said, unable to stand the silence anymore.
“I really don’t know what question to choose first,” Trent said. His voice came out strained.
“What is that?” Bryan asked, but he was looking past her, at the encased feather on the table.
Aidan felt rage well up within her. She grabbed the case and flung it into the fireplace. When the glass shattered, the fire surged with a roar as it consumed its sister flame.
“That was evidence!” Bryan shouted.
“That should never have been found!” Aidan felt hot, feverish. The stress threatened to be too much. It had been bad enough facing the terror of that man; the rescue wasn’t playing out all that bearable either.
“So he was looking for someone,” Bryan murmured in dawning comprehension.
“What?” Trent asked.
“The pattern over the past eighty, ninety years—it just seemed to suggest a search method, the way the geography and ages changed.”
“He’s been killing that long?” Aidan gasped. She had caused an obsession in a man that turned him into a serial murderer, and one that had passed to his son! She sank to the floor. “I’m sorry.”
“Aidan.” Trent knelt next to her. “What…? Can you explain any of this?”
“Make it quick,” Bryan said. “Backup will be here any minute, and I suggest you leave such things as that feather and getting shot out of your statements when I take them.”
Aidan looked at Trent. “Do you believe mythology started in fact?”
He shook his head in exasperation. “What?”
“What one creature do you know of who lives for a hundred years before bursting into fire and being born again?” She couldn’t keep the bite from her tone.
He narrowed his eyes. “I thought it was a thousand years.”
“Well, if I lived that long, someone would notice,” she retorted.
Trent stared at her as though he thought her crazy. She knew it was too wild to accept, but also that he had seen too much not to.
“That’s why the fire didn’t burn me.” She nodded to the dead man in the corner. “He knew that. He was testing me, to make sure I was what he was looking for.”
Bryan rubbed his chin, and Aidan could see that all the pieces of his case were finally falling into place. Oddly, he seemed to be having less of a hard time accepting it. Sirens grew louder in the distance.
“I’m going to take your statements now,” Bryan interrupted. “And then, Trent, take her home.”
Aidan told them everything that had happened from the time she left the restaurant to waking up chained to the wall. She told them exactly what the Russian had said to her, though left out her own part in the conversation. His words were just the ramblings of a psychotic without context. She told them he cut off her sleeve so he could see her arm burn in the fireplace, and that’s when Trent arrived. It was rather easy after that: since the suspect was dead, their conversation afterwards wasn’t part of the crime and didn’t need to be accounted for. A paramedic came in to look her over, but she explained away the blood on her arm as a bloody nose.
Since the killer drove Aidan’s car, it needed to be processed by the Crime Scene Unit, so she got in Trent’s car for him to take them back to the city. They remained quiet for most of the drive.
“Phoenix, huh?” he finally mumbled.
“I wanted to live as a human. There’s no place for the mythical bird in this world.”
“I could have spent the rest of my life with you and never really known who you are?”
Aidan swallowed the lump gathering in her throat. “I’ve never lied to you.”
“Amnesia,” he threw out.
“I took the form of an eleven-year-old. There was nothing before that to remember.” She looked over at him. “You have to understand that no one would believe me if I ever did tell the truth.”
Trent jerked the wheel and pulled over to the side of the road. His knuckles turned white in the vise-like grip he held on the wheel. “Yeah, I’m having a hard time with it myself.” He looked at her and shook his head. “But I know what I saw back there.”
“I meant it when I said that you were the best thing that has ever happened to me.” She wanted to reach out and touch him, but feared he’d recoil. “Ever. You’ve come the closest to truly knowing me.”
“Because I learned your secret?”
