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 Chapter 1 – The Cabin 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Large calloused hands of a man pulled Jenny out of the bed she shared with her younger sister. The chill on her bare feet from the roughhewn wooden floor of the one room log cabin made her shiver. She drew a deep breath of cold air in and expelled a cloud of vapor. 
 
    Why is it so cold? Jenny wondered. It’s summer. 
 
    She recognized the man as her father. He pulled her to the center of the cabin where her mother, a middle-aged woman dressed in a white nightgown, was busy wrapping a blanket around her sister, barely out of diapers. Jenny looked around the room. The cabin was dark except for the coals from the fireplace and a single tallow candle on the table. A small mirror was nailed to the wall above a washbasin to the left of the fireplace. The reflection of the woman holding the child near a preteen girl with long dark hair was barely visible in the light from the candle. 
 
    A scrapping sound on the roof made Jenny look up. The pinewood planks her father had cut for the roof bowed in near the left side. The bulge moved farther up the roof as the scrapping sound intensified. 
 
    What’s happening? Jenny wanted to ask. The strained look on her father’s face kept her silent. 
 
    Releasing her hand, Jenny’s father grabbed his flintlock from where it hung on wooden pegs above the fireplace. He turned to her mother. “I’ll draw it away. You take the children. I’ll meet you in the woods by the stream.” 
 
    “No. We should stick together.” 
 
    “Do as I tell you, woman!” 
 
    Jenny grew frightened. Her father never spoke so roughly to her mother. Hazy memories of carefree days playing around the cabin in the North Carolina mountains reminded her that he was a kind, bear of a man. As she watched, he raised his right hand and touched her mother’s face with a tenderness more in line with his nature. 
 
    “Please, Martha. Just do as I say. There’s no time to argue.” 
 
    Jenny looked away from her parents. Something tugged at the back of her mind as if she was forgetting an important detail, but she didn’t know what. She looked around the cabin spotting a pair of calf-high boots under her bed. Rushing back, she grabbed the boots and began slipping them over her bare feet. A small orange hand reached out from underneath the bed and scratched her hand drawing blood. She screamed as a foot-high, grayish-orange creature with leathery wings and a horned head crawled out. It raised itself onto two legs and stretched out two clawed hands in her direction as it bared pointed teeth and hissed. Her mother threw a pot at the miniature demon, hitting it in the chest and knocking it back under the bed. Grabbing Jenny’s hand, the mother dragged her towards the cabin’s only door. 
 
    “It’s an imp,” shouted her mother. “Oh God. They’re in the cabin.” 
 
    A feeling of pure evil accompanied by an overwhelming hate swept through the cabin. At the same time, something began ripping at the roof from the outside. Finger-length claws tore through the boards on the left side of the roof. Jenny heard her little sister scream. She felt a scream of her own begging for release, but sheer force of will kept the sound bottled inside. 
 
    Her father’s calloused hand turned Jenny’s head away from the roof. He knelt on one knee so that his head was level with hers. His wide eyes glistened in the flickering light of the candle. 
 
    He’s scared, Jenny thought. The idea that so large a man could be scared terrified her more than the sound of wood being ripped apart above her head. 
 
    Cradling the flintlock in his arm, her father twisted at his right ring finger with his left hand. A flash of yellow glinted in the candlelight. 
 
    A ring, Jenny thought. Where did that come from? 
 
    Grabbing her right hand, her father shoved a dull-silver band with a small yellow gem onto her finger. As soon as he did, Jenny felt a warmth flow through the ring, up her arm, and into her very soul. 
 
    “Never take this off,” said her father. “You have to keep it safe. Do you understand?” 
 
    Jenny stared at the ring. It shrunk to fit on my finger, she thought. How? 
 
    The man grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “You can’t let them get it. The ring is your responsibility now. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, Papa,” she said near tears. 
 
    Her father stood and looked at his wife. He nodded his head and cocked the hammer back on his musket. “Go to the stream. If I don’t join you by dawn, get to the Williamson’s cabin. Find a way to go west. You have to keep moving. That’s your only hope. Trust no one.” 
 
    Jenny’s mother stifled a sob. “George, I—” 
 
    George kissed his wife, then pulled back and said, “Don’t count me out yet, woman.” Turning to the door, he lifted the latch and stepped outside. 
 
    Dragged by her mother, Jenny ran past her father as he grabbed a hatchet stuck in a stump near the door. She glanced over her shoulder to see her father turn to look at the roof of the cabin as he raised the musket to his shoulder with the hatchet still in his left hand. Twisting free of her mother’s grasp, she spun around and looked at the roof. A large body the size of a grizzly with glowing yellow eyes and giant leathery wings lifted its head and roared. Half a dozen of the foot-high creatures her mother had called “imp” hovered around the larger creature. Jenny instinctively knew the massive creature could only be a demon from the darkest pit of hell. It locked eyes with her. She screamed. Then she was running for all she was worth after her mother and younger sister. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A momentary flash lit the tree line ahead as Jenny stumbled. A terrible cry of rage from some otherworldly beast pierced the night. She detected no pain in the monster’s roar. Then she was weaving among the trees, trying her best to keep up with her mother as the woman made a desperate attempt to carry her sister to safety. 
 
    A horrible, pain-filled scream came from the direction of the cabin. Both her mother and sister screamed, but her mother kept running. Jenny kept up as best she could. 
 
    “We will find you,” shouted a voice that was more growl than words. “There is no place to hide. The ring will be ours. Run while you can. You cannot escape. We will find you.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tess Wilkerson jerked upright in bed with a scream on her lips, catching herself before any sound came out. It was dark. The glow from one of the trailer park’s light poles streamed through an opening in the curtain of her bedroom window. A drop of sweat dripped into her right eye. Her entire t-shirt was soaked. 
 
    Wiping her forehead, she reached for the cellphone on her nightstand. Four-thirty, she thought. I’ve got another two hours before I have to get up. 
 
    Returning her phone to the stand, Tess lay back on her pillow. It was only a nightmare, just like the others. I’m not Jenny, but it seemed so vivid this time like I was actually there. I don’t know why the dreams are happening more often, but they aren’t real. Nothing’s after me. 
 
    Glancing at her right hand, Tess noticed the yellow glow of the gem on her ring. It had once been her mother’s. The glow was brighter than normal. It’s reacting to my mood, that’s all. It was just a nightmare. I wasn’t the little girl in the dream. She’s not real. There is no Jenny. The thing under the bed wasn’t real. Neither was the thing on the roof. Nothing’s after me. I’m safe. 
 
    Doubting she could go back to sleep, Tess closed her eyes to at least make the effort. Within two minutes, the only sound in the room was that of her steady breathing. This time she dreamed of happier times. She dreamed of her mother—her real mother—and felt at peace.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 – Tess 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    When Tess finally woke, rain was pelting against the bedroom window. Combined with the fading memory of her nightmare, the rain only added to her melancholy mood. She’d never liked Mondays in the first place. Dressing quickly, she glanced through the window at the already dreary day before turning her attention to her dresser mirror. Running a brush through her dirty-blonde hair a couple of times, she did her best to keep the tangles at bay. She took a final look at all five-foot-four of herself in the mirror, taking in her ripped pants, knee-high biker boots, and black leather jacket. 
 
    Good enough. 
 
    Tossing the brush on top of her cluttered dresser, her eyes went to the only picture of her mother she owned. Her smiling mom and nine-year-old-self brought back memories of a happier time. That had been eight years ago. Tess reached out with her left hand and gingerly picked up the picture. She touched the old photograph with her right hand, running the tips of her fingers over the image of her mother. A flash of yellow from the ring on her right hand drew her attention. The yellow gem in the dull-silver ring glowed softer than it had the night before. Even the warmth the ring normally gave off had a gentler feel. Ever since her mom gave her the ring, Tess had known the piece of jewelry was special. Besides responding to her emotions, it had saved her life the night of the crash. Despite her nightmares, she was glad she had it. It was the only connection with her mother she had that was truly hers. 
 
    “I guess I’m missing you more than usual this morning, Mom,” Tess whispered wiping a stray bit of moisture from the corner of her eye. “I’m not going to cry, though. I promised I’d never cry again.” 
 
    Setting the picture back in its place, Tess turned to the door of her small bedroom. Once in the hallway of the two-bedroom trailer her dad had rented from one of his drinking buddies, she made straight for the kitchen. Rummaging through the refrigerator, she failed to find the slice of pizza she’d left on the shelf the night before. Since the fridge wasn’t exactly overflowing with food, there weren’t many places for her prize to hide. Closing the door, she turned toward the small, battered table in the corner of the kitchen. Next to two empty beer bottles was a balled-up paper wrapper. A red logo with Big Jack’s Pizzeria was visible on a corner of the paper. 
 
    That’s just great. Dad strikes again. 
 
    Resigned to another morning without breakfast, Tess tiptoed the three steps to the half-wall separating the kitchen from the living room. The skinny form of her father wearing a dirty pair of jeans and a ragged t-shirt was passed out on the couch. The remaining empties of a six pack and a half-empty bottle of his favorite brand of whiskey were on the floor near his head.  
 
    Tess looked at her dad, frowning. Where in the world did he get enough money for the booze? Hastily reaching into her back pocket, Tess pulled out the twenty in tips she’d stashed there the night before, then sighed with relief. At least he didn’t get it from me, she thought. He must’ve conned drinking money out of some other sucker. She looked down at the sleeping man. I wonder what our life would’ve been like if Mom had lived? 
 
    A snort from the direction of her dad drew Tess out of her thoughts. She watched him roll onto his side before taking up snoring again. With the movement, the burn scars on the left side of his face and neck were exposed to the morning light.  
 
    Tess sighed. I remember him being different when I was younger. Before he was injured, before Mom died in the crash. He was Mr. John Wilkerson, respected businessman, loving husband and dad. 
 
    Tess looked down at her dad, thinking of those happier times. To be honest, I barely remember them. What I do remember is a nice house and clothes and a whole lot of laughing. I remember thinking how much Mom and Dad loved each other. She shook her head in an attempt to clear the memories. Reminiscing never did any good. Maybe he’s not much now, but he’s all I’ve got. This is my life now. I’ve got to deal with it. 
 
    Picking up a worn blanket from the end of the sofa, Tess spread it over her father with care not to wake him. After a final look at the sleeping man, she picked up her book bag and threw it over her shoulder, then froze.  
 
    It feels too light.  
 
    Fear swept through Tess. Yanking the pack off, she unzipped it and looked inside. Her stomach felt suddenly empty. 
 
    My laptop’s gone. 
 
    Tess eyed the empty beer bottles and half-empty whiskey container on the floor. The realization of where her dad had gotten the money for his night of binge drinking swept over her. She was tempted to wake her father and have it out with him but resisted the urge. She knew it would do no good even if he were sober.  
 
    She glanced at the clock. I don’t have time for a yelling match now. My science project’s due this morning. I’ve got just enough time to get to the library and get a copy of my backup files if I hurry. 
 
    Grabbing the key to her motorcycle from the hook to the left side of the door, she hastily threw on her rain jacket and helmet before stepping out the door to meet another Monday. 
 
    I really hate Mondays. 
 
    She made directly for her motorcycle secured to a light pole near their trailer. Unchaining the cycle, Tess pushed it around a bicycle lying on the ground and past a beat-up, faded-green pickup. Once far enough from the trailer not to wake her dad, she started the engine and weaved her way through the trailer park, onto the highway. 
 
    The ride to town was short. There really wasn’t much to Covington. Compared to some of the places where her father had dragged her over the past few years, the little town stuck in the northwest of Washington state was nice enough, but why anyone would want to live there was beyond her. 
 
    Heck, there isn’t even a decent restaurant in town unless you call Big Jack’s decent. I’m not surprised Dad’s already talking about moving again. Six months in the same place is almost a new record. To be honest, I was hoping we’d stay here long enough for me to graduate high school. Another six months is all I need. 
 
    Zipping through the town’s main street, Tess pulled her cycle into the alley at the side of a two-story building. The words Covington Library were stenciled in faded letters on a large metal sign bolted to the side of the building. A brand new, bright-blue, four-door pickup was in the middle of the gravel drive blocking access to the employee parking lot in the back of the building.  
 
    Tess snorted. Somebody’s got some money. Must be nice. For such a Podunk place, there’s a lot of money floating around this old town. 
 
    Maneuvering her cycle around the vehicle, she was tempted to kick the truck’s door as she went past. She appeased her irritation with a thought of ‘jerk’ and left the truck door undamaged. Once in the rear parking area, she stopped next to a convenient post and dismounted. Extracting a chain and padlock from her backpack, she secured the motorcycle to the post before running up the steps to the library’s rear entrance. She twisted the doorknob and shoved, but the door refused to budge. 
 
    Locked. It figures. I’m running late and Mrs. Walker’s probably out front. 
 
    Not hopeful, Tess knocked on the door and waited. The morning rain had slackened to a light drizzle, but she was shivering by the time the old librarian came to let her in. The sweet woman was the epitome of a lifelong librarian; old and wearing spectacles. Tess guessed her age at mid-seventies to early eighties. The old woman was spry and energetic for her age.  
 
    The eternal smile Mrs. Walker always seemed to wear was evident on her face despite the dreary day when she opened the door and said, “My goodness, Elizabeth, you’ll catch pneumonia if you don’t stop riding that deathtrap in the rain. You should get yourself a car or a truck like the other kids.” 
 
    Quickly ushering Tess out of the rain and into the small back office, Mrs. Walker motioned toward a portable electric heater near one of the room’s two book-covered desks sporting large computer monitors. “Go dry yourself off, Elizabeth, while I make you a cup of hot chocolate.” 
 
    Tess smiled at the old woman’s use of her real name instead of her nickname. It sounded nice coming from the chief librarian. She’d instantly taken a liking to the gray-haired, spectacled Mrs. Walker the first time they met. It had been a good day when she strolled into the library and made friends with the old woman. 
 
    If it wasn’t for Mrs. Walker’s offer to let me use the computers in the library’s office during after hours, I don’t know how I’d have gotten my homework done before I got my laptop. Now Dad’s traded that off for beer. Thank God I put a backup of my files on the office computer. 
 
    The morning’s loss of her computer wasn’t the first time she’d come home to find some of her gear missing. More times than she cared to remember over the years, she’d found her unconscious dad with a case of empty beer bottles in place of some hard-earned electronic.  
 
    Forcing herself to forget about her father, Tess turned her attention to the librarian. “No hot chocolate for me. Can’t stay long this morning, Mrs. Walker. I’m running a little late. I’ll probably be back after school. Mr. Jenkins has some big science project for us that he’s giving out as an assignment today.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Mrs. Walker with a dreamy smile and a faraway look in her eyes. “I remember when I first started working here as an intern. David Jenkins used to come into the library a lot then. He was such a nice young man; good looking too. My late husband was a little jealous at the attention David gave me.” With a smile and a wink, she added, “You wouldn’t know it now, but I was quite the looker in my youth. I think David’s attention had a hand in my dear departed husband proposing to me as soon as we graduated high school. Bless his heart.” 
 
    Tess smiled at the old woman’s ramblings, unsure whose heart the librarian was blessing—her deceased husband’s or Mr. Jenkins’s. “Well, I suspect he’s changed since you first met,” she said with a chuckle. “He’s bald now and gives out assignments like his students are all planning on being rocket scientists when they graduate.” 
 
    “Ah, yes,” said Mrs. Walker. “We all change given enough time. You may not believe this, but I used to turn a few heads in my day. Did I ever tell you that?” Without giving Tess a chance to tell her she just had, the chief librarian said, “I was homecoming queen back in fifty-four. I was part of the hip crowd, if you can believe it. Uh…do they still use the word hip nowadays?” 
 
    Holding back a laugh, Tess said, “All the time when we’re talking about anatomy. Otherwise, not so much. I get your drift though.” 
 
    Glancing at the clock on the wall, she did her best to keep smiling. The sweet old lady liked to talk, and Tess had no desire to hurt the one person who was probably her only friend in town. Still, time was running out. 
 
    “Yep,” said Mrs. Walker seeming not to have heard Tess’s comment. “Those were good years.” She cocked her head and looked at Tess. “You know, dear? You’re a pretty girl. If you combed your hair more and put on a touch of makeup, I’ll bet you’d have all of the boys’ heads turning in your class. You know, there’s a homecoming dance at the high school this Friday after the game. You should go. Of course, you’d have to put something on besides those ratty pants of yours. I swear they don’t make clothes like they used to.” 
 
    Tess laughed. “Uh, I think I have to work that night. As far as my pants go, this is the way they came from the store.” 
 
    “Really?” said Mrs. Walker looking down at the pants in question. “Why would anyone buy pants with holes in them?” 
 
    Stifling another laugh, Tess shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe they just want to be hip.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Mrs. Walker frowning. “Still, those will never do for the dance.” 
 
    Tess shook her head knowing it would be useless trying to explain to the sweet old woman that she had no desire to go to a dance with a bunch of snobs. “Doesn’t matter, Mrs. Walker. Like I said, I’ll be working at Big Jack’s Friday night. No rest for the wicked, I guess.” 
 
    The librarian looked at Tess and shook her head. “Tsk, tsk. I’ll hear none of that, Elizabeth. You’re young. There’s going to be plenty of time to work when you get older. You should enjoy yourself now. As for being wicked, if there’s one thing I know, it is people. Believe me, dear, you’re not wicked. I think you’re a very sweet young lady.” 
 
    Tess almost laughed at being called a lady but resisted the urge. She looked at the clock on the wall again. Time was definitely getting short. Glancing around, she tried to find an excuse to make an escape from the talkative woman without hurting her feelings. 
 
    Half-hidden behind a stack of books and an oversized computer screen on the desk farthest from the heater, Tess spotted a dark-haired boy she knew from some of her classes—Alec Johnson, one of the seniors on the football team. 
 
    Mrs. Walker followed the direction of Tess’s stare. “Oh, you haven’t met my great nephew Alexander, have you?” Raising her voice, the old lady said, “Alexander, come here a minute. I want you to meet a very special friend of mine.” 
 
    The dark-haired young man looked up from the computer, then nodded his head in Tess’s direction saying, “Hi,” before looking back at the librarian. “We’ve already met, Aunt Mamie. I think we’ve got a couple of classes together.” With that the boy looked back down and continued whatever he was doing. 
 
    “Alexander Johnson,” said Mrs. Walker with as stern a voice as Tess had ever heard her use. “Where are your manners? You don’t greet a young lady to who you’re being introduced while sitting down across the room. Now you come over here and tell Elizabeth how pleased you are to meet her like a young gentleman should.” 
 
    The boy continued with whatever he was doing. “I’m running late, Aunt Mamie. You asked me to get this old server of yours working before I go to class. If you want me to come over there, fine, but your computers will probably be down until I get out of school. Actually, it’ll be longer since I’ve got ball practice this afternoon. Of course, maybe the IT staff will be over to fix it later, but I heard the town’s last tech quit on Friday.” Alec looked away from the computer screen long enough to ask, “So, do you want me to try and fix the network myself or come over there? It’s your call.” 
 
    Tess noticed the boy go back to working on the computer as if knowing his aunt had no choice. She looked at the librarian. “It’s all right, Mrs. Walker. Like he said, we’ve got some classes together. Besides, I need to get some work done on the computer now. I left a copy of my assignment on it. I’ve got to hurry, or I’ll be late for school.” 
 
    “Well, of course, dear,” said Mrs. Walker. “I understand. Go right ahead. You young people are always in such a hurry. A pretty young thing like you should be thinking about the dance.” She turned to look at her nephew. “Alec, why don’t you—” 
 
    The boy looked up, rolling his eyes. “Aunt Mamie, I’ve already got a date with Betty Swanson Friday night.” He looked at Tess and mouthed “Sorry,” then looked back at his computer screen. 
 
    Yeah, like I’d be caught dead with you, Tess thought. She dismissed the jock from her mind as she sat down at the desk nearest the heater where the computer with the backup copy of her assignment was located. She plugged in an empty flash drive and looked for the K: drive on the desktop but didn’t see it on the screen. 
 
    “Hey. Something’s wrong. It’s not letting me connect to the K: drive. I can’t find my files. They’re missing.” 
 
    A voice from the other side of the room spoke up. “They’re not lost. The server’s just down. I’ll have it back up in a few minutes.” 
 
    Glancing at the clock on the wall again, Tess gritted her teeth before looking at the boy. “You picked a stupid time to shut the server down. I’ve got to hurry. I can’t afford to be late for class.” 
 
    Alec stopped what he was doing and looked at her. “First off, I didn’t turn the server off. The network was already down when Aunt Mamie got here. I’m trying to get the system back up now.” 
 
    “Well, you need to hurry,” Tess said growing more concerned with the time. She really couldn’t afford to be late to Mr. Jenkins’s class. She needed to stay in his good graces, so he’d recommend her for the science scholarship. “Why’s a football player trying to fix it anyway? Are you one of those computer nerds or something?” 
 
    The young man frowned. After a couple of seconds, he said, “You know, Bess—” 
 
    “Tess.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My name’s not Bess. It’s Elizabeth, but people call me Tess.” 
 
    “All right, Elizabeth,” said Alec. “Then let me put it this way. You can dress in those bad-girl clothes all you want, but a little bit of politeness will go a long ways toward getting help when you need it.” 
 
    Tess glared at the boy. “I don’t need anyone’s help, especially not some jocks. And don’t call me Elizabeth.” 
 
    “I thought you said your name—” 
 
    “My mom called me Elizabeth. I let your aunt call me Elizabeth because she’s so nice. For everyone else, it’s Tess.” 
 
    “Fine,” snapped Alec. “Well then, Tess, Bess, Alice, or whatever your name is, I’m trying to get the server up. I’m going as fast as possible. You can wait if you want. I’ve got the same first period class as you, only I was smart enough to save my assignment to a flash drive.” 
 
    Biting her tongue, Tess turned away from the irritating boy and stared at her computer screen. She tried a few more times to connect to the K: drive, but it remained absent. A feeling of warmth in her right hand made her look at her ring. The yellow gem’s bright glow reflected her rising frustration. She repeated a calming mantra she’d learned from her sensei. The yellow glow of her ring subsided. Tess glanced out the corner of her eye at the young man across the room as he stared intently at his computer screen while moving in what she thought was a purposefully slow manner. 
 
    Yeah, take your time, rich boy. I saw your flashy new truck outside. I’ll bet it was a birthday gift from your mommy and daddy, wasn’t it? 
 
    After fuming for a few more seconds, she drummed the fingers of her left hand on top of the desk. She absentmindedly twisted the ring around her right ring finger, then inspected it closer. Both the metal of the ring and the yellow gem were intricately made. The metal of the ring was paper thin, but it was so hard she had a feeling she could beat on it with a sledgehammer and not make a dent. She twisted the ring until the yellow gem was centered on top. A flash of blue inside the yellow gem drew her attention. 
 
    That’s different, she thought. I’ve never seen other colors in it. She stared at the gem, waiting to see if it flashed blue again. It didn’t. 
 
    Tess looked back toward Alec. He was looking at her. As soon as their eyes locked, the boy bent his head and went back to typing. 
 
    What was he looking at? she thought. He can’t see my ring. No one can see it but me. So, what was he looking at? 
 
    For some reason, the boy’s previous words about her not saving her files still irritated her. 
 
    I did make a backup on a flash drive, jerk. It was with my laptop. If your dad had traded your computer for beer, you’d probably be scrambling to find another copy of your files too. 
 
    Tess’s eyes were once again drawn to the clock on the office wall. She watched the minute hand move closer toward the twelve. 
 
    “Are you about done?” she asked letting all of her frustration creep into her voice. “I’ve got to get to class. I can’t be late.” 
 
    Although she knew the downed server and her missing laptop weren’t the boy’s fault, she had to take her irritation out on someone. He was just convenient. 
 
    No, Tess thought. It’s more than that. He’s just a little too perfect. He’s popular, cute, and obviously rich. He probably doesn’t have a care in the world. I’ll bet he doesn’t have to worry about how he’ll be paying for college. His mom and dad will probably see to that. 
 
    Although it was none of the boy’s business, Tess had a feeling Mr. Jenkins’s recommendation and the science scholarship was her one shot at breaking the cycle of bad breaks since her mom’s death. 
 
    I won’t wind up like Dad. I just won’t. 
 
    Feeling eyes on her, Tess woke up from her thoughts to see Alec staring at her. 
 
    “You awake now?” said the boy. 
 
    Glaring daggers, she somehow managed to keep her tongue in check. She needed those files. 
 
    Seeming to ignore her stare, Alec held up a flash drive. “I said there’s no use in both of us being late to Jenkins’s class. I’ll bring your files to class when I get the server back up if you want to go on to school.” 
 
    Glancing at the clock, Tess was almost tempted to take the boy up on his offer, but she shook her head. “Don’t bother.” She’d learned a long time ago not to rely on other people to solve her problems. She glanced at the clock again. Time was up. “I’ll think of something.” 
 
    Rising from the desk, Tess made her way to the glass door leading from the office to the receptionist area in the library proper. Looking through the partially open blinds, she spotted Mrs. Walker busy arranging cookies on a platter. Tess opened the door and stuck her head out. The old woman looked up when Tess cleared her throat. 
 
    “Oh, hello dear,” said the chief librarian with a pleasant smile. “Would you like a cookie? I’ve got a class of kindergartners coming over later this morning. I baked this batch myself. They’re oatmeal.” 
 
    Tess eyed the platter, more than half-tempted to take the old woman up on her offer. The cookies looked moist, and she could smell them all the way from the doorway. With a twinge of regret, she shook her head. No, Tess thought. I don’t like owing anybody. Mrs. Walker’s nice, but she’ll expect things later if I start letting her do more for me than she already has. 
 
    Smiling at the old woman, Tess touched her stomach. “No thanks, Mrs. Walker. I’ve got to watch my figure and all that.” 
 
    The old woman laughed so hard her spectacles slid down her nose. “My dear, you’re beautiful. I suspect the only ones watching your figure are the boys at school. I certainly saw my nephew eyeing you.” 
 
    For a second, Tess was flattered. After all, the boy was moderately handsome and popular. Then irritation replaced thoughts of flattery. Well, Tess decided, if I catch him checking me out, he’ll be looking through a black eye for the rest of the week. Shoving her irritation aside, she smiled for the old woman’s benefit and laughed politely. “I’ll see you tonight after school, Mrs. Walker.” 
 
    “Goodbye, dear,” said the librarian walking over to Tess. She slipped a cookie off the platter and forced it into Tess’s hands. “Now off with you, sweetheart. I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    Once out the back door, Tess wolfed down the cookie as she walked past her motorcycle and headed out to the street. She’d learned on day one the safest place for her cycle was in the library’s employee parking lot. 
 
    Not to mention the powers that be at good old Covington High frown on students riding motorcycles, Tess thought. Doesn’t matter. It’s only four blocks to school. She glanced at her watch. Time was almost up. Gotta get moving. 
 
    Kicking it into high gear, she trotted around the side of the library, past the bright blue pickup. The thought that the irritating boy would be parking in the lot a few steps from the school’s entrance while she had to hoof it in the drizzle riled her to no end. 
 
    Yep, he’s a rich boy who has parents with more money than they know what to do with. It must be nice. I’ll bet old Alec boy’s out polishing his truck any time he gets a speck of dust on the thing. He probably hasn’t worked a day in his life. 
 
    She turned onto the sidewalk along the main street and headed in the direction of the school, picking up speed as she went. Before she covered half a block, the clouds opened up a little and the drizzle turned into a light rain. By another block, the light rain turned into a downpour. Pulling the hood of her rain jacket over her head, she did her best to keep her hair dry. Despite her best efforts, she was soaked by the time she made it through the school’s double-doors and into the nearly empty hallway beyond. She turned left and made a mad dash for the science wing. 
 
    Great, Tess thought as she tore her rain jacket off, dripping water onto the floor all the way to class. That’s just great. I’m going to be the last one to class. Typical Monday. She just made it to her seat as the bell rang.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins’s stern look watched her as drops of water from her hair made small puddles on the top of her desk. After several seconds of scrutiny, he walked over to a large sheet of paper hanging on the wall and wrote Tess’s name at the bottom, on a line by itself while everyone else’s was on a line with two names. 
 
    Mr. Jenkins turned away from the paper to face the class. “I’ve decided to shake things up a bit with another team project.” 
 
    Several groans came from the class.  
 
    Tess sighed. I hate team projects. I normally wind up doing all the work myself. It’s the only way I can keep my A average. Maybe I’ll get teamed with one of the science geeks this time. Even with the thought, she wasn’t hopeful. From experience, she knew her luck didn’t run that way. 
 
    After scanning the room, Mr. Jenkins gave what Tess thought was a devious smile. “I’ve noticed some of you tend to work with the same partners every time. So…” He scanned the room again with his smile growing ever wider. “…this time, I’ve taken the liberty of letting Lady Luck assign the teams.” He pointed to the large piece of paper behind him. “This is the order you got to class this morning. You’ll be in two-person teams. After class, you can get with your teammate and work things out.” 
 
    The sound of grumbling filled the room. 
 
    “Quiet, please,” said Mr. Jenkins. “I’ll email you the project specs later today. This team assignment will be worth twenty-five percent of your semester grade, so I highly recommend you take it seriously.” 
 
    Tess looked at the paper again. Good. I don’t have a teammate. That suits me just fine. 
 
    “In the meantime,” said Mr. Jenkins, “I want you to pass in the flash drive with your assignments. I hope they’re finished, because unlike last time, I won’t be giving any extensions. Too many of you seem to think a deadline is anything but. Maybe this will be a learning opportunity for you.” 
 
    Tess started to raise her hand, but one of the jocks, a big blond oaf named Scott Thomas, beat her to the punch. “I don’t have my flash drive with me, Mr. Jenkins. I, uh…accidentally left it in a friend’s bag last night.” 
 
    “Ah, I see,” smiled Mr. Jenkins. “Then I’ll just have to accidentally give you a fail on the assignment.” Looking around the room, he said, “Anyone else have any excuses?” 
 
    Before Tess could say anything, the door burst open. In walked a dripping Alec Johnson. After nodding his head at Mr. Jenkins, the boy headed for his seat at the back of the room. As he passed her desk, Alec tossed a flash drive at her. She caught it. A sticky note attached to the drive had the name of a directory on it. It was the name of the directory where she’d put her backup project files on the library’s network drive. 
 
    Turning in her seat, Tess noticed Alec pass another flash drive to Scott before sitting in his seat. 
 
    “Uh, never mind, Mr. Jenkins,” said Scott. “I found my assignment.” 
 
    The science teacher stared at Scott and then at Alec sitting next to him. “So I see,” he said before turning to the sheet of paper on the wall behind him and writing Alec’s name next to Tess’s. “Very well, then. Let’s get started.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    “Hey,” Tess said as she made her way over to the jock table in the noisy cafeteria. 
 
    Most of the boys at the table looked up. A couple of them whispered not so quiet comments in another jock’s ear. 
 
    “Alec, my man,” said Scott slapping the back of the boy sitting next to him. “I think your teammate wants a word with you.” 
 
    Alec looked up from his tray of food. “No thanks necessary.” 
 
    The boy’s answer caught Tess by surprise. “What?” 
 
    “You came to thank me for getting your files, right?” said Alec. “It was no big deal. Of course, it took me a while to find them, so I got docked ten percent on my grade for being late, but no thanks necessary.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    “Oh,” added Alec, “and you owe me ten bucks for the flash drive.” 
 
    “Ten bucks? I can get one for six in the store.” 
 
    “Not the kind I use,” said Alec. “They’re ten bucks. I don’t use the cheap junk.” 
 
    Biting her tongue with difficulty, Tess counted to five before answering, “You’ll get your ten dollars. I haven’t got it on me right now.” 
 
    “No big deal,” said Alec. “I can wait.” Looking back down at his tray, he began playing with what looked like orange strings but was what the cafeteria passed off as spaghetti. 
 
    “I wasn’t done,” Tess said starting to lose her temper. Why do all jocks have to be such jerks? 
 
    “Hey, Alec,” laughed Scott. “She’s not done with you yet, buddy.” 
 
    Several others at the table laughed as well.  
 
    Tess felt her face growing warm as she noticed several of the boys whispering again. 
 
    Pushing his tray away, Alec looked up. “I haven’t had a chance to look at our assignment sheet. Maybe we can get together tomorrow after school to go over it. I’ve got ball practice tonight.” 
 
    “Hey, girl,” said Scott. “If Alec here doesn’t want to get with you, I’d be more than happy to take his place. We share everything.” Nudging Alec in the side with his elbow, he laughed, “Isn’t that right, old buddy?” 
 
    Tess felt her face growing even warmer. She balled her fists and mentally recited another of her sensei’s calming mantras. The mantra was only partially successful. Just as she started to tell Scott what he could do with his offer, Alec spoke up. 
 
    “Why do you always have to be such a jerk, Scott?” Looking away from his friend and up at Tess, Alec said, “Ignore him. He’s been dropped on his head once too often. I’ll get with you tomorrow.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess surprised herself by speaking in a reasonably calm voice. “Don’t bother. I’ll do the project myself. That way I know I’ll get an A. You just go play with your friends and your little balls and take your A when I turn the project in.” 
 
    Alec’s face seemed to grow a little red, but its color went back to normal quickly enough. “I do my own work, thank you very much.” He drummed his fingers on the top of the table. “You work at Jack’s, right?” 
 
    Nodding her head, Tess tried to figure out where the boy was heading. 
 
    “Fine,” said Alec. “I can tell you’re anxious to get started on the project. If you’re working tonight, I’ll stop by after practice. We can settle things then. Does that work for you?” 
 
    Tess glanced at her watch. I don’t have time for this, she thought. “Suit yourself,” she told Alec. Turning, she weaving her way back to her table all the while thinking, Just my luck to get stuck with a jock. What else can possibly go wrong? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 – Interrogation 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The basement of the old farmhouse was large and dimly lit. An old man sat in an office chair near a cluttered desk while a male in a hooded gray robe rifled through the desk drawers. A tall woman wearing a red robe stood behind the old man. Her unnaturally pale face was barely visible through the opening of her hood. A dark-haired, handsome man wearing a black robe with the hood pulled back sat in a chair facing the old man. The black-robed man stared deep into the old man’s eyes. 
 
    “I am going to ask you one more time, old man, and then I’m going to turn you over to our friend in the corner. Do you understand?” 
 
    The old man took his gaze off the black-robed man long enough to glance at the monstrosity lurking on the far side of the basement. The area was dark enough that all he could make out clearly was a set of yellow eyes and an indistinct, shadowy form half again as large as a man. He caught a glimpse of horns and leathery wings. It was all he wanted to make out, and quickly switched his gaze back to his interrogator. The old man nodded his head, sending drops of sweat into his eyes. He instinctively tried to raise a hand to wipe the stinging liquid away, but the duct tape holding both wrists to the chair’s armrests prevented even that little bit of relief. 
 
    “I’m sure you do,” said the black-clad man. “Now, where is the Ring Defender?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” pleaded the old man, his breath turning to fog in the strangely cold air. “I told you I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m old. Why are you doing this to me?” 
 
    As soon as the old man said the words, the black-clad man smiled. It was not a friendly smile. Flames of yellow appeared in his dark eyes. “Why? Because you have knowledge we need.” His smile disappeared. “And if you do not know anything as you claim...well then, things are not going to turn out well for you, my friend.” 
 
    A high-pitched hiss drew the old man’s attention to the desk. A foot-high, orange-skinned creature with bat wings and a narrow demon-like head with horns hopped onto a stack of books. It hissed again, revealing pointed teeth. 
 
    “He knows,” squeaked the imp. 
 
    Flapping its wings, the imp flew from the desk and landed on the old man’s left shoulder. Opening its mouth, the imp bit the man’s ear. The old man screamed as blood spurted onto his shoulder. The black-robed man reached out and knocked the imp into the air. The miniature demon flapped its wings and hissed before perching on an overhead rafter. The imp gazed at the old man with its beady-red eyes while licking blood off its lips. 
 
    “Keep it away from me,” pleaded the old man. “Please. I tell you, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    The female in the red robe behind the old man’s chair looked at the black-robed man. She snarled revealing two long fangs in place of her eyeteeth. “I told you he was a waste of time. The records from the orphanage said there were two sisters and a brother. The Fire Ring is on the verge of activation. I can feel it. It’s somewhere on the west coast. I’ve had a vision of a mountain. The Ring Defender will soon be urging its wearer to head in that direction if it hasn’t taken its owner there already. We’re wasting our time in this prairie land.” 
 
    The gray-robed man stopped rifling through the desk long enough to look up. He pulled back his hood to reveal a brown, hairless, reptilian-skin head and stared at the woman with his yellow eyes. Speaking in perfect, accent-free English he said, “The humans call this place Nebraska. After two hundred years on this world, Ms. Red, I would think you’d have learned more about its geography.” 
 
    Ms. Red scowled at the man in gray robes. A strand of green hair fell out of her hood, settling across her pretty face. The woman raised a pale-white hand with pointed claws in lieu of fingernails and pushed the stray hair back under the hood. “Really? Only two hundred years, Mr. Gray? It seems much longer. I am ready to complete our mission and return to our own plane.” 
 
    The black-robed man waved his right hand in the air while reciting a word of power. His hand took on a greenish glow. Reaching out, he raised the old man’s chin and looked deep into the elderly man’s eyes. The green glow covered the old man’s face as he struggled to look away, but the dark-robed man tightened his grip, holding him fast. Making a series of intricate designs with his free hand, the black-robed man whispered more words of power. The old man gritted his teeth and groaned. After several seconds, the dark-robed man released his grip. The old man dropped his head to his chest and began to cry as the green glow disappeared. 
 
    Looking at the red-robed female, the black-robed man said, “Ms. Red, I do believe you’re right. He knows nothing. We’ve wasted our time once again.” 
 
    “Perhaps not, Mr. Black,” said the gray-robed man holding up a postcard in his brown, reptilian-skinned hand. The postcard had a picturesque mountain on the front with the word ‘COVINGTON’ emblazoned in bright red below the mountain. “I found this in his desk. There’s no name or return address, but the writing on the card says, ‘Wish you were here.’” 
 
    “Is there a date on the postmark?” asked the woman. 
 
    The gray-robed man nodded his head. “Five years ago. It is marked Covington, Washington. I believe that is on the west coast, is it not?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” said Mr. Black. “Mr. Gray, contact the Council and request they send some of our human associates to see what they can discover. Tell them we’ll be there with the asset as soon as we can. The orphanage’s records said the man’s sisters were named Mamie and Myiata. That should give our operatives a starting point for their search.” 
 
    “They could have changed their names,” said Ms. Red. 
 
    “Perhaps,” agreed Mr. Gray. “Perhaps not. After two hundred years, I’ve learned humans can be sentimental fools. Like this old man, they may have kept their first names.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Mr. Black. “If the Fire Ring is indeed stirring, the Ring Defender will not be far behind. Each time the owner uses the Fire Ring, we will get a more precise location. Only the Ring Defender is undetectable. When we find the Fire Ring, we can kill the bearer and use it to lure the one who possesses the Ring Defender.” 
 
    “As you point out, the Ring Defender is not traceable,” said the red-robed woman. “We can only trace the seven elemental rings when they are used, and only after they activate.” 
 
    “That will be good enough for our purposes, Ms. Red,” said the black-robed man. “Until the Fire Ring fully activates and you can get a location more precise than the entire west coast, we will go to this Covington and seek out the sisters if they are there. If we find them, and if they have the Ring Defender, we will get it. Once that ring is in our possession, the remaining elemental rings will be located easily enough.” 
 
    Ms. Red scoffed. “Ha. Nothing about this mission has been easy, Mr. Black. The bearers of the rings have been abnormally lucky over the years. What if the Ring Defender gets to the Fire Ring first? They may team up and elude us once again. You know as well as I that they grow stronger when they are near each other.” 
 
    “No matter,” said Mr. Black. “The seven elemental rings were designed to activate in sequence. The Fire Ring is first. Even if the possessor of the Fire Ring somehow slips through our grasp this time, we will have six more chances. Besides, we may get lucky. The Ring Defender may be in this Covington, Washington. If so, then we will get it sooner than later. Our time of waiting will soon end. We will have all the rings before we are done. Then the humans on this world will have the hell they deserve.” 
 
    Mr. Gray raised his hood, covering the brown scales that seemed to take the place of his hair. “Should one of us go ahead to this Covington and take charge of the operation? You know how unreliable humans are.” 
 
    Mr. Black raised an immaculately manicured hand to his chin. He tapped his lips with a long finger before lowering his hand. “No. Not yet. Not unless we know for certain the Ring Defender is there. If Ms. Red is able to pinpoint the Fire Ring’s location, we will need to go there instead. In the meantime, we will proceed to Covington with the asset just in case. There is plenty of time. If the Ring Defender is there, we or our human operatives will find it.” 
 
    The gray-robed man pointed a brown, reptilian-skinned finger at the old man still taped to the chair. “What about him?” 
 
    “Him?” said the black-robed man. “What do you think will happen, Mr. Gray? His usefulness is over.” Turning to the presence in the far corner of the basement, the black-robed man said, “Feast.” 
 
    A great wave of evil and a bone-chilling cold enveloped the room. 
 
    * * * 
 
    A rabbit outside the farmhouse nibbled on a tender shoot in the morning light. A terror-filled scream erupted from the house before cutting off abruptly. The rabbit froze in place. When no further noise came from the house, the rabbit went back to its meal. Everything was at peace. All was well in its world.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 – Alec 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    “Where’s your head at, Johnson?” yelled Coach Davison. “If your kick was any shorter, it would be behind you.” 
 
    Alec heard laughter from the sidelines, and had no trouble recognizing Scott as the culprit. 
 
    “He can’t help it, Coach,” shouted Scott. “He’s got his mind on a hot date tonight.” 
 
    Several of Alec’s other friends sitting near Scott laughed. Alec gave Scott a ‘see what I say about you when you drop a pass’ look. 
 
    “Sorry, Coach,” Alec said. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Apparently his apology satisfied the coach because he turned without replying and began chewing out another player who’d missed a block. 
 
    Fortunately for Alec, he succeeded in kicking well enough during the remainder of practice to keep from getting another snide comment from his coach. The same couldn’t be said for Scott, who dropped three passes in a row. 
 
    “That does it,” yelled Coach Davison. “Haul your butt around the track ten times, Mr. Thomas. We’ll see if that helps you remember to hold onto the ball next time. The rest of you hit the showers.” 
 
    As practice broke up, Alec saw Scott take to the track. When the big halfback passed by, he trotted out beside him. 
 
    “You don’t have to run with me,” said Scott. “You’re not the one who dropped the passes.” 
 
    Alec laughed. “No, but I was the one who bribed the quarterback with twenty dollars to throw them harder than usual.” 
 