“No! Before that. I told you I loved dancing and you listened. I want to teach history, but before I met you, it was just a career to pass the time of this life. You made me see that it’s a part of who I am, that it could give me purpose. Two thousand years I’ve lived as a human and I couldn’t figure that out for myself?” Aidan shook her head. “The red bird is just a body. This,” she gestured to herself, “is just a body. Whether it’s this form or that one, I’m still these likes and dislikes, these feelings. I love Phoebe and Chris, and watching him die is tearing me apart. Yet, at the same time, being with you has given me a happiness I didn’t think possible. And I love you, more than—”
Trent reached over and wrapped his hand around the back of her neck, pulling her into him. He stopped her mouth with his. At first, she wanted to resist, wary of the thoughts running through his head as he pressed his lips hard against hers, almost to the point of pain, but she melted into him as she realized his embrace hadn’t changed, that his intensity was pure. He had been truly terrified of losing her back there. His touch didn’t feel anything like the frantic possessiveness of the Russian.
“I love you,” he breathed, and reached up to cradle her face in his hands. His gentle touch contrasted starkly with the ferociousness of his need.
Aidan let out a breath. “I’m not too freakish for you?”
“No.” He stroked her cheek tenderly. “I fell in love with the person you described. Knowing your secret just explains all those little mysteries about you, while at the same time opening up a bunch more.” He smiled at her. “I love the mysteries too.”
Aidan pulled him into a tight hug. “Thank you for rescuing me.”
Trent sighed. “If we’re going to bare secrets, I guess I should tell you that Bryan suspected you would become a target of a serial killer, and I was checking up on you this morning when you got off work.”
Aidan laughed and kissed him again. They lingered there for a moment, their lips barely touching, breathing in the scent of each other. “Every animal fears a cage,” she whispered. “But today, I feared lying to you more, because it would mean I am truly alone. Telling you and Bryan could have been the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, but right then I wanted it more than anything, damned the consequences.”
“He won’t tell,” Trent said, his voice husky. He leaned his forehead against hers. He smelled of smoke, as always.
“I know.” She clutched part of his shirt in her fist. She breathed him in deeply, trying to calm the racing of her pulse. She wasn’t alone anymore. Trent’s heavy breathing matched hers. She wanted to complete the union, to truly become one with him, for their souls to mate. It took all her effort to lean away from him. “Can we go home please?” she whispered.
Trent nodded and squeezed her hand before putting the car into drive and pulling back out onto the road. He drove to Aidan’s apartment so she could get a new shirt and wash off the blood that had dried on her arm. Trent followed her upstairs and waited while she washed and changed.
Aidan couldn’t foresee all the implications of telling her secret. She moved around her bathroom restlessly, her mind feeling buzzed, her skin tingling as though she was plugged into an electrical outlet. Her brush with the fire seemed to have awakened her innate power, which normally receded into dormancy as she fully surrendered to a mortal way of life. The voices of the flames still rang in her ears and vibrated throughout her blood. The sensation was euphoric—and unusual, since the only other time her phoenix and human form crossed in such a way was her transformations, and then her energies were so depleted that it left her feeling weak and distinctly human.
She came back out and saw Trent holding the compass sundial Bryan had gotten her for Christmas.
“So it’s not just that they’re pieces of the past,” he mused. “They’re pieces of your past?”
Aidan nodded.
“And you remember it so well because you were there?”
She nodded again.
Trent put the compass down. “So you’ve already done everything, traveled everywhere.”
Aidan frowned and walked closer to him. “You make it all new again.” She reached up to touch his cheek. “Sharing it with you, seeing it through your eyes makes everything a new experience.”
He nodded as if he understood. “That’ll just take some getting used to.” He gestured to the phone and the blinking red light on the machine. “You have messages.”
Aidan pushed the playback button.
“Aidan, where are you?” came Phoebe’s panicked voice. “Your cell phone is off, and I can’t reach Trent. I know you were supposed to be together. You need to call me. Chris is in the hospital, and the doctors say it’s the end stage. I can’t do this. Where are you!” The message ended with a beep.