    Scott turned his head, giving a glare that would’ve stopped a ball in mid-flight. “Why you little—” Scott started laughing. “I guess I deserved it for the date comment. But you’ve got to admit that girl’s hot.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Alec said, “Are you ever going to grow up? There’s more to people than looks.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” laughed Scott, “but I still say she’s hot.” 
 
    Smiling, Alec looked at his friend. “Yeah, in an ‘if you talk to me, I will slit your throat’ kind of way.” 
 
    “See. She’s just my type. I like them with a little bad-girl attitude.” 
 
    Alec shook his head at his buddy. He had a feeling his friend and next-door neighbor would never grow up. “Never mind her. What do you think our chances are for the game against Kernersville Friday?” 
 
    The big halfback stopped laughing. “Slim to none. Their linemen average thirty pounds heavier than our guys. I’ve got a feeling our quarterback’s gonna get creamed.” Looking at Alec out the corner of his eye, Scott added, “So is our kicker, little buddy. You’d better get those kicks off fast, or you’ll be eating dirt all evening.” 
 
    His friend’s analysis only confirmed Alec’s own suspicions. “I hear you. Nothing I can do about it though. Speaking of getting creamed, is your dad still planning on taking us to the martial arts tournament in Kernersville Saturday afternoon? Maybe he’ll give us a break since we’ve got the game the night before.” 
 
    Alec hoped against hope his friend would say no. He wasn’t looking forward to competing in a tournament after the beating he suspected Covington’s football team was going to get the night before. 
 
    “Ha,” said Scott. “You wish. Dad hasn’t cancelled a trip to a tournament in the last twelve years. You know that.” 
 
    Alec replied, “Yeah, but it’s always nice to hope.” 
 
    Scott laughed and picked up the pace. “Then hope you can beat me around the next lap. The loser has to buy pizza at Big Jack’s tonight.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    After a quick shower, Alec walked with Scott out to the parking lot. At the truck, Alec opened the back passenger door and carefully set his equipment bag on the seat. Scott jerked open the opposite door and tossed in his bag. His cleats and helmet spilled out leaving a dirt stain on the back of the front seat. 
 
    “Hey, watch it,” Alec said as he brushed at the stain with his hand. “It’s on loan, remember?” 
 
    Scott laughed before climbing into the front passenger seat. “You worry too much, buddy.” He patted the dash of the expensive pickup. “Well, how do you like this baby? It’s got all the bells and whistles. I’m a little jealous. My truck is nowhere near as nice. I’ll bet Dad would give you a good deal on it.” 
 
    Alec laughed. “My idea of a good deal and yours is a whole lot different. What little money I’ve got is going toward college. I’ve barely got enough saved as it is even if I get that football scholarship.” Glancing at his friend, he added, “I do appreciate your dad giving me this as a loaner while my truck’s in the shop.” 
 
    “Hey, no problem, buddy,” laughed Scott. “What’s the use of having a friend whose dad owns the local car dealership if you can’t take advantage of it once in a while.” 
 
    “Well, it was nice of him.” 
 
    Scott laughed again. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Alec asked feeling a little sensitive. 
 
    His friend stopped laughing. “Well, old buddy, I was just thinking how Dad would probably like you as a son better ’n me. He’s always talking about how good you are at sports. Plus, you keep an A average. I’m only a B student on my good days, and that’s with you helping me.” 
 
    “I seriously doubt that about your dad. As for grades, you like to party too much. If I don’t keep my grades up, I won’t get that football scholarship. If I miss out, you’ll have to find yourself another math tutor when you go to State.” 
 
    Alec turned into their subdivision. Two, three, and even a few occasional four-story show homes with acre-sized lots dominated the landscape. As they drove down the street, a large brick mansion with a circular drive came into view. To the mansion’s right was a quaint two-story white farmhouse with a wraparound porch and a freshly painted white barn in the back. Eighty acres of pastureland with a ten-acre pond stretched beyond the barn. Pine trees in the distance led to a picture-perfect mountain range beyond. Turning into the gravel drive of the farmhouse, Alec parked the truck well away from the large oak trees in the front yard. Wouldn’t do to have the paint scratched by falling acorns, he thought. 
 
    Scott started to open the door, but Alec reached out and grabbed his friend’s arm. “I’m worried about you, buddy.” 
 
    “Me? Hey, no need there. I’ve got it made. Just ask anyone in town.” 
 
    “I know, but we’re going to college next year. You’ve got to figure out what you’re going to do with your life.” 
 
    Scott looked down at the floor of the truck. When he looked back at Alec, there wasn’t a hint of a smile. “You know what I’m going to do. After I graduate high school, I’ll be going to State. I’ll have four years of freedom before I come back to Covington to work at Dad’s car dealership. That’s the way he’s always planned it.” 
 
    “I know, buddy, but I’m wondering if that’s the way you want it.” 
 
    Scott stared at Alec for several seconds, then started to open his mouth but immediately closed it. He turned to look out the window. “Don’t do this now. My life’s set. You’ve got choices. I don’t.” 
 
    “Listen, Scott. It’s your life, not your dad’s. Don’t get me wrong. I like your dad, but he tries to control you way too much. I think that’s why you rebel and don’t study. Heck, he even took the keys to your truck until your grades get better after you paid for it with your own money. I’m all for better grades, but the way your dad’s going about it is wrong. You’ve got choices.” 
 
    Spinning around, Scott said, “No, I don’t, so get off the subject.” 
 
    Holding up his hands, Alec said, “Okay. I’m off. But if you ever want to talk…” 
 
    Opening the door, Scott jumped out and grabbed his equipment bag from the back of the truck before sticking his head in the open passenger door. “Sorry, Alec. I know you mean well, but I’m the one who’s got to handle it.” He glanced at the mansion on the other side of the hedge separating the two properties, then looked back at Alec. “I’ll see you at Big Jack’s at eight, right?” 
 
    Nodding his head, Alec watched his friend squeeze through a path in the hedge worn smooth by years of running feet going between the two homes. He thought back to how Scott had become his friend the first day he’d moved in with his grandparents at the farm. He remembered how when growing up, they’d be at Scott’s if they wanted to play with the latest electronics. When they’d wanted to be outside, they spent their time on his grandparent’s farm fishing or riding Scott’s four-wheelers. 
 
    Alec looked at his grandparent’s house. No, not my grandparents’ anymore. Since Grandad died five years ago, it’s all Grandma’s. 
 
    Alec knew his grandmother was what the local folks called land rich and cash poor. He knew for a fact that Scott’s dad had offered to buy his grandma out for twice the farm’s value on several occasions. His grandma had once told him, “Your grandfather and me spent fifty-one years together on this farm. I’ll be right here until the hearse comes to haul me away.” 
 
    Looking over the large pasture and woodlands in the back of the property, he remembered the many hours his grandfather, Scott, and him had spent roaming the farm on horseback. 
 
    Fine by me, Grandma, Alec thought. I hope you keep the farm another fifty years. How many other kids in this neighborhood grew up with an eighty-acre backyard to play in? 
 
    Reaching for his equipment bag from the backseat of the truck, Alec jumped out and hustled up the steps to the wraparound porch. He made his way through the side door, straight into the mud room. The aroma of baked salmon filled his nostrils as soon as he walked in. He felt his mouth filling with saliva. Kicking off his boots, he set them on the bench his grandfather and he had built. He walked the three steps down the short hallway and made his way into the kitchen.  
 
    An old woman with her white hair up in a bun was using a long fork to pull pieces of salmon off of a baking pan. She turned around smiling with fork in hand. “Alec, I didn’t expect you home for another thirty minutes. Supper’s not quite ready yet.” 
 
    “It smells delicious, Grandma, but I told you I was meeting the guys at Big Jack’s tonight.” 
 
    “So you did. That doesn’t mean you can’t eat some good food before you go, instead of that grease pie they call pizza at Big Jack’s. I swear you’re wasting away to nothing. What’s going to become of you when you head off to college and don’t have my cooking to keep starvation at bay?” 
 
    Smiling, Alec grabbed a piece of fish off the fork, then tossed the hot piece of meat from one hand to the other. “You’d say I was wasting away if I weighed three hundred pounds. I’m a hundred and eighty-five. That’s a good weight for my six-foot height, all things considered.” 
 
    Taking a bite of salmon, Alec closed his eyes and savored the flavor. His grandmother used a special seasoning that supplemented the taste of the salmon while reducing the wild fishy taste. He had a sudden thought that there was a definite advantage to eating a home cooked meal every once in a while. “No one cooks like you, Grandma.” 
 
    With a laugh, Grandma said, “Flattery will get you everywhere. Now sit at the table and eat that fish like a civilized person while I finish getting supper ready. I’m not naïve enough to think you aren’t drinking a beer with your friends tonight, so I want something more substantial than pizza on your stomach. Besides, pizza’s not good for you.” 
 
    “I’m eighteen, Grandma. You know I’m too young to—” 
 
    “Save it. I was eighteen once, although you might think otherwise. Now sit at the table and eat.” 
 
    Resigned, Alec sat at the kitchen table and finished his fish in short order. He placed the skin on a paper napkin he pulled out of the holder he’d helped his grandfather make. He started to wipe his fingers on his jeans but felt eyes on him. Glancing up, he saw Grandma staring and hastily took his hands away from his pants, grabbed a clean napkin, and wiped his hands and mouth. 
 
    “Sorry,” Alec apologized. He thought he saw a faraway smile on the old woman’s face. 
 
    “I swear you remind me of your father more every day. I never could convince him a pair of pants was for wearing and not for wiping one’s hands.” 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Alec said feeling like he was six years old again. His embarrassment was overridden by a memory of his dad. “I miss him. I miss Mom too.” 
 
    Grandma nodded her head. “So do I, Grandson. So do I. Your father was a good man, and your mom was the best. They were good for each other.” She hastily turned back to the stove, raised one hand, and wiped her face. “Your grandfather and I tried to do our best for you. We—” 
 
    “Hey. You guys were great. You’re still doing great. I doubt having a six-year-old thrust on you was your idea of retirement.” 
 
    The old woman laughed and turned back around, the tracks of tears barely visible as she smiled. “I’ll admit having to haul you to ball practice wasn’t what your grandfather and I thought we’d be doing in our golden years, but it did keep us young. Your grandfather so enjoyed taking you hunting and fishing. Besides, if you hadn’t helped him take care of his horses while you were growing up, he’d have had to get rid of them sooner. He did so love sitting on the porch and watching them gallop in the pasture in the evenings.” 
 
    “I enjoyed it too,” Alec said. “Now, how about the rest of my supper? I really do need to get to Big Jack’s by eight. By the way, that cornbread smells delicious.” 
 
    Grandma smiled. “Compliments will get you everywhere.” Loading down a plate with asparagus, green beans, and cornbread, she set it in front of him. She took a seat on the other side of the table.  
 
    Alec noticed she hadn’t brought a plate for herself. “Aren’t you going to eat, Grandma?” 
 
    “Not very hungry tonight,” she replied. “That’s what happens when you get old.” 
 
    Alec laughed. “You’re not old. You’re the spriest eighty-two-year-old I’ve ever seen. I bet you’d still be out cutting the pasture and taking care of the livestock if the doctor hadn’t told you to stay off the tractor.” 
 
    His grandmother joined him in a laugh, her smile taking a decade off her face. “You mean if we had livestock anymore,” she said. “Horses were your grandfather’s passion, not mine. I only put up with them because I loved that old man so much. I sold them off lickety-split the first chance I got after he was gone.” 
 
    Alec didn’t naysay her, but he knew she’d only sold them to help him save for his first year of college. 
 
    “I do miss seeing them in the pasture though,” said Grandma. “I still half-expect to see your grandfather out there riding when I look out the kitchen window.” 
 
    “I know. I miss them too, and him. Once I graduate college, maybe we can buy a couple of horses. Right now, almost everything from my part-time job is going into the bank for college. I know money’s a little tight, but once I get out of college, it’ll be a different story. You’ll see.” 
 
    “I’ve got a few dollars tucked away if you need more money,” said Grandma. 
 
    Shaking his head, Alec said, “We’ve talked about this before. You helped me save for my first year of tuition. The rest is going to be on me.” He smiled. “Besides, you need to save your money in case you decide to become part of the around-the-world jetsetter clique.” 
 
    “That’ll be the day. I’ve got everything I need right here. Now finish your supper before it gets cold.” 
 
    Alec took a bite of green beans to appease his grandmother. He really wasn’t all that hungry. Nevertheless, after a couple of forkfuls of beans and a bite of cornbread, the taste got the better of him. By the time he set his fork down, his plate was empty. As he chewed a final bite of asparagus, he looked at his grandmother. She was more tired than he’d seen her in a long time. He saw her stare at the ring finger of her right hand and begin twisting at it with her left hand. He’d noticed her do that a lot over the years, but she seemed to be doing it more frequently lately. 
 
    “Why do you do that?” Alec asked. 
 
    Grandma jerked up straight. “Do what?” 
 
    “Play with your finger like that. Is it bothering you? Do you have a rash?” 
 
    Grandma smiled and took her left hand away from her right. “It’s just a habit, Grandson. I was thinking about something my mother once gave me. Nothing to worry about. Now, you go see your friends while I clean up the kitchen. Don’t let Scott keep you out too late. I’ll have breakfast for you in the morning if you can force your way out of bed early enough that you don’t have to rush out the door.” 
 
    “You don’t need—” 
 
    “I know I don’t, but it’s one of life’s little pleasures for a grandma to cook for her only grandchild. Now, skedaddle. I’ve got things to do.” 
 
    Alec rose from the table and went to the mud room to retrieve his boots. Once he slipped them back on, he stuck his head in the kitchen to say goodbye. His grandmother was still sitting at the table, looking at her right hand again. As he watched, she started twisting at her right ring finger with her other hand. He left the house without saying goodbye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 – Big Jack’s 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Popular with the teens, Big Jack’s Pizzeria was packed even though it was a Monday night. The dozen booths and half-dozen round tables were all taken with only an occasional empty seat available. Big Jack stood behind the cash register making small talk with one of the regulars. The smell of hot pizza poured out of the open kitchen, filling the entire restaurant with whiffs of sizzling pepperoni, sausage, and every other kind of topping Big Jack could think of for his New York style pizzas. 
 
    Standing behind the counter separating the waitress station from the customer area, Tess surveyed the boisterous crowd with a frown and a shake of her head. It was still early, and she was already tired. With Kelly out sick, she and Mary had their hands full taking care of the hungry high schoolers. 
 
    Mary stood next to Tess, filling a pitcher of tea. “As busy as this place stays,” she said, “you’d think Jack could afford to pay us more than minimum wage. Tips suck on Mondays.” 
 
    Tess stuck an empty pitcher under a second tap. “Hate to break it to you, Mary, but the tips suck the other six days of the week as well.” 
 
    “That they do,” laughed Mary tossing a length of dark hair back over her shoulder. “So, tell me again why we keep working here?” 
 
    Leaning toward her coworker, Tess whispered, “We must be drawn to the local sea life.” 
 
    Frowning, Mary loaded her pitcher and some clean glasses onto a tray before lifting it over her head. “What sea life? We’re fifty miles from the ocean.” 
 
    Giving the waitress a wink, Tess said, “Oh really? Then how’d I get stuck with that bunch of octopuses at table five?” 
 
    Mary laughed so hard she almost dumped her pitcher and glasses off her tray. “Yeah. Compared to those football players of yours, my tables are full of choir boys. Jocks are all the same, aren’t they? All testosterone and no brains.” 
 
    “Tell me about it, girl.” 
 
    “Well, looks like you just got another octopus at table five. He’s a cutie, so watch yourself.” 
 
    Glancing back at table five, Tess noticed Alec Johnson grab an empty chair from a nearby table and join his friends. He may be cute, she thought, but he’s still a jock. We don’t exactly travel in the same circles. Resigning herself to the inevitable, she placed an extra-large pizza on a tray along with a clean plate and glass before weaving her way to table five. 
 
    “There she is,” boomed Scott slurring his words. The fact he’d had something more potent than tea to drink before joining his friends at table five a few minutes earlier was obvious. “Where you’ve been, sweetie? We’re starving. My friend here gets the first piece. Isn’t that right, buddy boy?” He pounded Alec on the back with one of his big hands.  
 
    Setting the pizza on the table, Tess placed the clean plate and glass in front of Alec. 
 
    “No thanks,” said Alec pushing the plate away. “I’ll just have tea.” 
 
    Scott snorted, placing a large slice of pizza on the plate and shoving it back. “No way. I’ve got something a lot stronger than tea out in my truck. You’re going to need some pizza on your gut if you hope to keep up with me. Besides, you’re late. Bessie here and you got a hot date, remember?” 
 
    “Don’t be a jerk, Scott,” said Alec pushing the plate away. “And her name’s Tess.” 
 
    “Oh…,” said Scott. “So the white knight rides to the rescue of his beautiful damsel. I stand corrected.” 
 
    “Do you boys want anything else?” Tess asked as she loaded empty glasses and plates onto her tray. “I’ve got other tables to take care of. Your next pizza should be out shortly.” 
 
    Alec looked at her. “Thanks. By the way, when do you want to get together about the project?” 
 
    Glancing around the crowded room, Tess shrugged. “No time soon. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. We get busy after seven.” 
 
    Alec shrugged and opened his mouth. Before he could say anything, Scott reached out and grabbed Tess’s waist, pulling her toward him. “Hey, anyone that looks like you is never too—” 
 
    Spinning as she grabbed Scott’s wrist with her free hand, Tess twisted, forcing the big man out of his chair and onto his knees. “Hands off, buddy. The only thing I serve here is pizza, nothing else.” 
 
    “Argh,” said Scott trying to rise to his feet. 
 
    Tess twisted the boy’s wrist even harder, forcing him to stay on his knees. 
 
    “Hey, what’s going on here?” shouted Big Jack running from the direction of the cash register. 
 
    “Not a thing, Jack,” said Alec as he rose from his seat to stand between Scott and the pizza joint’s owner. “My friend slipped, and Tess here was just helping him to his feet.” 
 
    Tess released Scott’s wrist and stepped back, still holding a tray over her head with her left hand. For some strange reason, she was kind of proud of herself for not dropping a single plate or glass during the whole maneuver. She had a feeling her sensei would be proud of her. 
 
    Big Jack stepped around Alec and looked at Scott getting to his feet while rubbing his wrist. “Is that right, Scott?” 
 
    Tess noticed the big football player look at Alec before glancing at her and nodding his head. “Yeah, that’s right, Jack. I must’ve slipped on a slice of pepperoni or something.” 
 
    “All right, if that’s the way you say it happened,” said Big Jack. 
 
    Tess noticed her boss gesture at her with his left hand. “I better not see any more of my customers falling out of their chairs. You hear me?” 
 
    Controlling her temper, Tess nodded her head. Keep it cool, she thought. Bad as it is, I need this job. 
 
    As Alec helped his friend back into his chair, she noticed Mrs. Walker’s nephew look at her and mouth, “sorry.” She shrugged her shoulder before taking the tray back to the kitchen. 
 
    Just another exciting night at Big Jack’s, she thought. I really hate Mondays. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tess took a final look at the clock. One minute after eleven, she thought. At least my shift’s over. 
 
    “That’s it, everybody,” yelled Big Jack at the remaining customers. “We’re closed. Go home and study or whatever it is you do when you’re not here.” 
 
    Since there weren’t many patrons left in the place, it didn’t take Mary and Tess long to clean up after the last one walked out the door. Table five had cleared out a few minutes earlier. Surprisingly, someone at the table had left her a twenty-dollar tip. She patted her pocket. The unexpected money would come in handy. 
 
    Mary walked outside with her and pointed at a bright blue pickup in the parking lot. “Looks like you’ve got an admirer. You want me to hang around for a bit?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess said, “No. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    Mary laughed. “That you can, girl. Watch out anyway. I’d hate to have to pull a shift tomorrow all by my lonesome.” 
 
    As Mary headed toward her car, Alec Johnson stepped out of his truck and made his way to where Tess had parked her motorcycle. At her glare, he held up his hands and smiled as he approached. “I come in peace. I’m not armed.” 
 
    “What do you want? I’m tired.” 
 
    “I wanted to apologize for Scott. He’s having a tough time right now.” 
 
    Tess snorted. “Aren’t we all? You know, it never ceases to amaze me how rich people think they’re going through tough times. I’d trade my problems for yours any day.” 
 
    Alec looked at her for a couple of seconds. “Are you trying to call me rich?” 
 
    Pointing at the new truck behind him, Tess said, “What do you think? Did your mommy and daddy buy you that for your birthday?” 
 
    Alec bit his lip, seeming to hold back his tongue. At the sound of an engine, she saw him look across the parking lot as Mary turned her lights on. The car remained in place with the engine idling. 
 
    Good ol’ Mary, Tess thought. She’s a year younger than me, but she acts like a mother hen sometimes. 
 
    Alec pointed a thumb in the direction of Mary’s car. “I think your friend’s trying to tell me to hurry up.” 
 
    Tess said nothing, pretty sure she knew what the rich boy wanted and just as sure he wasn’t going to get it from her. 
 
    “Like I was saying,” said Alec. “I want to apologize for Scott. He can be a jerk at times, but he’s really got a good heart when you get to know him.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Is that all? I’ve got to get up early tomorrow. I don’t have a butler to lay out my clothes and serve me breakfast in bed. I’ve got to get up and do it myself.” 
 
    Alec’s face darkened as he pointed at her. “What is it with you?” he asked through gritted teeth. “I’m trying to be nice since we’ve got to work on a project together, but all you want to do is throw around that bad-girl attitude of yours.” 
 
    “Well, maybe if I was rich like you—” 
 
    “How the hell do you get off calling me rich?” 
 
    She pointed at the truck again. “Why do you think?” 
 
    “Well, think again. That’s not my truck. Good ol’ Scott ran my twelve-year-old piece of crap truck into a tree four-wheeling last week. His dad loaned me this truck while he fixes mine. When I get my truck back, you won’t have any trouble spotting it. It’ll be the one with more rust spots than paint.” 
 
    Tess didn’t like being on the defensive and decided to try a feint around the side. “Mary told me that you lived in the Gray Gables subdivision. I thought that was where all the money in town stayed.” 
 
    “Then you thought wrong, Missy. My grandmother’s farm is there. It was there a long time before any of those houses. A high-end developer bought the surrounding farms and built the subdivision. My grandparents refused to sell.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me your rich parents don’t live in the subdivision? I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    “You know, Tess. You’re a snob. You’re also somewhat of an ass. My parents were both killed in a car accident when I was six. My grandparents raised me. Not that it’s any of your business, but my entire life savings consists of about six thousand dollars. That plus my football scholarship money will barely get me through my first year at State. So you can take that attitude of yours and stick—” Alec turned away to look at Mary’s car. Without turning back, he said, “I’ve got to go. Have a great life.” 
 
    Tess watched Alec walk to his truck and start to open the door. “Wait!” When Alec stopped and glanced over his shoulder, she said, “Look, we’re both tired. And…ah…I’m sorry about your parents.” Before she realized what she was doing, she said, “My mother died when I was nine. I’ve still got Dad, but…” 
 
    It was her turn to look away. She’d already told the boy more than she’d intended. Glancing at Mary’s car, she waved her hand, signaling her coworker it was okay to leave. Both Alec and she remained silent until Mary drove out of the parking lot and was halfway up the street. 
 
    Tess looked at Alec and pointed at his truck again. “All right, maybe I pegged you wrong, but you’ve got to admit that’s a nice truck.” 
 
    The boy laughed. Tess thought he had a nice laugh. 
 
    “That it is, but the gas mileage sucks. I’m ready to get my four-cylinder back. I don’t have to make near as many pit stops. Gas is expensive.” 
 
    Jerking a thumb at her motorcycle, Tess allowed herself a smile. “Tell me about it. Why do you think I’ve got a cycle instead of a car? The gas mileage’s good, but it can get pretty miserable in the winter.” 
 
    Alec grinned, seeming to relax. Tess noticed he was tall. She had always preferred tall boys. 
 
    “You drive it for the mileage, huh?” said Alec. “To be honest, half the guys at the table tonight were betting that you were a member of some kickass motorcycle gang before you came to Covington. You don’t exactly dress like a conservative.” 
 
    Waving her hand at her leather jacket and ripped pants, Tess laughed. “Hmm. And here I thought I was blending in.” 
 
    The lights inside Big Jack’s went out. A few seconds later, Tess heard the sound of the owner’s car engine come to life. 
 
    “Look,” Tess said. “I really do have to get up early tomorrow. I’m free for a couple of hours after school if you want to meet at the library and go over the project.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Alec opened the door of his truck. “Sounds good,” he said as he climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “See you then.” 
 
    Tess zipped her jacket, put on her helmet, and mounted her bike. On impulse she used her kick start instead of using the electric switch. The engine roared to life. As she put the bike in gear and headed out of the parking lot, she noticed Alec’s blue truck wait until she was on the street before departing. 
 
    Hmm, Tess thought. Making sure I’m safely away. I guess old Scott was right. Alec does have a little bit of white knight in him. 
 
    An unexpected warm feeling passed over her. It wasn’t from her ring. Tess wasn’t sure whether she liked the feeling or not. Shoving the sensation aside, she shifted into a higher gear and revved the engine, speeding off into the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 –Cynthia 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    The intercom in the first-class section of the commercial airliner crackled. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are beginning our descent into Seattle-Tacoma International Airport. Please fasten your seatbelt and make sure your seat is in the upright position.” 
 
    The sleek redheaded woman sitting in the rearmost seat of the first-class section yawned and straightened the wrinkles in her black pantsuit as best she could. She appeared to be in her late twenties. Her long red hair splayed over her shoulders. She wore no visible jewelry and very little makeup. Although her clothing was conservative, it couldn’t hide her full figure or natural beauty. She yawned again. It had been a long flight from Tokyo, and she was tired. Glancing out the window at the morning sun, she pulled her cellphone out of her pocket. 
 
    Nine-fifteen, Tuesday. I’ve got a lot to do before the others get here later this evening.  
 
    Pulling up an encrypted file on her cellphone, she took a final glance at her orders. 
 
    To: Captain Cynthia Jager 
 
    From: Colonel Matt Harrison 
 
    Subject: Operation Locate 
 
    You will proceed immediately to Covington, WA and acquire an operational location for team of 20 by Tuesday evening this week. Acquire vehicles as necessary to support a standard M4 surveillance operation on subjects Mamie and Myiata, sisters, low eighties, last name and address unknown. Teams will be arriving at SeaTac Tuesday evening. Provide support as necessary until I arrive Wednesday. Field agent Mick Donovan will meet you upon your arrival in Seattle and assist as necessary. Arrival of multiple colors later in the week is possible.  
 
    The short message told Cynthia a lot. Hmm. M4 surveillance. That means possible information on the whereabouts of a ring. That’s no big deal. M4s are conducted all the time, even for the sketchiest of leads. There’s only one problem. A standard M4 operation is a team of four. The Council is sending twenty. Harrison also mentions colors coming. They don’t go on missions for sketchy leads. 
 
    Cynthia pulled up the specs for field agent Mick Donovan. What she saw bothered her. 
 
    He’s new. This is only his third mission. Based on the comments in his file by his previous team leaders, he’s competent but prone to unnecessary violence. I’ll have to keep an eye on him. I just hope he’s smart enough to realize this is a surveillance mission and not a search and destroy. 
 
    Looking out the passenger window, Cynthia noted the coastline several thousand feet below. It was obvious landing was still few minutes away. She pulled up the emergency order she’d received yesterday reassigning her from the Council’s Fareast office to Colonel Harrison’s operational team. 
 
    What’s so important they’d transfer me on such short notice? I was in the middle of a mission in Tokyo. Harrison’s message is short on specifics, but it mentions the colors. If some of them are involved, the mission’s big. It’s got to be an M5 or maybe even an M6. That would mean someone a lot higher than Harrison thinks one of the rings may actually be in the area. I’ve never worked with Harrison before. Hopefully he’s up for the task whatever it is. I’m not going to let someone else’s ineptitude screw me over. If I can impress one of the colors, this could be my chance for a promotion. 
 
    Cynthia knew there was a flip side to working with any of the colors. They weren’t known for their leniency if someone messed up. She was left with the grim thought of their lack of understanding for another fifteen minutes until the plane landed. Wasting no time, she made for baggage claim. A large man with short-cropped black hair, late twenties or early thirties, dressed in a business suit waited off to one side. She recognized him from his file picture. 
 
    At her approach, the man nodded. “Captain Jager, I’m—” 
 
    “I know who you are,” Cynthia snapped, her fatigue making the remark more than a little testy. “You’re Mick. And don’t call me Captain in public. In fact, don’t call me Captain at all. This is a discreet operation. Have you arranged transportation to Covington?” 
 
    Mick nodded. “I’ve got a rental. Uh, it’s not what I would’ve preferred, but I had short notice. I didn’t receive my orders assigning me as your driver until three hours ago. No one’s told me anything. Do you know what’s up?” 
 
    Cynthia glanced around the crowded baggage area wondering at the man’s inability to realize this was neither the time nor place. “Just get the car and meet me outside. We’ve got a lot to do before the rest of the team arrives.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Cynthia was sitting in the passenger seat of a bright-green two-door compact. She didn’t try to hide her disdain. “This was the best you could do?” 
 
    Mick shrugged his shoulder seeming to take the question in stride. “Hey, I told you I had short notice.” He jerked his thumb at a long bag in the back seat. “At least the weapons are top-of-the-line.” 
 
    Cynthia looked at the .380 automatic in her lap. She agreed it was a decent weapon but wasn’t going admit it to her new teammate. 
 
    “We’re on a surveillance mission,” Cynthia said. “If we do our jobs right, we won’t need weapons. Our first priority when we get to Covington is to get standard transportation.” She eyed her new driver. “There’s too much for me to do on my own before the others arrive. I’m going to have to rely on you for some things. Do you think you can find us a safe house while I handle the transportation?” 
 
    Mick grinned. “Sure. No problem, Captain.” 
 
    “I told you not to call me Captain. We need to stay discreet.” 
 
    Mick laughed. “Discreet is my middle name.” 
 
    An image of her previous assistant in Tokyo flashed in Cynthia’s mind. She was topnotch until she went and got herself killed. Now I’m stuck with this goon. Whatever’s going on, I’ll just have to make the best of it. I’ve got a hunch about this operation. I’m going to make the most of it, and I’m not going to let anyone get in my way. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At noon on Tuesday, Cynthia walked into Jason Thomas Sales and Service, the largest car dealership in Covington. Once she mentioned the size of her order to one of the salespeople, it didn’t take long for the woman to notify the businesses owner, Jason Thomas. An hour later found Cynthia in Jason’s office writing out a check for a large amount from a prestigious Seattle bank. After signing the check, she handed it to the man. 
 
    Jason Thomas grinned as he accepted the check. “Ms. Jager, it is a pleasure doing business with you.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded and placed the checkbook in her jacket pocket. “My coworkers will be in to pick up the other three SUVs tomorrow. I’d appreciate it if you’d make sure the vehicles are ready when they get here, Mr. Thomas.” 
 
    Making only a cursory glance at the bank note, Mr. Thomas passed it on to his assistant. “Jason. Please call me Jason. And they will be. It’s not every day someone comes in and buys four top-of-the-line SUVs at once. I’m sorry we don’t have the two vans in black also. Are you sure you can’t use the white ones instead?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Cynthia said, “No. You said you could get them in by Thursday. That will be soon enough. My company prefers black, but any dark color will do.” 
 
    “Black’s no problem,” said Jason. “I’ll have them shipped in from Seattle tomorrow. So, did you say you were here on business?” 
 
    Cynthia gave the man the smile she’d perfected over the years to throw off inquisitive salespeople. “I didn’t say…Jason. As it so happens, my company is looking for a place to hold a retreat for our executives. We’ve heard good things about this area. I assume the fishing’s good.” 
 
    A big smile spread across the face of the business owner. “The best in the state. I can recommend some good guides if you need them. My son’s pretty good at it; hunting too, if your boss is interested in that.” 
 
    This time Cynthia gave a genuine smile. “Oh, my superiors are definitely interested in hunting, but I think they’ll bring their own guides. They’ve got some, shall we say, quirks when it comes to hunting.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Jason leaned back in his leather chair. “Suit yourself. If there’s anything else you need while you’re in town, just let me know. I know just about everyone in Covington. Tell your boss I’ll be more than happy to help.” 
 
    “I’m sure you are,” Cynthia said as she rose to leave. 
 
    The big man got to his feet and held out his hand. “Well, like I said, it’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Ms. Jager. And remember, if you need anything, all you have to do is ask.” 
 
    Grasping the man’s hand, Cynthia said, “Perhaps there is, Jason. One of our vice presidents mentioned having a couple of relatives that used to live in the area a few years ago. I wrote their names down, but I’m afraid I left my notebook at the motel. I seem to remember their first names were Mamie and Myiata. They’d be pretty old by now, I think. By any chance do the names ring a bell? I think he’d like to look them up if they’re still in town.” 
 
    Jason drew his hand out of her grasp and pursed his lips before replying. “Uh, I can certainly ask around. Perhaps if you left me your vice president’s name and number, I could have them call him. If I happen to locate his relatives, I mean.” 
 
    Cynthia smiled her perfected smile again. “Of course. I’ll have to check with my boss first, though. He’s pretty secretive when it comes to giving out names of his executives.” She laughed for the man’s benefit. “I think he’s always worried headhunters are going to try and steal his best people. I’ve got your number. I might give you a call later.” 
 
    “Please do. Will you be staying in town long? Uh, I mean if I have news for your…uh, vice president.” 
 
    Cynthia shrugged. “In my line of business, I never know. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other duties that require my attention.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll see you out.” 
 
    Cynthia smiled. “That won’t be necessary. I know the way.” 
 
    Making her way out of the office and through the showroom, Cynthia kept a brisk but dignified pace until she was outside. A black SUV with dealer tags pulled up next to her. At her approach, Mick started to open his door to get out. Cynthia opened hers first and sat in the passenger seat. 
 
    “Drive,” she told the man. 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Mick buckled his seatbelt and placed the car in gear. “Where to Cap—uh, Boss?” 
 
    “Were you able to get a safe house?” Cynthia asked, anxious to find out if the man had completed his mission. If he can’t handle a simple task like that, then I don’t want him on my team, she thought.  
 
    “Yeah, I got one,” said Mick as he weaved his way through Covington, in the direction of the mountains. “I rented us a farmhouse ten miles outside of town. It’s well off the road. The closest neighbor is a mile away. The realty company assured me it had enough room for a group of twenty or more. It’s fully furnished. I used our cover story about the company retreat.” 
 
    Cynthia was semi-impressed but kept her face stern. “Head there. The first of the others will be arriving at the airport at six tonight. Our team leader, Harrison, should arrive tomorrow. Once you drop me off at the house, you can head back to Seattle to start shuttling the other teams to the safe house.” 
 
    The man nodded his head. “Fine by me. Did you find anything out about our mission? The message you showed me mentioned old ladies.” 
 
    Slightly irritated by the man’s impertinence, Cynthia almost didn’t answer. No, she thought. He’s new. He doesn’t know the lay of the land yet. He’ll learn soon enough. 
 
    Eyeing the man, Cynthia said, “Our good Mr. Thomas knows something. When I mentioned the sisters’ names, he became evasive.” She spied a two-story building with a sign declaring it as the Covington library. After glancing at the time on her cellphone, she pointed at the building. “Change of plan. Drop me off there. I want to check on something. It’s a little after two. Give me an hour. While I’m there, I want you to find out where Mr. Thomas lives. Once you get back from the airport this evening, you can stake the place out. In the meantime, I’ll get our techs to monitor his cellphone. He mentioned a son. Check him out as well. Unless I miss my guess, our Mr. Thomas will be trying to make contact with our mysterious Mamie and Myiata before the day is out.” 
 
    Mick pulled into the drive and parked behind a blue pickup. He frowned. “What are you going to do at a library?” 
 
    “That is no concern of yours. Just do what you’ve been told. Meet me back here in an hour. We’ll go to the safe house then. After that, you can leave for the airport.” 
 
    Cynthia saw a flash of red come over the man’s face, but he merely nodded his head. Hmm, she thought. Maybe he’s not as stupid as he looks. At least he knows when to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    Remembering how eager she was to know things when she first started working for the Council, she decided to ease up on her new partner a bit. She gave him her smile. “I’ve found that libraries in smaller places like Covington still have copies of archive material that isn’t available on the internet. While you’re making inquiries about Mr. Thomas and his son, I’m going to see if I can find any references to our mysterious Mamie and Myiata.” 
 
    The red left Mick’s face. “Smart. Uh, how forceful do you want me to get in my uh…inquiries? The realtor at the rental company told me the people in town are pretty closemouthed.” 
 
    Cynthia dropped her smile. “We need to be discreet. Burn that word into your brain. For the moment, our mission is to locate the two sisters. That’s all.” 
 
    Mick glanced at her, then grinned. “And if discreet don’t work so good for us?” 
 
    Turning in her seat, Cynthia grabbed a briefcase the man had given to her earlier. She opened it and removed a silencer for the .380 caliber automatic. Screwing on the silencer, she placed the .380 in a specially-designed pocket on the inside of her jacket. “If discreet doesn’t work, then we’ll just have to be a little more insistent, won’t we?”  
 
    Mick patted a bulge under the left side of his own jacket and smiled. “Yeah. I guess we will.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 – The Library 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    At two o’clock on the dot, Alec walked through the front door of the Covington library. The motorcycle helmet on the study table farthest from the receptionist’s desk was the first thing to draw his attention. The second thing was a dark blouse with one bare shoulder sticking out from underneath a mass of dirty-blonde hair.  
 
    Looking around, Alec noticed the library was semi-crowded. He nodded at a few of his friends who were apparently getting in some extra studying before mid-terms. The library had five other study tables strategically positioned around the first floor’s rows of bookshelves. Unlike Tess’s table where she sat alone, the other tables were full. 
 
    As he walked past the receptionist desk, he waved at Shirley MacAfee, Aunt Mamie’s assistant. Somewhere in her mid-forties, she was a younger version of Aunt Mamie. “I see you’re busy today.” 
 
    Shirley looked up from the book she was reading and smiled. “Happens every time the principal gives you seniors an early release day.” She pointed at the stairs located next to the receptionist area. “There are even more of your classmates in the archive rooms upstairs.” 
 
    Alec glanced upward. The second floor was more of a half-floor than anything, and the doors to the four research rooms were visible over the balcony. As Shirley had said, half a dozen students were visible in two of the rooms. Glancing back at Tess’s table, he wove his way past the other study tables and headed in her direction. At his approach, she looked up. Surprisingly, she actually gave a half-smile before waving at an empty chair on the opposite side of the table. 
 
    She does look a little hot, Alec thought trying to keep his eyes on her face but failing miserably. The bare shoulder and low cut of her blouse kept drawing his attention. A heated feeling worked its way into the pit of his stomach as he drew closer to the table. 
 
    Hurriedly taking a seat, Alec looked at the stack of books next to the one Tess had been reading. He gestured at the pile with his left hand and said, “Hmm. Discrete mathematics and advanced calculus. Not exactly the light reading I’d expect from a waitress at Big Jack’s.” 
 
    He halfway expected the bad-girl to take affront or throw back an insult, but again she surprised him by laughing. She’s a lot less intimidating when she laughs, he thought. It makes her eyes sparkle. 
 
    “Yeah, well, for all you know, we waitresses spend our spare time in the back of the kitchen discussing quantum physics and solving world problems.” She laughed again. “Besides, I don’t plan on working at Big Jack’s the rest of my life. I’m good at math and the sciences, so college will be my chance to break the cycle. I’m just trying to get ahead of the game.” 
 
    “The cycle?” 
 
    Tess grew a little pink. She stared at him for a few seconds before saying, “Never mind. Slip of the tongue. The end result is that I need to keep my grade-point average high to have any hope of getting a scholarship. I’ve got my sights set on a full-paid tuition. Maybe rich boys— Err…sorry.” 
 
    Alec noticed her cheeks turn even more pinkish. 
 
    “What I mean is that I can’t take a chance with my grades,” said Tess as her cheeks returned to a more normal color. “That’s why it’s probably best to just let me do the project. I’ll slap your name on the paper when I’m done. You can just go throw your little football around and take your A when I turn the project in. Simple.” 
 
    Drumming his fingers on the table, Alec shook his head. Her attitude irritated him more than he cared to admit. “That’s not the way I operate, so forget it. Now, we can either keep arguing about it, or we can split the project tasks up between us and get it done.” 
 
    He noticed her frown before staring hard at him. He locked eyes with her, refusing to be the first to blink. I don’t care how pretty she is, he thought. I don’t back down from anyone. Somewhere in the staring contest, he noticed her eyes were golden in color. No, he thought. They look more yellow than gold. 
 
    Whether a trick of the light or something else, the yellow left her irises and he found himself staring into two perfectly golden eyes. 
 
    “All right,” said Tess giving in. “Then divide it is, but the first time I catch you not pulling your share of the load, I’m doing it myself.” 
 
    “Deal,” Alec said. “So let’s get started. My coach is having a team meeting later this afternoon.” 
 
    Despite the girl’s choices in wardrobe, Alec found Tess well-organized. She’d already gone over the project specs and labeled them in descending order of difficulty. When she tried to give him the easier sections, he had to set his foot down and demand a more equal division of duties. He could tell she was irritated, but it passed quick enough. It didn’t take him long to notice that whenever Tess became irritated, her golden eyes took on flashes of yellow. Since it was a little disconcerting, he tried to keep her irritation to a minimum. 
 
    As they were talking, Alec noticed a nice-looking redheaded woman in a dark pantsuit approach the receptionist desk. As he watched, Shirley pointed at the stairs leading up to the rooms devoted to the research archives. The redheaded woman nodded and headed for the stairs. Alec watched as she walked up the stairs, his eyes drawn to the curves he could see through her tight-fitting suit. Once again, a warm feeling began working its way into the pit of his stomach. 
 
    “You done studying?” 
 
    Alec hastily looked away from the stairs. Tess was staring at him. Her eyes had more than a few yellow flashes. 
 
    “Uh, I was just looking at that woman. She’s, uh… I think she’s new around here.” 
 
    “I know what you are looking at, Mr. Johnson. You made it more than obvious. Now, can we get back to the project? I’ve got to leave soon.” 
 
    Alec wasted no time in returning to the project specs. During the course of dividing up their duties, he noticed Tess twisting at the ring finger of her right hand while studying a page of her notebook. “Why do you do that?” 
 
    Tess looked up. “Do what?” 
 
    “I was just noticing you have a habit of rubbing or twisting at your right ring finger sometimes. My grandmother tends to do the same thing. I was just curious.” 
 
    Taking her left hand away, Tess said, “Like you said, it’s just a nervous habit.” She glanced at the clock on the wall near the receptionist’s desk. “It’s past three. We’re not going to finish this now. Do you think you can meet me tomorrow, so we can finish figuring out the best way to approach the project? I’d like to get started on my part of the assignment.” 
 