 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
 
 
 
 
Aidan half jogged down the hospital hallway in search of room 332. Trent was close on her heels. They had run to his car as soon as the answering message had finished, and Aidan had called Phoebe from the road. Aidan didn’t tell her why they had been unreachable or what had happened back in Edmonds.
Chris had collapsed again, only this time it wasn’t the flu. Phoebe had called an ambulance, and he had been admitted to the hospital’s ICU. The doctors said declines like this ended quickly. Aidan couldn’t form a coherent thought beyond that of finding the room he was in and wrapping Phoebe in her arms.
Trent grabbed her elbow and veered her to the left. There was the room; she could see Chris through a glass wall. He was hooked up to several monitors and IV lines, and had an oxygen mask over his face. He looked white, like he had gone swimming in the arctic, and Aidan had a hard time fathoming the drastic change that he had undergone so quickly.
She stumbled into the room. “Phoebe.”
Phoebe sat in the chair next to Chris, but jumped up and ran to Aidan. They wrapped each other in a hug, and Phoebe started crying.
“This is it,” she sobbed into Aidan’s shoulder.
After everything that had happened that morning, Aidan didn’t think she had it in her to endure another heart wrenching moment, especially not this one. She felt Trent’s arm under hers, and he led them both to the chairs to sit. He held each of their hands, and Phoebe wept until her tear ducts ran dry.
Aidan held onto Phoebe’s hand tightly and looked at Chris lying so still and soundless in the bed except for the steady beeping of his monitors. She could still hear the ringing in her ears. As she looked at Chris, the panic and despair drew back like a curtain, giving her a moment to think. The idea came like an epiphany, a clear whisper from somewhere else speaking through the vibrating chords inside her. Like the rays of sun breaking through rain clouds, it retreated just as quickly, and Aidan felt the weight of the decision that lay before her. An hour ago she had been faced with losing everything she loved, and now she faced giving it up willingly. She looked at Chris again, and then at Phoebe, eyes swollen and red, now heaving dry sobs.
Aidan shook Phoebe’s hand gently. “Hey. There’s a bathroom down the hall. Why don’t you wash your face with some cold water, okay? You’re not going to be able to see anything soon.”
Phoebe lifted her head and nodded slowly. Trent helped her stand, and Phoebe walked off like a ghost gliding aimlessly. Aidan waited until she had drifted around the corner and turned to Trent.
“I need your help.”
“With what?”
Aidan didn’t know how she was going to say it, how she would make him understand. “Chris doesn’t have to die. I can save him.”
Trent looked at her incredulously. “You…the other part of you…can save him?”
“Yes.” She hadn’t thought of it before because until that morning, she had been fully mortal—at least consciously. But now she could feel the ancient power of the phoenix alive and awake inside of her. “I can give him the rest of my life.”
“What does that mean?” Trent’s face became a mixture of doubt and fear.
“I have eighty years left in this body,” she tried to explain, and glanced around to make sure the hall outside was clear. “I can give them to Chris instead.” She took a deep breath. “He can live and I can die.”
Trent’s jaw worked as he stared at her. “It’s not a real death though, is it? You’ll come back?”
Aidan bit her lip. “I can’t become human again right away. It takes time—about a year.” She shifted in discomfort. “A person can’t just disappear for a year and come back, not in today’s world. I’d have to start over again. Bryan can report that you never found me after I was abducted.”
“No!” Trent shouted, and clenched his fist as people outside turned their heads. “I thought I lost you today, and now you want me to pretend that I did?”
“I can’t let him die knowing that I could have saved him. I can’t look Phoebe in the eye with that knowledge.” Aidan reached out and cupped both his hands in hers. “Can you?”
Trent moaned, glanced at Chris, and then at the door. He grabbed her by both arms. “Then come back to me. I’ll take care of things while you’re gone, say you’re on a trip, notify the school, your apartment, work, everything. Bryan can help. But you come back.”
Aidan raised a hand to his face, her heart swelling with inexplicable sadness and joy.