    Alec surprised himself by asking, “Do you like pot roast?” 
 
    Tess had started to put her stuff away but stopped and looked at him. “Pot roast? That’s a strange question. I don’t think I—” 
 
    “Sorry. I guess that does sound a little weird,” Alec said feeling his face grow warm. “What I mean is that my grandmother is fixing pot roast for supper tomorrow. There’s only the two of us, but she still fixes food for an army of twelve. I was just thinking if you wanted to come over early, we could finish doing our thing with the project before supper.” 
 
    Tess raised her eyebrows.  
 
    Noticing the irises of her eyes flash specks of yellow, Alec decided to beat a hasty retreat. “Hey, it was just a thought. No press—” 
 
    “I have to be at Big Jack’s by six tomorrow,” said Tess sounding like she was trying to think of a way to make it work. 
 
    “Perfect. Grandma usually has supper at five. I’ll tell her to bump it back to a quarter ’til. I don’t have practice tomorrow, so I’ll be there around four-thirty or so. If you want to come, come. If you don’t—” 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Tess said shoving the last of her books into her bag. “What’s the address?” 
 
    Alec started to grab a paper and pen out of his notebook but changed his mind at the last second. “I’ll text it to you. What’s your number?” 
 
    Tess looked at him out the corner of her eye for a second before smiling. “Now that’s a new way to get a girl’s phone number. Invite her to your grandma’s for supper.” 
 
    Face reddening, Alec opened his notebook and started to pull out a pen. 
 
    Tess’s smile grew wider. “It was a joke. I can see you’re way too serious sometimes.” She gave him her cell number, threw the strap of her bag over her shoulder, grabbed her helmet, and turned to leave. “See you later, rich boy.” 
 
    Alec watched her go. His eyes involuntarily took in her slim figure and the movement of her hips. The heated feeling in his stomach returned. He noticed several other guys in the library watching her leave as well. Their stares irritated him for some reason. 
 
    Gathering his things, Alec headed towards the front door. As he approached the receptionist station, he noticed the redheaded woman was back talking to Shirley. 
 
    “Did you find what you needed?” Shirley asked the redhead. 
 
    The woman shook her head. “Not really. Perhaps you can help me. I have a friend who used to have some relatives living in the area. He’s lost contact. Their first names were Mamie and Myiata. That’s about all I know. Do you have any suggestions how I might locate them?” 
 
    Alec noticed Shirley frown. He wasn’t sure why. Walking over to the desk, he said, “My grandma’s name is Myiata. And my—” 
 
    “Alec,” said Shirley, her voice terse. “Your aunt’s off today. Perhaps you should head on home.” 
 
    The redheaded woman turned to Alec and smiled. Alec thought her smile made the woman look even prettier. 
 
    “Your grandma?” said the woman. “Myiata’s an unusual name. Perhaps she’s my friend’s relative. I don’t suppose you’d mind telling me where she lives. I’m sure my friend would appreciate it.” She smiled a smile that made Alec’s legs grow weak. “I would be most appreciative as well.” 
 
    Alec blushed bright red. “Uh, Grandma’s got a farm in the Gray Gables subdivision. I could—” 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask your name?” said Shirley, her voice growing strangely harsh. “Maybe you could leave your name and number. If Alec’s grandmother’s interested in long-lost relatives, she can give you a call.” 
 
    The woman’s smile dropped, but it reappeared almost immediately. “Of course.” She pulled something small and white out of her pocket and handed it to Shirley. “Here’s my card.” She turned to Alec and gave him another one of those knee-weakening smiles. “I’ll be in town for a few days. I’m sure I’ll see you around.” With that, the redheaded woman turned and left the library. 
 
    Turning to Shirley, Alec said, “What was that all about? You know Grandma’s the only Myiata in town. Grandma has to be the one she’s looking for.” 
 
    Frowning, Shirley waved a finger at Alec. “Typical teenager. You’re too trusting. You don’t know the first thing about someone and you’re ready to tell them your life story.” She looked down at the card in her hand. “Cynthia Jager. World Wide Enterprises. There’s a cellphone number but no address.” She handed the card to Alec. “Give this to your grandmother. And don’t be talking to strangers.” 
 
    Alec repressed a smile. Grownups in town are way too suspicious, he thought. To Shirley, he nodded and said, “All right, but I think you’re overreacting. She seemed nice enough.” 
 
    Shirley laughed. “You mean she seemed pretty enough. You just make sure you give that card to your grandma.” 
 
    Alec stuck the card in his back pocket, gave Shirley another nod, and exited the front door. He looked around hoping to see red hair but saw no one. He glanced at his watch, then headed for his truck pushing thoughts of the redheaded woman from his mind. 
 
    The coach will kill me if I’m late to another meeting, he thought. I’ve got to keep my priorities in order. Nothing’s more important than getting my football scholarship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 – The Safe House 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    It was well after ten that night before Mick got back with the last of the surveillance teams. Colonel Harrison had caught an earlier flight than expected and taken charge the moment he arrived at the safe house. Cynthia wasn’t disappointed. While she could and had handled the administrative aspects of past missions, she much preferred the hands-on actions required of field agents. 
 
    “That’s the last of the crates from the rental truck,” said Mick as he hefted a two-meter-long metal box onto a folding table. “The driver wants to know if he can head back to Seattle now. He told me he’s supposed to bring out another load tomorrow.” 
 
    Cynthia looked around the bustling first floor of the safe house. All the furniture in the extra-large living and dining rooms were piled to one side to make room for tables loaded down with computers and other electronic equipment. She could just see two field agents sorting weapons on a table in the kitchen. Past them was a screened porch containing aluminum cans filled with ammunition. Several rocket-propelled grenade launchers leaned against the wall in one corner of the porch. 
 
    Overkill, Cynthia thought. Way too much for a simple M4 surveillance mission. 
 
    “Uh, what shall I tell him?” asked Mick sounding a little impatient. 
 
    Making a command decision, Cynthia looked at her driver. “Tell him to go. Then I want you to find us a couple of cots. Get yourself some sleep. I’ve got a feeling tomorrow’s going to be busy.” 
 
    Mick yawned. “Fine by me. I’ve earned my pay for the day.” 
 
    After her teammate headed for the front door, Cynthia made her way to the kitchen. She spotted Colonel Harrison. He was a lean, gray-haired man in his sixties wearing a black jumpsuit. He was looking over the shoulder of one of the techs at a large computer monitor that displayed a map of Covington and the surrounding area. A dot to the south of town flashed red. She could just make out the words Gray Gables on the screen. 
 
    Colonel Harrison fixed her with a hard stare and waved her over. “You sure about this location?” 
 
    Cynthia nodded. “Positive. A Myiata Johnson lives there with her grandson. The farm’s next door to that Taylor guy I told you about. Whether she’s the Myiata we’re looking for, I can’t say.” 
 
    The colonel glanced at another computer screen before turning his gaze back on her. “I need you to be sure,” he snapped. “Three of the colors are coming with one of the major assets. They won’t be pleased if they arrive and all we can say is that we’re not sure.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded her head. She’d worked a couple of missions with various colors before. They were not ones to be trifled with. “Understood. Mick and I will get on it first thing tomorrow. I’ll need one of the other teams to—” 
 
    The colonel waved a hand dismissively as he returned his gaze to the Covington map. “Take what you need. Don’t bother me with details.” 
 
    Cynthia didn’t move.  
 
    Colonel Harrison turned away from the computer screen, frowning. “Is there something bothering you, Captain?” 
 
    Cynthia waved a hand at the jam-packed tables of equipment and personnel in the room. “It just seems like a lot of resources to locate two old women. We didn’t have this much gear when we took out the Alliance’s office in Tokyo last year.” 
 
    “Are you questioning my methods, Captain?” 
 
    “Not at all, sir. It’s just that I get the feeling there’s a lot more involved than a simple M4 surveillance mission. If I’m to do my job properly, I need to know our real mission.” 
 
    Colonel Harrison stared at her for a dozen heartbeats, his face hard and unreadable.  
 
    Cynthia didn’t flinch. Rank didn’t impress her all that much.  
 
    Finally, the tension in the colonel’s face muscles visibly relaxed and he said, “Come with me, Captain.” He walked to a door in the kitchen marked ‘KEEP OUT.’  
 
    Cynthia knew the door led to a bathroom-sized pantry that had been empty earlier that day. One of the first teams brought to the house by Mick had met a black delivery van and taken some crates covered by blankets into the room and put up the sign. 
 
    “Go on in,” said Colonel Harrison pointing at the door. 
 
    Uncomfortable with someone being behind her but knowing she had no choice, Cynthia shrugged in feigned indifference and opened the door to step inside. A high-pitched chittering greeted her as the light from the kitchen lit up the inside of the small room. On the pantry’s shelves were six wire cages that resembled medium-sized dog kennels. Each cage held a foot-high creature with leathery wings. The small creatures had arms and legs along with a narrow, almost human face and two horns protruding from their foreheads. Their leathery skin varied in color from orange-brown to a dark purple.  
 
    “Imps,” Cynthia said stepping into the room. 
 
    Colonel Harrison followed her inside and flipped on the light switch before shutting the door behind him. “That’s right. Imps. I’ve never worked with them before. I was told you have.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was assigned two imps during the Tokyo raid against the Alliance. They’re, uh, not that easy to control.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told Captain. That’s why I requested your assignment to the team.” 
 
    Cynthia stared at one of the imps, seeing the same intelligent look in its eyes she remembered from Tokyo. She felt other eyes looking at her from the left but turned to face the colonel. 
 
    “Uh, you requested me, sir?” said Cynthia. “I thought—” 
 
    “I don’t care what you thought, Captain,” snapped Harrison. “I don’t like you. I’ve read reports of some of your past missions. You go off on your own without waiting for orders and stir up trouble for your leaders. Well, those days are over Captain. As long as you’re assigned to this team, you’ll follow my orders and only my orders. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “The only reason you’re here is because I was told you’re good with imps. You’ll take charge of these and use them in your surveillance as necessary. Keep them out of trouble.” 
 
    Cynthia waited. The man had yet to tell her what their true mission was, but the presence of the imps confirmed it was no mere M4 level surveillance mission. She decided to take a risk. Pointing at the cages, she said, “If I’m to use these assets effectively, I’ll need to know our true mission.” 
 
    The colonel glared at her, the muscles in his face tensed.  
 
    Cynthia didn’t glare back, but she didn’t avert her gaze either.  
 
    After several seconds, the man’s face relaxed. “You’re impertinent, Captain. One day that impertinence may cost you. As it so happens, this is an M6 level mission. We have reason to believe either the Myiata Johnson you located or her sister, Mamie, are in possession of the Ring Defender.” 
 
    Cynthia was shocked. She’d worked for the Council long enough to know the Ring Defender was the big prize. If I was the one to capture it, there’s no telling how high I could go in the organization. I might even be able to finagle it into an assignment as a member of the Council itself. 
 
    “I see your mind churning, Captain, and you can forget it. Our orders are to confirm if this Myiata has the Ring Defender. We are also to locate her sister if she’s in town. You’ll take no action to acquire the Ring Defender on your own. That’s a direct order. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Uh, yes, sir,” Cynthia said as plans on how she could use the imps to take possession of the Ring Defender and deliver it to the Council rose in her mind. 
 
    The colonel poked her in the shoulder with two stiffened fingers. The poke irritated her, but she did her best to keep any sign of emotion off her face. 
 
    “No, I don’t think it’s clear. Well, let me put it this way, Captain. The colors have given strict orders that no one on the team will attempt to acquire the Ring Defender before they arrive on pain of what I was told would be a horrible death. You know what that means.” 
 
    Cynthia didn’t know exactly, but she didn’t want to find out either. She nodded her head. “Understood, Colonel. Mick and I will take no action to acquire the Ring Defender. I’m told the imps can see the rings. I’ll try to get one close without scaring the old lady off. I’ll see what I can dig up on her sister starting tomorrow. Is there anything else…sir?” 
 
    The colonel glanced at the nearest cage before looking back at her. “Yes, keep those things under control.” He turned towards the door before spinning back around. “Oh yes, and one more thing. The colors sent word that the Fire Ring may be getting ready to activate. It’s on the west coast somewhere. They’re concerned that if the Ring Defender is here, it may leave and attempt to make contact with the Fire Ring. I assured Mr. Gray we would not allow that to happen. As it is, I’m confident we’ll have the ring in our possession and be long gone before the Fire Ring activates. Nevertheless, keep your eyes open just in case the old lady tries to leave town.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Cynthia said half-tempted to salute just to irritate the man. She nodded instead. 
 
    Harrison frowned before turning and exiting the pantry. She followed, leaving the colonel peering at a computer screen in the kitchen as she sought out Mick and whatever sleeping arrangements he’d gotten for her. Once she found him, she lay on her military-style cot for over an hour thinking about her new mission. 
 
    I can’t go against direct orders. The penalty for that is death. But I swear I’ll use this mission to get my promotion somehow. I’ve got a once in a lifetime opportunity in front of me. I’m not going to waste it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 – First Contact 
 
    _______________________________________ 
 
    At four-thirty Wednesday afternoon, a black motorcycle wove its way through the well-kept streets and past the manicured lawns of Gray Gables subdivision. With a final turn, Tess downshifted and pulled into a street with a cul-de-sac at the end. Only two homes occupied the cul-de-sac. One was a massive, four-story structure with wrought-iron gates and stone pillars topped with lions. A tall hedge separated the mansion from a modest two-story white farmhouse. 
 
    Turning onto the farm’s gravel drive, Tess drove beside a mud-splattered brown truck with more rust spots than paint. She smiled behind her helmet’s visor. Alec wasn’t kidding. What a piece of junk. Shutting off her engine, she took a moment to survey the property. The house and barn looked freshly painted. Their white contrasted well with the mountain range beyond. Newly cut pastureland surrounded a large pond behind the barn. 
 
    Poor my ass, Tess thought. The land alone is worth a pretty penny unless I miss my guess. 
 
    A movement from the direction of the hedge drew Tess’s attention. She recognized the mass of unruly blond hair coming through an opening in the shrubbery as Alec’s friend Scott. Reaching behind her, Tess grabbed the extra helmet strapped to the back of the cycle and held it in her right hand, ready to swing or throw as the situation warranted. 
 
    The young man obviously noticed her defensive posture because he raised both hands in a stopping motion. “Whoa. I’m not looking for trouble.” He made a half-hearted attempt at a smile before finishing stepping through the hedge. Lowering his hands, he walked closer and then came to a stop several paces away. “Alec told me you might be stopping by, so when I heard you drive up, I…uh…” 
 
    Keeping a tight grip on the helmet, Tess said, “You what? You thought you’d try pissing me off again.” 
 
    This time Scott gave a more genuine grin. “No way. I may be an idiot, but I’m not completely stupid.” He looked at the ground and then back at her. “Look, I’m sorry. I was a jerk last night. My dad and I’d had it out earlier. I raided his liquor cabinet before going to Jack’s. I was drunk. Uh, no, I mean I was, but that’s no excuse. All I can say is I’m sorry. Believe me, it’ll never happen again.” He rubbed his wrist. “Once was enough.” 
 
    Tess remained silent. She’d learned long ago that words were easy to say. Actions were what counted in her book. She was far from ready to take the big guy’s apology at face value. 
 
    The noise of an engine drew both Scott and her attention. She noticed a dull-green tractor dragging a large mower, making its way past the pond in the direction of the house. 
 
    Scott looked back at her. “Well, anyway, I came to apologize, and I did. You can either believe me or not.” 
 
    Tess placed the spare helmet back in its place and removed her own. That was as close to an acceptance as she was willing to make at the present. 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, Scott turned and walked back to the opening in the hedge. Before slipping through, he spun around. “Alec’s one of the good ones. He’s not like me, so give him a break. I don’t think he’s used to dealing with tough California biker chicks.” 
 
    “And you are?” Tess said fighting back a temptation to smile. 
 
    The boy broke into a grin. “Not hardly. By the way, I was just joking about the California biker chick thing.” 
 
    “I know,” Tess said allowing herself a glimmer of a smile. “So was I. Just so you know, I lived in Texas before moving here.” 
 
    Scott nodded his head and disappeared through the hedge.  
 
    A moment later, Alec drove up and parked the tractor on the opposite side of the truck. Shutting the engine down, he looked over and waved. “I’m glad you came,” he said. “Grandma’s excited to have another mouth to feed. I’ve got a feeling she’s hoping for some new topics of conversation.” 
 
    Tess eyed the boy. Deciding he was sincere, she laughed. “I seriously doubt anything I’d have to say would interest your grandmother.” 
 
    Grinning, Alec got off the tractor and walked around the truck before stopping a couple of paces from her. “You don’t know Grandma. From what I’ve been told, she was a little wild in her younger days.” 
 
    Tess eyed the boy. “You mean like me?” 
 
    Alec glanced at the ground for a couple of seconds. When he looked back at her, his cheeks were pink. “Uh, I didn’t say that.” He forced a grin. “You’ve got to admit though, your clothing doesn’t exactly scream, ‘I live in Covington.’” 
 
    Tess looked down at her pants, then laughed in spite of herself. “No, I guess not. It’s not exactly where I pictured myself living. Most of my life’s been spent in Texas, around the border, until I transferred here to complete high school. The last few months have been a little culture shock.” 
 
    Alec nodded his head. “I’ll bet. I came to live with Grandma when I was six. Why’d you pick good old Covington, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, Tess looked at him for a couple of seconds, unsure how much she wanted to share. Something in the way he looked her in the eyes made her think he was asking for more than casual curiosity reasons. The hell with it, she thought. What have I got to lose?  
 
    “Dad and I moved around a lot when I was young,” she admitted. “I had good grades in school, but I guess the lack of stability hurt me when I applied for scholarships. One of my teachers in Texas knew Mr. Jenkins here in Covington. My teacher said she thought I had a shot for a full-ride scholarship Mr. Jenkins told her about that was sponsored by ex-students of his science class. My dad and I picked up stakes and moved here a couple of weeks before school started.” She looked at Alec trying to read his face. His soft brown eyes drew her in. “And that’s more than I’ve shared with anyone in a long time. Not sure why I blurted it out now.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, Alec said, “Sometimes it just helps to talk.” After an awkward silence, he walked around her motorcycle. “Nice bike.” 
 
    “My pride and joy,” Tess admitted smiling at the compliment. “You ride?” 
 
    “Dirt bikes, but nothing this size. Scott’s got a couple of four-wheelers we used to ride out in the pasture growing up, but it’s been awhile.” 
 
    Making a snap decision, Tess tossed the extra helmet to Alec and patted the seat behind her. “Hop on. I’ll take you for a spin.” She looked at the house. “If you think we’ve got time. I wouldn’t want to irritate your grandmother.” She thought the boy looked hesitant. Prodding him a little, she said, “Assuming the big, tough football player isn’t scared.” 
 
    Shoving the helmet on his head, Alec mounted the bike behind her. Tess noticed his hands remain at his side. Hitting the electric start, she revved the engine a couple of times before shifting into first gear. “Hold on.” 
 
    “I don’t need to—” 
 
    Tess revved the engine again as she popped the clutch, doing a one-eighty. Gravel went flying. She felt two hands grab at her waist and hold on tight. As soon as she hit the pavement of the cul-de-sac, she shifted gears, revved the engine, and released the clutch, sending the front tire two feet off the ground. The hands around her waist tightened even more. 
 
    “Hey! This is a residential area. Slow it down.” 
 
    Laughing, Tess yelled over her shoulder, “This is slow. Wait ’til I get you out on the main highway.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Tess pulled back into the farm’s gravel drive and parked beside the rusty truck.  
 
    Alec didn’t even wait for the engine to shut off before dismounting. “Very funny. Wait until it rains. I’ll take you out mudding on the back of one of Scott’s four-wheelers. We’ll see how funny you think it is then.” 
 
    Tess laughed. He looks cute when he’s mad, she decided. She had a sudden desire for it to rain soon. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, Alec broke into a grin and laughed. He pointed at the side door of the farmhouse. “May as well go meet Grandma before supper. Then we can finish laying out the project. You said you had to be at Big Jack’s by six, right?” 
 
    Nodding her head, Tess followed Alec up the stairs to the wrap-around porch and into the side door of the house. They entered into a small room with a shelf built into the wall at knee level. When Alec removed his boots and placed them on the shelf, she did the same. 
 
    Sniffing the air, Tess picked up the unmistakable odor of pot roast. Her mouth automatically watered. I can’t even remember the last time I had a home-cooked meal that didn’t involve a microwave, she thought. 
 
    When they entered the kitchen, Tess noticed a spry, older woman with white hair placing silverware next to three plates on a table made out of age-darkened planks. Bench seats on two sides looked large enough to hold six each. Solid-looking captain’s chairs were at each end. The extra-large kitchen was more than adequate to hold the table and then some. 
 
    The old woman looked up and gave Tess a smile. “Are you kids about done playing? I’ll have supper ready in another twenty minutes or so.” 
 
    Alec flashed a grin to Tess before looking back at his grandmother. “Grandma, this is Tess. She and I are doing a science project together. Tess, this is the one and only Myiata Johnson. Don’t believe half the things she tells you about me. They’d probably be true, but I’ve got to keep my rep up.” 
 
    Nodding at the woman, Tess waved her hand to encompass the kitchen. “Big place, Mrs. Johnson. Looks like you could feed an army at that table.” 
 