Trent searched her eyes. “I will wait for you.”
She turned her head away. She had never come back from a death to an old life. Yet, more than anything, she didn’t want to leave him. She leaned her head forward against his chest and listened to the beat of his heart singing in tune with the fire in her blood. She surrendered.
“I’ll come back.”
Trent nodded. “Then what do we need to do?”
“Go to the mountains. It can’t happen here.”
“That’s not going to be easy.”
“You know how to work the equipment,” Aidan said, devising a plan. “You can keep him hooked up to what he needs and get him to the car?”
Trent nodded. “What are you going to tell Phoebe?”
She took a deep breath. “To get some food from the cafeteria. She’ll forgive me when Chris comes back to her safe and well.”
Trent raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re sure?” he pressed.
She nodded, but paused. “You’re not going to go to jail for this, are you?”
He laughed. “If I do, maybe we’ll get out at the same time.”
Aidan went to find Phoebe and take her down to the cafeteria. Trent would get Chris downstairs and to the car, and Aidan would slip away and meet them.
Aidan watched her best friend poke at her food. “Phoebe.”
“Hmm?”
“I love you. Everything will work out for the best.” Then Aidan said she needed to visit the restroom, but she walked right past it and out the doors into the chilly afternoon air. Trent pulled up along the curb and she jumped in. She looked back at Chris bundled in blankets in the backseat, the IV bag lying next to him. He was too weak to know what was happening.
“I’m guessing a secluded place?” Trent asked as they got onto the freeway.
“Near the cabin,” Aidan said. “You can go there when it’s finished.” That place had given her some of the fondest memories she would ever cherish. That’s where she wanted to die.
 
***
 
They were lucky; they had gotten on the road before commuter traffic. Trent didn’t want to think about them being delayed or arriving too late. There was no going back from what they had just done, and it needed to work out only one way in order to be all right. Trent’s head swirled with different thoughts and emotions; he was surprised he could still concentrate on the road. Aidan was…mythical seemed the safest word he could use at the moment.
He had been so terrified when he quietly cracked the door to the study to see what the man was shouting about, and had found him forcing her arm into a blazing fire. He had seen burns before, on victims, on colleagues. Then there was nothing, no brown crinkled flesh, not even a dark red like a sunburn. He had wanted to be so relieved that she was unhurt, but—he felt ashamed to admit—was a little afraid of what that meant. Then there was the feather in the glass box, glowing on its own with no visible wires or battery. It was strange and beautiful. Aidan was strange and beautiful, and as she tried to explain what had happened with the same voice she always used, and with the same deep, knowing look in her eyes, Trent knew that nothing she said could change the way he felt about her.
Bryan, ironically, seemed to be the most calm and levelheaded one throughout the conversation. They would have to talk later; Trent knew it was unavoidable. He had expected the three of them to talk, but that wouldn’t happen now. What would he tell Bryan? The truth? Or the same made-up story he was going to tell everyone else?
“What do I tell Chris and Phoebe?” he asked, breaking the silence they had been driving in for an hour. “They’re not going to accept something superficial like you went back to Colorado for a family emergency.”
Aidan remained quiet for a few moments. “Tell them what happened today in Edmonds. The official story,” she added when he raised an eyebrow. “Tell them I love them, but that I needed to deal with what happened, and that it involves going back to my roots.” She shrugged as though that would be enough of a cryptic explanation. “They won’t like it. They’ll probably be hurt, but I know you can get them through it. The important thing is Chris will get through it.”
Trent tightened his hold on the wheel. He hated this. He had half a mind to turn around and go back, to keep her with him, but knew he couldn’t. This was her decision, and it was the right one. He just didn’t want to live without her.
“Aidan, will you marry me?”
“What?” She sounded surprised. “I don’t think there’s time.”
That made him smile; it wasn’t a no. “When you get back. I’ll propose more formally then too, but…I just wanted you to know my intentions before you left.” He glanced at her.