    “Very near,” smiled the old woman. “The farm’s been in the Johnson family for nigh on a hundred years. Alec’s grandfather used to say that when he was a kid, his dad sometimes had a dozen migrant workers on hand during the busy season. It’s just Alec and me now, though.” She gave Tess a wink. “He doesn’t bring his girlfriends over too often. In fact, you’re the first. I think my grandson’s scared I might embarrass him.” 
 
    “Grandma,” said Alec already sounding embarrassed and turning pink. “She’s not my girlfriend. I told you we were working on a project together. That’s all.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to get so defensive about it,” Tess said noticing an even bigger smile on Alec’s grandmother as the boy’s face turned redder. “I’m sure Mrs. Johnson—” 
 
    “Grandma,” said Alec’s grandmother. “Call me Grandma. Everybody does. Whenever someone says Mrs. Johnson, I look around to see if my mother-in-law is in the room.” 
 
    Taking an immediate liking to the old woman, Tess said, “All right, Grandma. I hope I’m not being pushy, but I’ve got to be at work before long. Would you mind if Alec and I started on our project?” 
 
    “Not at all, dear. You two go into the front room. I’ll call you when supper’s ready.” 
 
    Tess followed Alec into a comfortable living room at the front of the home. A set of stairs just past the kitchen doorway led up. Alec motioned at a small, worn couch opposite the room’s large bay windows. A coffee table in front of the couch was covered with Mr. Jenkins’s project specs, a laptop, and half a dozen books from the library. When the boy sat down in the center of the couch in front of the laptop, Tess momentarily looked at a nearby chair, tempted to pull it on the opposite side of the table. 
 
    This is silly, Tess thought as she sat down next to Alec. We’re just doing homework. Despite her self-admonition, she felt her chest and neck grow warm when the worn cushion sunk toward the center of the couch, causing her right leg and hip to touch the boy’s. She felt herself grow even warmer as his body heat passed through her clothing. What’s wrong with me? she wondered. Glancing out the corner of her eye, Tess thought Alec’s cheeks were turning a little pink. 
 
    “Uh…I,” said Alec turning to look at her before growing silent. 
 
    Their faces were only inches apart. Alec’s brown eyes caught a glint of sunlight from the front window, revealing flecks of gold. Tess was suddenly tempted to brush a stray lock of his dark hair away from where it was threatening to fall across his left eye but forced her hand to stay at her side. 
 
    “I, uh…,” said Alec as he stared into her eyes. 
 
    Who moved first, Tess didn’t know, but their lips began drawing closer together as if drawn by an unseen force. 
 
    “Do either of you want a glass of tea?” said Grandma from the kitchen doorway holding a tray with a pitcher and two glasses. 
 
    Jerking back, Tess felt her face redden.  
 
    Alec sat up straight as well. “Uh, yeah, Grandma,” he said looking at his grandmother. “I, uh, I think tea would be nice.” He glanced back at Tess, quickly leaning forward to stare at the computer screen. “Uh, Grandma grew up in the south, so I hope you like it sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet is fine,” Tess said also growing suddenly interested in the computer screen. “I, uh, I spent a lot of time in Texas growing up.” 
 
    Grandma set the glasses and pitcher on the coffee table. “Now, you kids take your time studying. I’ll be right there in the kitchen.” She winked at Tess. “I wouldn’t want anything to interrupt your studies. I’ve no doubt you’re both eager to get started on your project.” 
 
    “We are, Grandma,” said Alec staring at the computer screen even harder. “Thanks for the tea.” Once his grandmother left, he said, “I, uh… Well, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “About what?” Tess said trying to make the question sound innocent. She glanced out the corner of her eye enough to see the boy’s cheeks grow a dark pink. “Uh, maybe we should get started; on the project, I mean. I really do have to be leaving for work soon.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Alec pulled up the project outline on his computer and they both got to work. Things went well, and they’d just finished what they needed to do when Grandma called out from the kitchen, “Supper’s ready!” 
 
    The meal was simple, but there was a lot of it. By the time Tess stabbed her fork into the last bit of pot roast on her plate and shoved the savory meat into her mouth, she was stuffed. 
 
    “More, dear?” asked Grandma holding out a platter of meat and vegetables to Tess. 
 
    “No way, ma’am,” Tess said raising her hands in protest. “Really. I couldn’t eat another bite. It was delicious though. Looks like you’ll be eating leftovers the rest of the week.” 
 
    Alec’s grandma smiled. “Oh, not me, dear. I eat like a bird when no one else is here. I’m dividing this up and keeping half for Alec. The rest is going with you.” 
 
    “Thanks, Grandma, but I couldn’t—” Tess started. 
 
    “Don’t bother trying to get out of it, Tess,” laughed Alec. “Once Grandma says something, it’s written in stone. When you get home, you can toss it in the trash if you want, but believe me, it’s going home with you.” 
 
    The last thing Tess had in mind was throwing the delicious food in the trash. Beats cold leftover pizza any day, she thought. 
 
    Despite a couple more weak protests, it quickly became evident Alec was right. Before long, Tess found herself in the mudroom pulling on her boots with one hand while holding a sack filled with plastic bowls of pot roast and all the trimmings. Once her boots were on, Tess looked back through the doorway into the kitchen at Alec’s grandmother cutting a large slice of pie and placing it into a plastic container. 
 
    “Uh, Grandma,” Tess said. “How do I get your bowls back to you? Do you want me to give them to Alec at school?” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Grandma turning around and carrying the container of pie to the mudroom. “Alec and I always have a nice Sunday dinner after I get out of church. Why don’t you stop by after you get out of church? You can eat with us and bring the bowls then.” 
 
    Tess had a momentary vision of herself riding up to one of the local churches on her motorcycle with the engine roaring. She smiled. Somehow the image didn’t fit. “I don’t want to impose, Grandma,” she said. “Besides, I don’t go to church.” 
 
    “Don’t go to church,” said Grandma as she handed her another sack with the container of pie. “Well, we’re just going to have to work on that, aren’t we? Then maybe between the two of us, we can get Alec involved back in church. Now that he’s a big football star, he thinks he doesn’t—” 
 
    “Grandma, please,” said Alec turning red once again. “I told you I stay up Saturdays studying. I have to sleep in late on Sundays. It’s the only day I get to rest.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Grandma giving Tess a wink. “He thinks I’m too old to know what he means by studying on Saturday night. He forgets I was young once too. That’s all right. I always say you give kids a solid foundation, and they’ll come back sooner or later.” 
 
    Tess looked back and forth between Alec and his grandmother. She got the feeling the two had discussed the subject more than once. 
 
    Grandma looked away from Alec and gave Tess another wink. “Anyway, dinner’s at two on Sunday. I’ll expect you here then, dear. We’re having fried chicken, and there isn’t anyone in the county who makes fried chicken better ’n yours truly.” 
 
    “Uh…,” Tess said wondering how she’d gotten into this. She liked Alec and his grandmother, but things were moving a little too fast. She was well outside her comfort zone. “There’s my dad. I couldn’t leave—” 
 
    “Bring him with you,” said Grandma. “There’s always plenty.” 
 
    Tess heard Alec sigh. When she looked at him, he gave her a grin. 
 
    “I told you what happens when her mind’s made up, Tess.” 
 
    Admitting defeat, Tess said, “All right, Grandma. I’ll be here, but it’ll just be me. Dad’s, uh… Well, he likes to hang around the house on Sundays.” 
 
    “Then I’ll see you at two on Sunday,” said Grandma holding out her right hand. “It’s been a pleasure meeting you, young lady.” 
 
    Tess reached out with her right hand as she held her bag of goodies up with her left. “Believe me, the pleasure’s been all—” 
 
    As soon as her right hand grasped the old woman’s, a shock ran up the length of Tess’s arm. The shock didn’t hurt as much as it surprised her. Jerking her hand away, she dropped her bag of leftovers on the floor. One of the plastic lids came off, spraying brown gravy and vegetables onto the mudroom floor. Tess ignored the spilled food. A flash of blue on Grandma’s right ring finger drew her attention. For the barest instant, she glimpsed a dull-silver ring with a blue gem on the old woman’s finger, then the ring vanished. Looking at the old woman’s face, Tess opened her mouth to apologize. As soon as she saw Grandma’s wide-eyed expression, she closed her mouth and followed the woman’s gaze straight to her own right hand. 
 
    Staring at her own ring finger, Tess looked at the dull-silver ring. The ring’s yellow gem was shining brighter than she’d ever seen it. It’s almost as if she can see my ring, she thought. That’s impossible. No one can see it except me. 
 
    “Grandma; Tess,” said Alec in a high-pitched voice. “Are you all right? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Oh dear,” said the old woman as she took a step back and stared at the right ring finger of her own hand. “It can’t be now. I’m old. I never…” Grandma’s voice trailed off to nothing as she raised both hands to her mouth and continued staring at Tess’s right hand. The old woman took another step back and staggered. 
 
    “Grandma, are you okay?” said Alec as he reached out to steady her. 
 
    Guiding the old woman back into the kitchen, he helped her into the captain’s chair at the end of the table. She didn’t resist. Unsure what to do, Tess followed them inside feeling helpless and very confused. She saw Alec point at the sink on the far wall of the kitchen. 
 
    “Get a glass of water,” he said. 
 
    Grateful for something to do, Tess ran the four steps to the kitchen sink and grabbed a clean glass from the drying rack. As she filled the glass from the faucet, she glanced through the double window over the sink and noticed a black SUV pulling slowly past the home’s gravel drive. She could just make out a man in a dark suit with his cellphone pointed at the farmhouse. The man seemed to notice her at the window and then pulled the cellphone back in the passenger window as the vehicle sped up, driving rapidly back up the street. 
 
    Water overflowing from the glass’s rim brought Tess back to her senses. Shutting off the water, she dumped the excess out of the glass and hurried back to the table. Alec took the glass from her, raising it to his grandmother’s lips. As soon as he did, the dazed look on Grandma’s face vanished. She pushed his hand away. 
 
    “I’m not sick, and I’m sure as hell not thirsty,” said Grandma. “I was just a little surprised, that’s all.” 
 
    “A little?” said Alec. “I thought you were having a heart attack or something.” 
 
    The old woman gave a half-hearted smile. “Not hardly. I’m probably healthier than you, young man. I was just surprised.” 
 
    The old woman shifted her gaze to Tess. “How long have you had your ring?” 
 
    Tess felt her eyes widen. “My ring?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Grandma. “Your ring. I felt it. I saw it. I know you saw and felt mine as well. How long?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    A mile down the road, Cynthia turned the SUV onto a dirt trail leading into a thick set of trees. She shut the engine off and looked at her companion. “You made it too obvious. The girl saw you. I told you to be discreet.” 
 
    “Relax,” said Mick. “She didn’t see anything. I was just taking a picture. It fits in with our cover story.” 
 
    Cynthia stared at the big man long enough that he turned and looked out the window. 
 
    After a few seconds, Mick turned back to look at her. “You’re right. I should’ve kept my arm inside. I don’t know what the big deal is though. Seems to me we’re wasting our time and talents watching some old lady and her kid. What’s this all about anyway?” 
 
    “Questions can get you in trouble,” Cynthia said knowing full well she’d almost crossed the line the previous night with Colonel Harrison. “You might get answers you’d be better off not knowing. As it is, I asked the colonel the real reason we’re here.” 
 
    Mick stared at her. “And?” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    Mick nodded, looking less than certain but nodding anyway. 
 
    “Very well, but once I tell you, there’s no going back. Three of the colors are on their way to take charge of the operation. You’ve never worked with them. Believe me, you don’t want to make any mistakes when they’re around. They aren’t on the forgiving side.” 
 
    A drop of sweat rolled down Mick’s forehead.  
 
    Good, Cynthia thought. He’s heard stories. That may help keep him in line. 
 
    Mick wiped the drop of sweat away. “Uh, so what do we do now? I mean, if the girl tells the others about our vehicle, they’ll be on the watch for black SUVs, won’t they? Should we ditch this for something else?” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head. “No. For one thing, it would be best not to let the colonel know we might have drawn suspicion. At best, he’d have us leave and reassign us to another operation. This is where we need to be. Something big is going down, and I want to be in on it.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to follow the old lady and the kid if they’re looking out for our car?” 
 
    Cynthia smiled. “You’re new. The colonel gave me free rein on using assets. We’re going to use some of them tonight.” 
 
    “What assets?” 
 
    Cynthia laughed. “You’ll see. You might not like what you see, but you’ll see nonetheless. In the meantime, try to be more discreet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 – Two Rings 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    Alec glanced back and forth between Tess and his grandmother. They both seemed to be staring at each other’s right hands. He looked at their hands as well. Neither of the women was wearing a ring. His grandmother wasn’t even wearing her wedding band. He’d seen her place it in her jewelry box after his grandfather’s funeral five years earlier. 
 
    “What rings?” Alec asked feeling left out of the conversation. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Tess looked at him before looking back at his grandmother. “You can see my ring?” 
 
    “Not now,” admitted Grandma, “but I saw it when our rings touched. How long have you had it?” 
 
    Alec turned his attention to Tess. She no longer looked the part of a tough girl. He thought her eyes looked more like a scared rabbit’s and half expected her to turn and run. 
 
    “Sit, dear,” said Grandma. When Tess didn’t move, Grandma pointed at an empty spot on the bench opposite Alec. “Please.” 
 
    A little reluctantly, Tess took a seat. Alec tried to catch her eye, but she only had eyes for his grandmother. 
 
    “Believe me, dear,” said Grandma, “this is as big of a shock to me as it is to you. My ring’s been in my family for nigh on two hundred years. I thought it would be for another two hundred. I thought there would be time to—” 
 
    “What ring?” Alec broke in, unable to stand it any longer. 
 
    Grandma gave him the knowing smile she used to give him as a young child when she was pulling a fast one on him. She twisted at her right ring finger with her left hand just as he’d seen her do so often in the past. This time she pulled down on her right finger. As soon as the fingers of her left hand were clear of her right, he saw a flash of silver and blue. As he watched, she deposited a dull-silver ring with a single blue stone onto the table. 
 
    Alec stared at the ring. The blue gem seemed to glow in the kitchen’s florescent overhead light. 
 
    “This ring, Grandson.” 
 
    “I-I don’t understand,” Alec said. “Where’d you get that? You didn’t have it a second ago.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong, Grandson. I’ve had it for over sixty years. My great-grandmother had it before me, and her great-grandmother before her. I was hoping to give it to your child one day, but—” 
 
    “My child?” Alec said latching onto the words. “I’m not even married.” 
 
    Grandma gave a nervous laugh. “No, you’re not. I thought I still had years. I thought my task was just to care for the ring ’til I passed it on, until it was needed some time far in the future. I thought… I thought that time would be long after I was gone from this old Earth.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I guess I was wrong.” 
 
    Glancing away from the ring on the table, Alec looked at Tess. “Do you know what she’s talking about?” 
 
    Tess looked less frightened now. She shook her head, sending blonde hair across her face. Brushing the strands away with her left hand, she stared at her ring finger. As far as Alec could tell, her finger was unadorned. After his grandmother’s trick with her ring, he wasn’t quite as sure of Tess’s lack of jewelry as he normally would have been. He stared hard at Tess’s finger but still saw nothing. 
 
    “So, you’re telling me that you don’t know what Grandma’s talking about?” Alec repeated hoping to prod the girl into saying something. 
 
    Looking up into his eyes, Tess said nothing for several seconds. Then she nodded her head and tugged at her right ring finger with her left hand. Alec saw a flash of silver and yellow. Moving her left hand over the table top, Tess gently deposited a dull-silver ring with a yellow gem next to his grandmother’s ring. The two rings seemed to draw closer to each other. Alec blinked his eyes. The rings were still the same distance apart. 
 
    “They’re identical except for the color of the gems,” Alec said. “How?” 
 
    “No,” said Grandma. “They’re not the same. Look at the bands.” 
 
    Bending lower to see the gray bands, Alec noticed intricate engravings on each. The designs extended all the way around the bands. 
 
    “It looks like drawings of shields on your ring, Grandma,” Alec said as he continued staring at the rings. “I can’t quite make out the design on Tess’s.” 
 
    “They’re flames,” said Tess. “It took me a while to figure them out, but once I did, it’s easy to see.” 
 
    As Tess spoke, Alec began to see the curvy lines as flames. The more he stared, the clearer the design became. “So…you’ve both got similar rings. Are you trying to tell me you’ve both been wearing them all along?” He looked at Grandma. “Is that why I’ve seen you twisting at your finger sometimes? I noticed Tess doing the same thing at the library.” 
 
    “Bad habit, I guess,” said Grandma. “The shield design is on the inside of my ring as well as the outside. It itches sometimes. Moving the ring around helps give me a little relief.” 
 
    “Same here,” admitted Tess staring at the two rings. “I guess I’ll have to be more careful in the future. The ring was my mom’s. It’s all I’ve got to remember her by.” 
 
    Alec watched his grandmother reach out and gently take Tess’s hand. 
 
    “Didn’t your mother explain the ring before she gave it to you, dear?” asked Grandma. 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess picked up her ring with one hand. She held it in front of her face and stared at it for several seconds. Alec noticed her eyes turn shiny, but no tears escaped. 
 
    “When I was nine,” said Tess in a whisper so low both Alec and his grandmother had to lean forward to hear, “my parents and I were on a charter flight to Dallas. Some kind of business trip for my dad, I think. I fell asleep. Sometime during the flight, I woke and looked out the cabin window. I saw…something on the plane’s wing tearing at the engine.” She shook her head as if coming out of a dream and looked at Alec before turning her attention to Grandma. “I don’t know what it was. I was only nine. I remember it was big and had wings kind of like a bat’s. It looked at me. It…” She shivered. “Anyway, I remember seeing smoke and fire coming out of the right wing. The plane began spinning. Somehow the pilot leveled the aircraft. Dad was in the cockpit helping. I remember looking out the window and seeing the ground real close. There were a lot of rocks and brush. Mom grabbed my right hand and shoved this ring onto my finger. The last words she ever said to me were ‘Never take this off.’” Tess turned away from Grandma and stared at the ring for a couple of seconds before looking at Alec. “I haven’t until now.” 
 
    Alec took his eyes off the ring and focused on Tess’s face. She was staring back at him. He noticed a yellow tint in her eyes. The yellow color seemed to swirl and flash, then was gone. He had a sudden impulse to reach out and tell her everything was going to be all right, but with Grandma still holding her hand, he thought the gesture would look foolish. He looked deeper into her eyes trying to find the right words. None came. 
 
    “I told you the other day that my mother died when I was nine,” said Tess continuing to look at him. “When the plane hit the ground, it broke apart. I remember a lot of fire. I heard screaming before I passed out. When I came to, Dad was carrying me. I can still smell the burnt flesh and smoke. My dad was in the burn ward at the hospital for months. The pilots lasted a few days, but I think their burns got infected. They didn’t make it. Neither did Mom.” 
 
    Pulling her right hand away from Grandma, Tess slipped her ring back onto her right ring finger. As soon as she did, the ring disappeared. 
 
    “Three people died,” said Tess looking back at him. “My dad was horribly burned. I had a few bruises and my left arm was broken, but I didn’t have a single burn on my body. I read a newspaper article a few years later on the accident. The reporter said my clothes weren’t even singed. The article called me the miracle child.” She turned away from Alec and looked at Grandma. “Some miracle. My mom died. Whatever money my parents had was used for hospital bills. Dad hasn’t had a steady job since. I think he blames himself for surviving when Mom didn’t. All I know now is that if he’s awake, Dad’s drinking.” She looked back at Alec. Her eyes were shiny. “Sometimes I wish I’d died in the crash with Mom.” 
 
    Everyone remained silent for several moments.  
 
    When Alec could stand it no longer, he said, “I gather you think this ring somehow saved you in the crash. Don’t you think it’s more likely you just got lucky and were thrown out of the aircraft before it burned?”  
 
    Tess stared at him so hard that he immediately began regretting his comment. After a couple of seconds, she rose from the table, walked over to the kitchen stove, and twisted the knob on the largest burner. The pop, pop, pop of the igniter sounded before the gas lit. Tess turned the burner to high before looking back at Alec. 
 
    “Mom saved my life that day on the plane,” said Tess locking eyes with him. “I saw her tug at her right hand before putting the ring on mine. She gave me this ring knowing she was going to die in order that I might live.” With those words, Tess stuck her right hand directly into the flames, making no sound as she kept it there. 
 
    “No!” Alec yelled jumping from the table. He jerked Tess away from the stove, toward the sink. Hitting the lever on the faucet, he shoved her hand under the flowing water. She didn’t scream, cry, or anything. She just looked at him. 
 
    She’s in shock, Alec thought. I’ve got to get her to the emergency room. 
 
    Pulling Tess’s hand out of the water, Alec inspected it to determine how bad it was. Instead of blackened skin, he saw only the tanned flesh of her hand. He turned her hand over, looking harder. He saw nothing but normal, healthy skin. 
 
    Twisting her hand out of his grasp, Tess picked up a dishtowel from the side of the sink and dried off as she walked back to the table. After sitting down, she glanced at Alec. “My mother saved my life. As long as I’m wearing this ring, fire doesn’t hurt me. It never has. It doesn’t even burn my clothes.” 
 
    Alec stared at Tess still concentrating on her hand. He switched gazes to his grandmother. Instead of worry or surprise, she had a slight smile on her face. 
 
    “I expected as much when I saw the flame design,” said Grandma. “Your girlfriend here is the bearer of the Fire Ring.” 
 
    “The what?” Alec said choosing to ignore the girlfriend remark. “This is impossible.” 
 
    “Welcome to my world,” said Grandma. She turned to Tess. “So your mother didn’t have time to explain?” 
 