She tilted her head to look at him, her eyes watering like pools of molten fire. “Yes.”
Trent pulled off onto a side road that would take them up an isolated trail to a campground parallel to the cabin. The closer they got to the spot, the tighter his heart constricted within his chest. He pulled into a clearing and stopped the car. The sun was beginning to sink, casting bright, horizontal rays against the bark of trees and patches of white snow. Trent got a wheelchair from the trunk and took it around to the back. Carefully, he lifted Chris into it while Aidan held the IV bag. They moved several feet away from the car, and Aidan turned around to face them. The lines around her eyes crinkled with pain, just as Trent felt. She suddenly moved into his arms and kissed him. Her hands ran through his hair and clutched at his shirt, desperate as though she knew she wouldn’t be able to convey all she felt in words alone.
She finally pulled away, her chest heaving. “I love you.” Tears glistened in the corners of her eyes.
“I love you,” he whispered back. “It’s not forever, not this time.”
Aidan nodded. “I know.” She took a deep breath and knelt in front of Chris. She shook his shoulder gently. “Chris,” she called. He stirred and moaned, but couldn’t open his eyes.
“Happy New Year.” She leaned in and kissed him, and as she did, she began to glow like the feather in the box had. The light grew brighter, and Trent had to take a step back from its intensity. He watched, frozen in awestruck wonder as Aidan appeared to age. She grew thin and pale, and her stunning red hair waned to a pale yellow. She was still beautiful, Trent thought. Chris, on the other hand, looked as though life was pouring back into him, which is exactly what was happening. The hollows around his face filled in, the lines and shadows faded. His color came back, bright and flush.
The light began to fade and Aidan broke away, stumbling back a few feet. Trent took a step toward her, but she held up her hand to keep him at bay. She lifted her head and smiled at him. She looked serene and regal, her hair still shining like a pale star, all pain gone from her eyes.
Then she burst into fire. Trent shot his hands up to cover his face and staggered back. He stared in horror, but Aidan continued to smile. The flames flickered and grew, curling around her limbs like vines. She lifted her arms, and Trent thought he saw the outline of wings in the firelight. Then the fire exploded in a series of sparks and she was gone. The fire died just as quickly, until only a pile of ashes remained.
Trent took cautious steps toward it. It was just a pile of black dust, unremarkable except for dazzling red specks like ruby sand. He let out the breath he’d been holding. The sun was getting lower, and the light caught on something in the ash. Trent squatted down to peer at it more closely and poked his finger through the dust. He pulled out a smooth, white round orb. A pearl. He furrowed his brow in confusion until he remembered part of the mythology, how the phoenix could cry tears of pearls. He also realized that he had never seen Aidan cry before. Throughout everything with Chris and today, she had grieved with him, but never shed a tear. He smiled as he closed his hand around the gift.
He got up and went back to Chris, who was sleeping, just sleeping lazily as if they had been out camping. Trent shook him gently.
Chris’s eyelids fluttered open. “Trent. What…?” He looked around at the forest and then at the wheelchair he sat in and the IV line in his hand. “Am I dying?” he asked in confusion.
Trent smiled. “I don’t think so.” He helped Chris stand and get back to the car, and drove them to the cabin.
Chris became ecstatic as he realized how good he felt. He hopped and stretched and spun across the cabin’s threshold, proclaiming the extraordinary surge of energy he had and how the pain had gone. He kept asking Trent what had happened, but Trent couldn’t think of a good answer.
“A miracle,” was all he said. He pulled out his cell phone, which listed nine missed calls from Bryan. Now began the juggling of stories and cleanup. When Trent looked at Chris though, lively and excited, he knew it was worth it. Trent dialed Bryan’s number.
“What have you done?” Bryan said upon answering.
“Everything’s okay—”
“I’m at the hospital with Phoebe,” Bryan interrupted. “You kidnapped her brother when he was dying?”