    “No,” replied Tess. “I don’t understand anything about my ring except what I’ve told you.” 
 
    Grandma looked at Tess for a couple of seconds before turning to Alec. “Close your mouth, Grandson, and I’ll explain at least as much as I’m able.” 
 
    Once he’d taken his seat at the table, Alec looked at his grandmother. “Okay, I’m all ears.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Grandma’s eyes took on a faraway look. “I’m going to tell the two of you the same story my great-grandmother told me. A great war has been fought since the beginning of time. It’s basically good versus evil. I don’t think it’s going to end until the universe does, but who am I to say?” When neither Tess nor Alec said anything, she continued. “The war has consisted of many battles. In one such battle, the forces of good created seven elemental rings along with a ring to defend them. From what I understand, those eight rings will one day be instrumental in defending the forces of good on our world from those of evil. The rings were given to bearers to keep them safe until they were needed. That was two hundred years ago. To the best of my knowledge, until now, no two of the rings have been brought together.” She looked at Tess. “I think that’s significant.” 
 
    The impossibility of the situation got the best of Alec. All he could do for several seconds was look from his grandmother to Tess and back again. They seemed to be having a staring contest. Finally, he asked a question just to break the silence, directed at his grandmother. 
 
    “Uh…so, are you also impervious to fire, Grandma?” 
 
    Grandma remained silent for several seconds. Just when he thought she wasn’t going to answer, she broke eye contact with Tess and looked at him before picking up her ring. She held it before her eyes, twisting it back and forth, letting the overhead light glint off the blue gem. 
 
    “Impervious to fire?” said Grandma. “No, nor does the ring make me impervious to anything else.” 
 
    “So it has no power of its own?” asked Tess seemingly enthralled by the ring Grandma held in her hand. 
 
    His grandmother smiled. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    Shoving the ring onto her right hand, Grandma walked over to the stove. Alec noticed the ring wasn’t visible on her finger. 
 
    Standing next to the stove, Grandma smiled. “This is going to hurt a little.” 
 
    Before Alec could react, his grandmother placed her right hand over the still flaming burner. She screamed as yellow and blue flames flared around her hand. The cuff of her sweater caught on fire as the flames ran up the wool sleeve. 
 
    “No!” Alec shouted making a dive for his grandmother. The smell of burnt flesh filled the room as he dragged her to the sink. Tess was right there hitting the faucet to send a stream of water into the basin. Grandma’s screams filled the air as Alec ran her hand and arm back and forth under the faucet. When he pulled her hand out, the skin on her palm was blackened and curled up. The back of her hand was deep red with smudges of black. 
 
    “Grandma,” Alec said starting to panic. He looked at Tess, catching her eye. “Call nine-one-one.” 
 
    Grandma jerked her hand out of his grasp, holding it close to her stomach. “No. It’ll be all right. Just give me a second.” 
 
    With her cellphone in hand, Tess was already punching in numbers.  
 
    Grandma reached out with her left hand and snatched the phone from Tess, saying, “I said no.” 
 
    Assuming shock was gripping his grandmother, Alec reached out to take the phone from the woman. She slapped his hand away. 
 
    Holding out her right hand, palm forward, Grandma said, “See? It’s better already.” 
 
    Staring at her outstretched palm, Alec opened his mouth to speak. Words failed to come as he took a closer look at her hand. The blackened skin on the palm had been replaced by an angry red. Even as he watched, the red turned to pink before returning to its normal skin color. 
 
    “What the—” Alec started. 
 
    “It’s healed,” said Tess sounding equally amazed. 
 
    With a smile, Grandma handed Tess’s phone back before walking to the table and sitting down on a bench. “That’s right. It’s healed.” Grandma looked at Alec. “You asked if I was impervious to fire. Obviously, I’m not. I can be burned like anyone else.” She seemed to catch herself, then looked at Tess and said, “Present company apparently excepted.” 
 
    “But…but you were burned,” Alec insisted as he walked to the table to take her hand in his. He turned it over, looking at both front and back. The pungent odor of burnt wool and flesh was still strong in the air. “There’s not even a blister now. I don’t understand. How?” 
 
    With a shrug of her shoulders, Grandma twisted at her right hand, removing her ring and placing it on the table. “How? I have no idea. All I know is that as long as I’m wearing this ring, any injuries to my body are healed. Sometimes the injuries heal quickly as in the case of superficial burns like that from the stove. For more serious injuries, it can take minutes or even hours to fully heal.” 
 
    Picking up the ring again, Grandma let the light from the kitchen windows reflect off the blue gem. Alec thought he saw flashes of yellow inside the gem but couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Tess wandered over to stand beside him, looking as confused as he was. Glancing at him, Tess looked like she wanted him to say something but didn’t know what. Alec didn’t blame her. He had no idea what to say either. 
 
    “Uh,” he said treading cautiously. “So…uh, what does all this mean?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Grandma said, “I’ve got no idea. All I know is that after two hundred years of waiting, I think the time for sitting around doing nothing is over.” 
 
    “Waiting for what?” asked Tess with a definite quiver in her voice. 
 
    She’s scared, Alec thought. I guess she’s not a complete ice-in-her-veins bad-girl after all. I don’t blame her. I’m a little scared too. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m waiting for, Tess,” said Grandma. “I really don’t. The one thing I’m sure of is that it wasn’t a coincidence my grandson brought you here. I have a feeling our rings were supposed to meet.” 
 
    “So what comes next?” Alec asked just to get in on the conversation. 
 
    “Next?” said Grandma. “Tess said she needed to get to work. I guess she’d best be going before she’s late.” 
 
    “Work?” Alec said. “We’ve got to—” 
 
    “Got to what?” asked Grandma. “Sit here all evening asking questions we don’t know the answers to? I don’t think so. I’ll drive to town tomorrow and talk to my sister. She might be able to find out some answers.” 
 
    “Mrs. Walker?” asked Tess sounding suspicious. 
 
    Alec shared her doubt. Much as he loved Aunt Mamie, he was as aware as anyone that she lived in the past as much as she did the present. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” said Grandma, “but Mamie’s a lot smarter than she lets on. Give me a chance to talk to her and check out a few things. Then the three of us can meet again and talk things over.” 
 
    “When?” asked Tess. 
 
    “Sunday,” said Grandma. “We’ll talk about it over Sunday dinner.” 
 
    “Sunday!” Alec said. “That’s four days away. We need to find out what’s going on; the sooner the better.” 
 
    With a laugh, Grandma stood and opened the door to the closet, grabbing a broom and dustpan. “If what I’ve been told is true, the rings have been here for nigh on two hundred years. I don’t think four more days is going to make much of a difference.” 
 
    Grandma handed the broom and dust pan to Alec before grabbing a mop and giving it to Tess. “What won’t wait is that pot roast and gravy splattered all over the mudroom floor. Now, I want you kids to get it cleaned up before it stains. Sunday’s plenty soon enough to talk about the rings, so get busy.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 – A Vision 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The goose-necked trailer behind the four-door pickup made thumping noises as its tires hit imperfections in the pavement of the Colorado highway. The green-haired woman in the red robe jerked up in the back seat of the truck. She ignored the sounds around her. The vision of what she’d seen drew all her attention. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Mr. Black from the front passenger seat. “Have you sensed something?” 
 
    Ms. Red waited until the vision faded before nodding. Her smile revealed two fangs where her eyeteeth should be. “The first two rings have made contact.” 
 
    “Impossible,” said the black-robed man. “It’s too early. The Ring Defender shouldn’t have been able to track the Fire Ring without you detecting it as well.” 
 
    The woman adjusted her red robe and shrugged. “Somehow it has. Their connection has started. It will grow stronger the longer they are together.” 
 
    “Then we’re too late,” said Mr. Gray from the driver’s seat. “If they are in this Covington together, then they will be gone before we can get to them with the asset.” 
 
    The red-robed woman shook her head. “I do not think so. Their connection is still weak yet. I think their meeting was accidental. The odds are astronomical, but nevertheless, I believe that is what happened. Neither of the rings has used their primary abilities yet. We still have a few days.” 
 
    Mr. Black turned toward Mr. Gray as the gray-robed man steered the truck down the interstate. “Have our operatives intensify their search. Tell them to take no action until we arrive.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the trailer. “They are just to identify the targets until we arrive with the asset.” 
 
    “Covington is a small town, but it will still take time to find the ring bearers, assuming they are there,” said Mr. Gray. “When I last spoke with Colonel Harrison, he told me they’ve got a line on a Myiata, but they haven’t yet verified she has the Ring Defender. I had told him about the Fire Ring possibly activating soon, but his team’s not currently looking for it. If the Fire Ring is in Covington, then Harrison and his agents will need more time to ferret it out.” 
 
    “Maybe not as much as you think,” said the red-robed woman twirling a strand of green hair around her clawed fingers. 
 
    “You’ve seen something useful, Ms. Red?” asked the black-robed man. “What?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “A library. Tell Colonel Harrison the library is the key. Concentrate his efforts there.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 – Imps 
 
    _________________________ 
 
    At ten-thirty Wednesday night, a black SUV pulled into an empty parking space down the street from Big Jake’s Pizzeria. Mick shut off the engine and turned off the lights, then pulled out a set of night-vision goggles and held them up to his eyes. As a high-pitched chittering sound erupted from the back of the SUV, he shivered. 
 
    Lowering the goggles, Mick pulled the collar on his jacket tighter around his neck. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Why’d we have to bring them? It’s cold in here without the heater.”  
 
    “I told you,” Cynthia said trying to sound patient while also trying to ignore the cold. “I want to test them out. Controlling them takes practice. Every imp’s different.” 
 
    Holding his hands in front of his mouth, Mick blew on his fingers. “Well, I don’t understand why you want to use some waitress at a pizza joint for practice? Why’s she so important?” 
 
    Cynthia shrugged. “I don’t know that she is. But then again, I don’t know that she isn’t. Colonel Harrison said the colors sent word that the library was important. We found out the chief librarian’s name is Mamie Walker. From what you discovered snooping around, this girl seems to spend a lot of time with the librarian. She was also at the farmhouse today. She’s too close to the sisters to discount.” Cynthia nodded towards the rear of the SUV. “We’re going to have our little friends here find out more about the girl.” 
 
    Mick glanced at his watch. “She should be getting off work soon. Do you think she has the Fire Ring the colonel told you about, Captain?” 
 
    Cynthia glared at her driver. “Don’t call me Captain. That’s a bad habit for field agents. And watch what you say. Imps are every bit as intelligent as you or I. What you say may come back to haunt you.” 
 
    Before Cynthia could chastise the man further, the lights in the pizzeria went out. A few seconds later, a big man and two young women walked out. The man and a dark-haired girl got into vehicles and pulled out of the parking lot. The second female mounted a motorcycle and sped off down a street leading out of town. 
 
    Cynthia opened the passenger door of the SUV and hurried towards the back. Mick was already there lifting the rear hatch. Cynthia bent down and stared into the eyes of the orange-colored imp in the nearest of the six cages. 
 
    “Follow her,” Cynthia said. “Once you find where she lives, send the others back.” 
 
    “We follow,” squeaked the imp. 
 
    Opening the cage door, Cynthia stepped back. The imp jumped out of its cage and with a flap of leathery wings, it disappeared into the night sky. 
 
    Reaching for a second cage, Cynthia said, “Let them all out. Now!” 
 
    Mick jumped to obey. Within seconds, all of the miniature demons were gone. 
 
    Once they were back in the vehicle, Cynthia said, “Drive.” 
 
    Mick started the engine. “Where? The girl’s already out of sight. If we move, how will those little devils find us?” 
 
    Cynthia snorted. “They’ll find us, don’t worry about that. Their leader and I have an understanding. Just head in the direction the girl went. Once we’re out of town, we’ll find a nice place to settle down and wait. The imps have the girl in sight. She can’t get away.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tess had a lot to think about as she rode home from work. Instead of going straight to the trailer, she took a back road and let the cool night air blow her cares away. Twisting the throttle, she leaned into a curve and accelerated into the straightaway beyond. She’d always liked going fast. Leaning forward, she twisted the throttle all the way. The roar of the engine echoed off the trees on either side of the road, enveloping her in a wave of sound and wind. 
 
    A warm tingly feeling in Tess’s right hand drew her attention. A wave of dizziness swept over her as her vision blurred. Slowing the bike down, she pulled to the side of the road and shut the engine off but left the headlight on. The air seemed to take on an electric feel. She looked all around, seeing nothing unusual about the dark trees on either side of the road. In spite of the coolness of the night, a drop of sweat ran down her face. 
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
 
    Closing her eyes, she repeated a calming mantra for a good thirty seconds. The dizziness slowly went away. When she opened her eyes, everything looked different. 
 
    What the hell? Everything’s black and white. 
 
    Tess looked around, bile rising in her throat. She forced the fear down, concentrating on what she was seeing. What she saw looked strangely familiar. 
 
    It looks like… 
 
    Tess reached down and turned off the cycle’s lights. The clarity of the terrain and features increased dramatically. Everything was black and white, but it was very clear. She spotted a beer can in the ditch ten feet away and could see that the letters on the label spelled out a popular brand with the locals. 
 
    It’s night. There’s no moon. Yet I can read the name on the can clear as day. 
 
    The familiarity of what she was seeing came to Tess. She remembered once back in Texas when she’d come upon a group of hunters one night while she’d been riding a lonely backroad. One of the men had let her look through a set of high-end thermal binoculars. 
 
    That’s what I’m seeing, Tess thought. It’s like I’ve got night vision or something. 
 
    On impulse, she turned the bike’s headlamp back on. She twisted the handlebar to point the light in the direction of the ditch. The red lettering on the beer can showed up normally. 
 
    The warmth in Tess’s right hand increased dramatically, drawing her attention away from the can. Jerking her glove off, she stared at her ring. The normal yellow color of the gem was showing minute flashes of blue deep within the gem. The blue flashes began to intensify. As they did, the warmth in her right hand increased as well, then began moving up her arm. Panicking, she grabbed her ring finger with her left hand and jerked the ring off. As soon as she did, the warmth disappeared. Looking around, she noticed everything outside the light from her bike’s headlamp had turned pitch-dark. She cautiously placed the ring back on her finger. The warmth returned as the surrounding terrain outside the motorcycle’s headlight once again showed up in black and white. The warmth in Tess’s right hand began spreading up her arm. 
 
    Stay calm. It’s just warm. It doesn’t hurt. Wait and see what happens. 
 
    The warmth continued spreading until Tess’s whole body felt as if she was covered with a warm blanket taken right out of the dryer. The vision of her surroundings became even sharper. Suddenly the air around her turned cold in spite of her internal warmth. A puff of fog came out as she exhaled. A fluttering sound overhead drew her attention. Looking up, she noticed a darting shape high overhead. 
 
    Is that a bat? It’s dark, but I can still see it flying around. 
 
    She noticed several more darting bats apparently in search of insects. They’re strange looking bats. Bigger than I’m used to seeing around here. Doesn’t matter. Bats are the least of my worries right now. 
 
    Tess waited five minutes on the side of the road to see if anything else happened. Nothing did. Finally, she hit the start button on her bike, relieved to hear the motor’s roar. Thumbing the light switch, she turned off the motorcycle’s lights before speeding off into the night. She had no problem seeing the road. She kept the lights off until the familiar outline of her trailer park came into view just ahead. Flipping on the cycle’s lights, she turned into the gravel drive, shut the engine off, and coasted up next to her trailer. 
 
    Tess glanced at her watch. Two-thirty. I’m not going to be worth a darn during classes today. I’m way too excited to sleep. 
 
    She was wrong. Five minutes after she entered the trailer, she was sound asleep in her bed, wrapped in a comforting-warmth. She dreamed of her mother. In her dream, Tess smiled. 
 
    “Never take this off,” said her mother as she placed a yellow-gemmed ring on Tess’s finger. 
 
    “I won’t, Mom,” Tess’s dream-self promised. “I’ll never take it off again.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The bat-like creature landed lightly on the trailer roof. When the light from the window at the rear of the trailer went out, the imp shape-shifted into a spider and crawled down the side of the trailer, seeking an opening. It found one under the trailer, near a rusted pipe. Squeezing past the rotted wood around the pipe, it made its way inside. 
 
    The scent of the girl was strong. Following the flow of energy, the imp crawled along the floor on its eight legs and passed under a door. The girl was in bed, eyes closed. Crawling up a wall, the imp eyed the girl’s neck. Its spider eyes picked up the pulse of her main artery. The sensation of warm blood was overpowering. The imp resisted the urge to change form and suck the life force from the sleeping human. I have a task, the imp thought. I must obey. Still, the thought of warm blood grew on its mind. 
 
    The girl breathed, blowing out a puff of fog. As she drew her blanket around her neck, a flash of yellow lit the room for one brief instant. The imp was tempted to laugh, but the fact that spiders couldn’t laugh helped it control the impulse. 
 
    Woman said follow, thought the imp. Woman said find where girl lives and send others back. The imp tried to laugh again but failed. Stupid woman did not say to report if I find ring. 
 
    Once more the imp tried to laugh before settling down to wait. The beat, beat, beat of the girl’s heart was ever present on its mind. Poison dripped from its spider fangs as it imagined the pulsing neck artery just under the blanket. The smell of the girl’s blood was overpowering. Ever so slowly, the spider lowered itself towards the floor. It had an idea. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mick opened the rear hatch of the SUV and pulled the cages closer to the end. The air grew suddenly cold. A fluttering sound drew his attention overhead. Something dark dove towards the rear of the SUV, landing in one of the cages. Other somethings followed until all but one of the cages were filled with chittering, leathery-winged creatures. 
 
    “That’s the last of them,” Cynthia said. “Close the door, fool, before they leave.” 
 
    Mick reached out with his left hand and slammed the door of the cages shut. As he shut the fifth cage, a clawed hand reached through the bars and scratched the back of his hand. 
 
    “Crap!” Mick said sucking at his hand. “The blasted thing drew blood.” 
 
    Staring at the cage, Mick reared back a fist as if preparing to strike the horned head that protruded through the bars. Apparently, the imp’s wicked-looking fangs and fiery-red eyes gave him pause because he lowered his hand. The miniature demon hissed before extending its leathery wings and jumping to the other side of the cage. 
 
    “Drew blood,” squeaked a high-pitched voice. “Drew blood.” 
 
    Other high-pitched voices joined in the squeaking, saying, “Drew blood,” “Fool,” and “Crap.” 
 
    “These things give me the creeps,” Mick said shoving the last cage farther into the back of the SUV before covering them with a blanket. As soon as he did, the chittering stopped. 
 
    Cynthia raised a corner of the blanket and locked eyes with a purple-hued imp. “Did you find where the girl lives?” 
 
    “Yes,” squeaked the imp. 
 
    An image of a trailer formed in Cynthia’s mind. 
 
    “Does she have the Fire Ring?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    The imp seemed to shrug its shoulders. “Wear gloves. No see. Leader inside. Maybe he know.” 
 
    Cynthia frowned. “When will your leader return?” 
 
    The purple imp hissed a laugh. “You no say come back. He stay until you fetch.” 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Cynthia shook the cage. “Don’t play me for a fool. I’ll—” 
 
    The sound of a smothered laugh stopped her from saying more. Cynthia turned and glared at her driver. He patted a bulge under the left breast pocket of his jacket. 
 
    “We’re wasting our time with these things,” said Mick. “If you want to know whether the girl has a ring, just let me at her. I’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head. “I told you we need to be discreet. We can’t take any action until we know for sure. What happens if you had to kill her and she doesn’t have one of the rings? Then where would we be? We’d have the entire police force snooping around the county, asking questions. The colors will be here soon. We can’t afford any mistakes now.” 
 
    Mick nodded before grinning. “Anything you say, Cap…err, Boss. It was just a suggestion. Where to now? Back to the safe house?” 
 
    Cynthia stared at the imp before looking back at her driver. “Yes, the safe house. We’ve done enough for tonight. We’ll see what else we can find out about the girl and the sisters tomorrow.” 
 
    “What if we can’t find anything out because no one wants to talk? Then what?” 
 
    Cynthia pointed at the man’s left breast pocket. “Then we may have to do it your way, but only as a last resort and only if I say so.” When the man frowned, she added, “Do you understand?” 
 
    Mick nodded and looked away. “I hear you. I don’t agree, but I hear you.” 
 
    Cynthia made a mental note to keep a close eye on her driver. He’s trouble, she thought. Maybe I should just get rid of him now and be done with it. A squeaky voice interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    “What we do?” asked the purple imp. “Mission over? We go home now?” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head. “No. I have something else for you to do.” 
 
    “What?” squeaked the imp. 
 
    Forming an image of a building in her mind, Cynthia sent it to the imp. A sign in front of the building read ‘Covington Library.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 – Absent 
 
    ___________________ 
 
    Alec glanced at his watch as he drove past the library early Thursday morning. 
 
    Twenty ’til, he thought. I’ve got time. 
 
    Turning around, he pulled into the alley and drove into the employee parking lot located behind the library. He looked for Tess’s motorcycle, but the only vehicle in the parking lot was Aunt Mamie’s sedan. With a shake of his head, Alec parked and shut off the truck’s engine. 
 
    We’ve got to convince Aunt Mamie to stop driving. That was a battle Alec knew he didn’t want to fight. Actually, he thought. The one I really don’t want to fight is someday having to tell Grandma she needs to give up her car keys. He winced at the thought of some of the choice words that request would probably elicit. 
 
    Ears burning at the thought, Alec hurried to the back door. It was locked. After a couple of loud knocks, the door opened revealing the bespectacled librarian.  
 