“Bryan,” Trent said firmly, trying to get his brother’s attention. “Chris is fine. Better than fine. Bring Phoebe up to the cabin and I’ll explain. Tell her he’s fine.” He heard Bryan muttering to himself on the other end.
“Be there soon,” he said gruffly, and hung up.
Trent and Chris sat and talked in the kitchen. It was hard to explain things without there being some major skepticism. He told Chris that, yes, he had been admitted to the hospital, and that Aidan—after he had also told him that story—had wanted to give him a goodbye gift before she left. That the gift had been a miracle, Trent didn’t deny, though he didn’t explain how it had happened. Chris stuttered on his responses, unable to form coherent sentences while still overwhelmed with everything. He tried to get more information about Aidan, even demanded she come right back and see him, but Trent couldn’t help with that.
Bryan and Phoebe stormed through the door almost an hour later. His brother must have had the sirens blaring and broken ordinary traffic laws to get there so fast. Phoebe stopped in her tracks as soon as she saw Chris, up and walking and looking as healthy as he had three months ago. After a moment of shock, all the terror and panic on her face vanished. She ran into his arms, laughing and crying hysterically. Trent left them in the kitchen. Chris could explain things to her. He nodded to Bryan, and the two stepped outside.
“Where’s Aidan?” Bryan asked.
“She’s gone.”
“Gone?”
“She gave up her life so Chris could have his.” Trent didn’t look at his brother, but could feel Bryan’s gaze boring into his side.
“Are you okay?”
Trent gripped the porch rail, the powdered snow biting into his flesh. “She’ll be back. In a year or so, she promised to come back. I proposed and she said yes.” It was as if he needed to convince himself.
Bryan reached up to rub his neck. “That’s some woman you have there, or whatever she called herself.”
Trent finally looked at him.
“‘Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.’ That’s somewhere in the Bible.” He put a hand on Trent’s shoulder. “Are you going to make it a year?”
“I hope so.” Trent glanced back at the house where Chris and Phoebe were. Instead of losing Chris, they had lost Aidan, and Trent couldn’t even tell them why. They needed him now, and he needed them.
“I’ve got your back this time,” Bryan said. “You have my word.”
Trent nodded. “Good, because I’m going to need your help with a few things.”
They turned to go back into the house. Trent cast one last look out at the now dark woods. He would miss her—he already did. But a year from today, he would be back, waiting, waiting for her to emerge from the forest, the fiery red-haired woman, to come running into his arms.
 
***
 
Trent went back out to that spot the next morning. The pile of ash was still there, undisturbed. He gathered it up and took it deeper into the forest where there was less chance of someone coming upon it. He went back the next day and found it has he had left. He started to worry. Aidan had never done anything like that before. Maybe there was no resurrection after giving up one’s life.
Bryan had taken Chris and Phoebe back to the city and would be coming back for Trent after finishing up a few details on the serial killer case. They still didn’t know the Russian’s identity. Trent wandered around the cabin, doing chores, feeling a heavy loneliness inside him.
He went out again on the third day. When he got to the spot, he stopped. The pile of ash had been scattered in a sweeping circle. At first he thought an animal had gotten to it and he felt a surge of panic. Then a bright light hit his face and he lifted his arm to shield his eyes. There in the tree a few feet away, next to the position of the sun in the distance, perched a small red bird.
Trent felt as though he stopped breathing as they stared at each other. The bird chirped melodiously, did a little dance along the branch, and flew away. Trent couldn’t explain the sense of peace that filled him at that moment. He smiled and turned back toward the cabin. He’d tell Bryan he was ready to go back to the city now.



 
Epilogue
 
One Year Later
 
 
 
 
 
“I’m flying back tomorrow,” Bryan said.
“How’s everyone doing?” Trent asked. He was on his way up to the cabin. Bryan was in Dallas visiting family for the holidays.
“They’re good. I was the butt of many jokes, most of them revolving around alien abductions and other such disappearing acts.”
Trent smiled. “Was I mentioned in any of them?”
“I told them you were working.”
“I volunteered to work Christmas.”
“I left out that part,” Bryan replied. He paused. “Call me, you know, after.”
“I will.” Trent hung up.
When he got to the cabin, he went into the basement to find an airtight container he could leave in the forest and animals and the elements wouldn’t be able to touch its contents. Then he went upstairs to get some clothes from Aidan’s suitcase. After she supposedly took off last year, Trent went to her apartment and packed some of her things to take to the cabin so it would look as though she had got up and left. He took the box of clothes into the forest to the spot where he had last seen her and hid it in some bushes. He looked for her, but even though he didn’t see her, he felt that she was watching.
He went back to the cabin to wait. Had it been spring or summer, he might have camped out there in a tent, but he had to admit it was too cold. He busied himself with chores: shoveling the drive, chopping wood, and fixing little things around the house. He always kept the little velvet box in his pocket no matter what he was doing. He wanted it ready when she came back.
He heard the phone ring inside the house, so he put down the axe and went to answer it.
“Hello?”
“Hey, Trent,” Chris said. “How’s the view?”
Trent glanced out the back window out of habit. The snow-capped peaks glowed white. “Sunny.”
“Have you heard from her?”
Trent held back a sigh. One of them always asked at least once a month—usually Phoebe. “No,” he replied honestly.
“But you expect to?”
Trent frowned. “What makes you say that?”
“It was exactly a year ago we were all up there,” Chris said. “When you left, you didn’t look like it was for a morose trip down self-pity memory lane.”
“It can’t just be happy memory lane?”
“If you insist. But a miracle happened up there last year, and I wouldn’t be surprised if another one did now.”
Trent smiled. Chris could be very perceptive. “Did you guys have a good New Years?”
“Yeah. April’s brother was there. I think he likes Phoebe.” Chris had met his girlfriend at a summer internship program, and the two had been going out since July. Trent liked the two of them together, and Phoebe seemed to be adjusting well to the change in dynamics.
“What does Phoebe think?”
“She’s oblivious. April and I are going to arrange a double date.”
Trent chuckled at the idea. “Good luck with that.”
“Trent...” Chris paused. “Tell her hi, if you talk to her.”
“Of course.”
They said goodbye, and Trent went back out to finish chopping wood. He froze before he reached the woodpile. There she was, standing across the yard in between two trees, her hair falling in dark red waves around her shoulders, her eyes gleaming amber with the remnants of her inner fire. She was more beautiful now than he remembered, if that was even possible. She smiled shyly and took a small step toward him.
They met halfway, and just stared at each other for a long time.
“Thanks,” Aidan said finally, and gestured at the sweats and sweatshirt he had left for her. “Usually I take time to prepare for this, but I had been in a hurry.”
Trent smiled and pulled her into his arms and kissed her.
“Oh,” she breathed when he let her go. “I’ve missed that.”
He took a step back and got down on one knee, vaguely noting that the snow was going to soak his jeans. He reached into his pocket for the velvet box. “I’ve waited a year for this.” He pulled it out and opened the lid. He held the ring up to her. “Aidan Quinn, will you marry me?”
Her brows dipped as she studied the ring, and Trent watched her eyes widen as she recognized exactly what kind of pearl he had custom fastened in the center, crowned on all sides by the tiniest diamonds. She held out her hand to him.
“Oh yes, Trent McCain. I will.”
He got up and slipped the ring on her finger. Then she kissed him and laughed in delight.
“Can I cook you something?” he asked.
“Yes, I’m famished,” she replied. “Tell me all that’s happened while I was away.”
Trent wrapped his arm around her waist and they walked back to the cabin. His patience and endurance had been rewarded. Aidan was back in his arms, and he was going to marry her. He had fallen in love with a mythological creature thousands of years old, and she had fallen in love with him.
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