    Aunt Mamie gave a big smile as soon as she saw him. “Alec, what a surprise. I didn’t expect you until tonight.” 
 
    “Tonight?” 
 
    “Why yes. Didn’t my sister tell you? I’ve been going over my notes on those rings. Myiata said she’d let Tess and you know to be here at seven.” 
 
    Alec unconsciously reached for the back pocket where he normally kept his cellphone. He didn’t need to pat to know the pocket was empty. It figures, he thought. I’ve got to stop being in such a hurry that I forget and leave my phone on my nightstand. That’s the second time in the last week. I’ll bet Grandma tried calling me and all she got was voice mail. 
 
    “Nope, I didn’t get the message,” he told his aunt. “Did you tell Tess? I’m guessing she’s already left for class.” 
 
    Aunt Mamie shook her head. “Actually, Tess didn’t stop by this morning. That’s unusual, but you know how kids are nowadays. Why don’t you send her a ‘tap-chat’ or whatever it’s called and let her know about our meeting?” 
 
    “It’s called— Never mind. We’ve got a couple of classes together today. I’ll let her know when I see her.” 
 
    “All right, dear. You know, she’s such a sweet girl. In case I didn’t mention it, she doesn’t have a date for the school dance Friday. I wouldn’t wait too long to ask if I was you. A pretty young thing like Tess won’t wait forever.” 
 
    Smiling, Alec bit back the reminder that he already had a date. Let her think what she wants, he thought. It really doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. “Uh, I’ll keep that in mind, Aunt Mamie. Got to go now. See you tonight.” 
 
    “Tsk, tsk. You young people are always in such a rush. Why don’t you come in and have some cookies?” 
 
    Backing away smiling, Alec said, “Wish I could, but can’t. Mr. Jenkins hates it when students are late. I can’t afford any more fails on assignments.” 
 
    As Alec climbed into the cab of his truck, he heard Aunt Mamie mumble something about Mr. Jenkins and her deceased husband both showing up on the same night to take her to a dance. He smiled, started the truck, and drove the four blocks to the school’s parking lot. He made it to his seat next to Scott with a minute to spare. Looking around, he saw no sign of Tess. 
 
    Scott leaned over in his seat. “If you’re looking for your biker girl, she’s not here. I got to class early for once. I even beat you. You’re falling down on the job, old buddy.” 
 
    “She didn’t show up at the library this morning according to Aunt Mamie,” Alec said more curious than concerned.  
 
    He tried to remember if Tess had ever been late to class before. He wasn’t sure. Truth be told, he thought, I never really paid that much attention to her until now. What a difference four days make. 
 
    Any more thoughts of Tess disappeared as Mr. Jenkins started lecturing on applied physics while covering a whole slew of formulas that he assured everyone would be on next week’s test. Alec forced himself to take better notes than usual while making sure he got an extra set of handouts when they came around. By the time class was over, his mind was more confused by his teacher’s explanations than he’d been before coming to class. 
 
    I’ll be glad once I graduate so I don’t have to worry about useless formulas that I’m never going to use, Alec thought. Things should be a whole lot easier once I’m out of high school. 
 
    As he gathered his things, Alec thought he heard the roar of a motorcycle through the open window. Glancing out, he saw only an old beat-up truck with smoke pouring out of its tailpipe. He sensed someone looking over his shoulder and turned to see a big grin on Scott’s face. 
 
    “Don’t worry, old buddy. I’m sure she’ll be running down the sidewalk to meet her white knight any minute now.” With a slap on Alec’s back, Scott said, “Speaking of running, I’ve got to get a move-on myself. I’ll see you at lunch.” 
 
    “See you,” Alec said holding his temper.  
 
    For some reason, his friend’s continuous jokes about Tess were growing increasingly irritating. We’re just partners on a science project, that’s all, he thought. An image of dull-silver rings with yellow and blue gems flashed in his mind, reminding Alec there was more than just a science project between them. He thought of her blonde hair, gold eyes, and their near kiss the day before. Definitely much more than just project partners, he thought. 
 
    He looked out the window hoping against hope to see a motorcycle speeding towards the library. All he saw was an empty street. 
 
    Come on Tess. Where are you? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 – Late 
 
    _________________ 
 
    Tess shivered, then snuggled deeper into her blanket. Opening her eyes, the first thing she focused on was a spider web in a corner of her ceiling. A large orange-colored spider sat in the middle of its web seeming to eye her. 
 
    I knocked all the webs down yesterday, she thought. Just my luck to get a spider from hell that refuses to die. No matter how many times I knock these webs down, they seem to come back.  
 
    Tess got an idea and laughed, her breath visible from the cold. “Enjoy yourself while you can, little buddy. I’m going to pick up a can of bug spray after school. We’ll see how fast you rebuild your web then.” 
 
    She had a sudden thought about a movie she’d once seen where bug spray only made the spiders grow stronger. She laughed again. Probably my luck to get a spider that’s immune to bug spray, Tess thought. Pulling the cover up to her chin, she glanced at her right hand. It was no longer warm. The yellow gem on her ring was just a normal yellow. 
 
    The thought suddenly hit her that she’d seen the spider web much too clearly. It’s daylight. Throwing the cover off, she reached for her cellphone. Seven-thirty? It can’t be. Jenkins is going over the test this morning. I can’t be late. 
 
    With no time to shower, she pulled on her pants and blouse while heading for the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, the sight of a red bump on her neck drew her attention. She looked closer, seeing what appeared to be two small fang marks. The thought of the spider made her shiver. She made a mental note to buy the strongest bug spray she could find. 
 
    Making a quick pass with her toothbrush, Tess headed to the kitchen to grab her books. The sight of a thin man sitting at the table brought her up short. 
 
    “Dad! I… Uh…” 
 
    “I’m semi-sober, if that’s what you’re wondering,” John Wilkerson said. “I wanted to talk to you last night, but you were later than usual.” 
 
    Tess noticed her dad’s eyes. They were bloodshot, but clear. His words weren’t slurred. 
 
    “I’m late for class, Dad. Can we talk later?” 
 
    He shrugged. The action raised the collar on his sweat shirt, revealing the burn scars on the side of his neck. 
 
    “Sure, it can wait. I, uh…” Reaching down to the chair next to him, he placed a gray laptop on the table. “Sorry about borrowing your computer. I, uh…I got it back last night. I, uh, sorry.” 
 
    Tess wasn’t sure what to say and grew suspicious. “Where’d you get the money?” 
 
    Her dad gave a rare smile. “Cards. For once, Lady Luck was on my side. Uh…Tess, I…” He looked down. When he looked up his eyes were shiny. “I’m going to try harder.” He looked around before returning his gaze to her. “You deserve better than this dump. I’m…I’m going to get a job. I’ll go out and find one today.” 
 
    Tess picked up her laptop and placed it in her book bag. “I know, Dad,” she said, having heard the same promise so often in the past. She pulled on her leather jacket and swung the backpack over her shoulder. Walking over to the man, Tess gave him a hug. “I love you, Dad. We’re all each other’s got. We Wilkersons stick together, right?” 
 
    He looked down nodding his head. “That’s right,” he whispered. “I’m going to get a job. You’ll see. I’m going…” His voice trailed off as his shoulders began to shake. 
 
    With a final squeeze, Tess kissed the top of her dad’s head before heading out the door. The day was bright without a cloud in the sky. Glancing at her cellphone, Tess noted the time. 
 
    “I’m in deep trouble,” she said. 
 
    Using her bike’s kick start to relieve some of her pent-up energy, Tess twisted the throttle, then roared out onto the gravel drive. Hitting the main road, she twisted the throttle even harder. 
 
    Maybe I can still make part of the class if they don’t keep me in the front office too long, she thought. Even late, I can still get the handouts. I’ve got to do well on next week’s test. I’ve just got to. 
 
    The whine of a siren made Tess look in her rearview mirror. Flashing blue lights told her all she needed to know. She glanced at her speedometer. Sixty-five in a fifty-five. That’s great. That’s just great. What else can go wrong today? 
 
    Tess sat on her bike, patiently keeping both hands on the handlebars as she watched the sheriff’s deputy speaking into his mic. After thirty seconds, the driver’s door of the patrol car opened. Out stepped a potbellied giant of a man in his forties. The deputy positioned his hat on his head and swaggered forward. Tess thought she saw a half-hidden smile cross the man’s face. She knew him. He’d brought her dad home a couple of times in the past. For a law officer, she didn’t think he was too bad of a sort, but he was definitely by the book. She sighed knowing full well her hopes of getting to school in time to make Jenkins’s class had just gone down the tubes. 
 
    “Well, well. If it isn’t Tess Wilkerson. So tell me, Miss Wilkerson, where’s the fire?” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tess ran for the school’s front door, pulling out her cellphone to check the time. 
 
    Five after nine. Maybe Jenkins is still in the room. If I can catch him before he leaves, at least I can get the handouts. I won’t have the review notes, but the handout will give me a fighting chance. 
 
    An image of Alec Johnson flashed in her mind. She wondered if she could get a copy of the notes from him, then doubted it. He’s a jock. He probably doesn’t even take notes. I’ll admit he’s different than what I expected, but I don’t ask people for anything. I learned not to depend on others a long time ago. They’ll just let me down. 
 
    As she ran inside the door, she turned left in the hallway to head for the science wing. A familiar face was walking down the hall surrounded by a group of students heading toward their next class. Alec moved out of the crowd and found a relatively clear space near a large window located next to the janitor’s closet. Tess moved next to him and pointed down the hall. “I’ve got to—” 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Alec said. “Jenkins is already gone. I tried to stall him after class when I saw you drive up, but he had some meeting with the principal at nine and left.” 
 
    Tess stopped running. “Maybe I can catch him—” 
 
    “Nope,” said Alec apparently guessing her thoughts. “He said he’s off the rest of the week and heading to Seattle after his meeting. He won’t be back until Monday.” 
 
    Tess’s heart sank. Her grade in the class was good, but she needed to keep it high to have any chance for the science scholarship. Her mind started thinking of how she could intercept Jenkins before he made it to his car. 
 
    “What kind of car does he drive?” she asked. 
 
    “Jenkins?” said Alec. “No idea.” 
 
    He opened his notebook, pulled out several printed pages, and thrust them toward Tess. She took them, thumbing through the pages of various formulas and illustrations. “What’re these?” she asked. 
 
    “Your copy of the handouts,” replied Alec. “I grabbed an extra set as they went around. Once I type up my review notes, I’ll email them to you.” 
 
    Tess looked at him dubiously. “You take notes?” 
 
    Instead of being offended, Alec laughed. “Yep. I’ve also been known to read and write on occasion.” 
 
    Tess noticed a twinkle in Alec’s eyes. Suspicious, she asked, “What?” 
 
    “Oh, I was just thinking you’re somewhat of a snob, Miss Tess.” 
 
    “Me? I’m not the rich—” 
 
    “Neither am I,” said Alec. “And even if I was rich, which I ain’t, but even if I was, it wouldn’t mean I’m stupid or lazy. I work hard to keep a four-oh average. You’re not the only one who has high aspirations.” 
 
    Tess glanced at the ground frowning. She looked back at Alec as if seeing him for the first time; dark hair, trim physique, semi-handsome. She wondered what else she’d missed about him.  
 
    “But you’re a jock.” 
 
    “So?” smiled Alec. “I like to play football. I enjoy the camaraderie. You like to ride motorcycles and wear religious pants.” 
 
    Tess raised her eyebrows. “What?” 
 
    Alec’s smile grew wider. Tess thought he had a nice smile. 
 
    “You know,” said Alec still smiling. “Religious pants. They’ve got holes in them. Holy. Religious. Get it?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe you should stick to football,” Tess said smiling in spite of herself. “I think your career in comedy is limited, to tell you the truth.” 
 
    “Could be,” laughed Alec. He stopped laughing, seeming to grow serious. “I saw you pull into the library. You know, I don’t think anyone would bother your wheels if you parked at the school. It would save you a walk. By the way, did you happen to talk to Aunt Mamie?” 
 
    Tess shook her head. “No. I came straight here.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. Grandma wants us at the library at seven tonight. Aunt Mamie said she’s got some information about the rings.” 
 
    “Seven?” Tess shook her head. “No can do. I’m working a shift at Jack’s tonight. I need to be there at six.” 
 
    Alec turned away, looking out the window in the direction of the library. The crowd around them had thinned considerably. 
 
    We’re running out of time, Tess thought. I’ve got to report to the office and he’s got to get to class. She noticed Alec’s lips move as if he was having an internal argument. She doubted he knew what he was doing and decided it was kind of cute. 
 
    Looking back at her, Alec sighed. “Look, Tess, I don’t want to tell you your business, but I think you’ve got bigger issues to worry about than missing a shift at Jack’s.” 
 
    Alec looked around at the near-empty hallway, then leaned close to her ear, lowering his voice to a whisper. “I’m worried about Grandma and you. Obviously, those rings aren’t normal. If the wrong people found out, they might… Well, it could be dangerous.” 
 
    Tess was half-tempted to tell Alec about being able to see in the dark the night before, but only half. Confiding in people wasn’t something she was in the habit of doing; not even to her dad. Glancing through the window at the library, she reached her left hand towards her right ring finger before catching herself. Don’t twist it, she thought. Ignore the itch. 
 
    Turning back to Alec, she said, “I’ll see if I can get Mary to cover the first part of my shift. If I can, I’ll be there. If I can’t, then I won’t.” 
 
    Alec looked at her a couple of seconds before nodding his head. “All you can do is all you can do. If you don’t make it, I’ll try to fill you in later.” 
 
    “All right then,” Tess said. She remained where she was, smiling. For some reason, she hesitated to end the conversation. “I’ll see you when I see you…rich boy.” 
 
    Alec gave a smile of his own. “That’s right…bad girl.” He laughed. “I still owe you a four-wheeler ride for that trip from hell you gave me the other day. You are definitely one crazy girl.” 
 
    Tess thought of the motorcycle ride the night before without lights. You have no idea, she thought. You have no idea at all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 – The Library 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    At five minutes to seven that night, Alec walked into the library through the front. Tess, Grandma, and Aunt Mamie were already sitting at a small table near the receptionist desk. He tugged the collar of his jacket around his neck against a definite chill in the room. He glanced to the left, at the rows of bookshelves that filled most of the building. Like the five other tables spaced around the large room, the aisles between the shelves were empty. A glimpse of the upstairs’ research rooms through the wooden banister confirmed they were also empty. 
 
    “Not one of your busy nights, I see,” Alec said as he walked over to the others. “And why’s it so cold in here? Did the county forget to pay the heating bill?” 
 
    Apparently taking his intended joke seriously, Aunt Mamie shook her head. “No, not really. It’s been cold all day. The repairman said the furnace is just old and needs to be replaced.” She gestured toward the sparse shelves and lack of computer equipment. “I keep telling the board of directors we need to modernize, but they keep telling me they’re short of funds.” 
 
    Aunt Mamie looked around as if making sure no one else could hear, which Alec thought was a little funny since no one else was there. 
 
    “To tell you the truth,” she said, “I think the library is having financial difficulties. It may have to close down.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Alec said not really caring about the library’s future all that much. He supposed a lot of smaller libraries had money problems. He glanced around the room as memories of roaming around the place during the summer months when he was young came flooding back. Actually, he thought, I guess I would miss the old place. At least it’s got character. 
 
    Grandma was the first to recover. “Let’s not get sidetracked from why we’re here. Tess says she has to leave by eight, so we don’t have much time. Why don’t you sit down and we’ll get started?” 
 
    Once Alec sat down in an empty chair next to Tess, Grandma looked at her sister. “What’d you find out, Mamie?” 
 
    The eternal smile Alec had always seen on his aunt’s face disappeared and she grew more serious than he’d ever seen her. 
 
    “Not much more than you and I already knew,” she said. “I tried contacting Wilbur, but he’s not answering his phone.” 
 
    “Wilbur?” Alec asked searching his brain but coming up empty. 
 
    Grandma reached across the table, touching his hand. “Wilbur’s our brother; your great-uncle.” 
 
    “I’ve got an uncle?” Alec asked. “You’ve never mentioned him before.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. Anonymity is our best defense.” Grandma looked at Aunt Mamie sitting to her right. “That’s why it was dangerous to try and contact Wilbur. We agreed not to do that except in an emergency.” 
 
    “Ha,” said Aunt Mamie looking over her spectacles at her sister. “You agreed to it, not me. Besides, you’re the one who sent him a card.” 
 
    “That was years ago,” said Grandma, “and it was a mistake. I admit it. I wish—” 
 
    “Why?” asked Tess. 
 
    Grandma took her gaze off her sister long enough to ask, “Why what? Why did I send him a card?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess glanced at Alec before looking at Grandma. “No. You said something about dangerous. Why dangerous?” 
 
    Alec noticed Grandma and Aunt Mamie trade glances before looking back at Tess. 
 
    “People in our family have a habit of dying unexpectedly,” said Grandma. “The rings were given to the safekeeping of eight people two hundred years ago. Mamie and I don’t know the specifics of the other rings. We only know the history of our ring.” 
 
    “You said our ring,” Alec said. “You’re the one with the ring, right? Does Aunt Mamie have a ring also?” 
 
    “No, I don’t,” said Mamie. “I don’t want one either. They’re nothing but trouble. I’m quite happy Grandma Ocela gave it to Myiata instead of me.” 
 
    “Trouble?” asked Alec getting wide-eyed. “I’d think having a ring that healed would come in handy.” 
 
    “You do, huh?” said Grandma. She looked at Tess. “What do you think? You said your ring makes you impervious to fire. Have you found dealing with your ring to be worth having that little ability?” 
 
    Tess looked down at the table and shook her head. “Not really. There’s been side effects.” 
 
    When she remained silent, Alec made a give me motion with his hands. “Well, don’t stop now. What side effects?” He smiled, trying to get her to relax. “Do you like turn into a werewolf when the moon’s full or something?” 
 
    Tess stared at him without returning his smile. “No…at least not yet.” 
 
    Alec tensed. “Uh, are you saying—” 
 
    This time Tess did smile. “Relax. I don’t bite.” The young woman winked at Grandma. “At least not on the first date.” 
 
    “Not funny,” Alec said not at all appreciative of being the butt of a joke. “You said there were side effects. What?” 
 
    The smile left Tess’s face. “Nightmares, for one. Sometimes I’m being chased. I try to hide, but they always find me and I have to run for my life. I wake up sometimes with my sheets soaked in sweat. Plus, I told you about the plane crash and what I thought I saw. I could’ve imagined it since I was only nine. Still…” Her voice trailed off as she looked down at her right hand. 
 
    Before Alec could ask, Aunt Mamie reached over and patted Tess’s hand. “What is it, Elizabeth? You can tell us. You’re among friends.” 
 
    Tess looked from Alec’s aunt to Grandma and then back at him. He nodded his head. She wants to open up, but she’s scared to trust us, he thought. “It’s all right,” he said. “Whatever you say stays here with us.” 
 
    Staring hard at him, Tess nodded. She started to open her mouth but closed it right away. 
 
    “You’ve got to trust someone, Elizabeth,” said Aunt Mamie. “It may as well be us. We won’t let you down. You’ll see.” 
 
    The tenseness left Tess’s face and her lips quivered. “I had something happen last night. I grew all warm, and I could see in the dark. It was like looking through high-definition thermal goggles or something. It’s never happened before.” 
 
    Alec sensed Tess staring at him as if daring him to laugh. “Well, uh, that’s not so bad. Seems like a pretty good trick to have up your sleeve, if you ask me. I think having night vision and not getting burned would be worth a few nightmares. I guess I don’t understand.” 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t,” said Grandma taking off her ring and placing it on the table. The blue gem appeared to give off a flash of yellow from deep within. “I can’t speak for Tess here, but as far as I’m concerned, any benefits of this ring are outweighed by the consequences of having it in my possession.” 
 
    Alec glanced down at her ring. He started to reach out for it but pulled his hand back. He thought he saw another flash of yellow in the ring’s gem, but he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Grandma. “Take it. It won’t bite. It’s just a normal ring to you. It has to be passed to someone in the bloodline to be effective.” 
 
    Alec tore his gaze away from the ring on the table. “I am in your bloodline.” 
 
    He saw his grandmother look at her sister. Alec noticed them smile at each other before Grandma turned her attention back to him. “Yes, you are, and I couldn’t be prouder. Despite your mischievousness during your younger years, you’ve turned into a nice young man. But the fact is, the ring has to be passed to someone in my bloodline. Passing is more than just giving it to someone. This ring and I are connected. I would have to give the connection away along with the ring. Once I did, I could never take it back. It’s an all or nothing thing.” 
 
    Looking back at the ring, Alec took his grandmother at her word and picked the ring up. He felt nothing strange. Holding it up, he inspected the intricate carvings of shields on both the outer and inner parts of the ring. “Can I put it on?” 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Grandma. “It’s just a ring without the connection.” 
 
    Slipping the ring onto his right ring finger, Alec was surprised to see it expand enough to fit on his finger. Other than that, he felt nothing strange. On a whim, he stood and walked to the receptionist desk. Spotting a thumbtack on a corkboard, he pulled it out and jabbed the point into his index finger. “Ouch.” 
 
    Both Grandma and Aunt Mamie laughed. He noticed Tess did not. 
 
    Alec watched a drop of blood ooze out of the small pinprick. As soon as he wiped the blood off, another drop took its place. Sticking the tack back into the corkboard, he removed a tissue from a box on the desk, then wrapped it around his finger before returning to the table. He looked at Grandma, his face growing warm. 
 
    “I guess I thought it would heal,” he said taking great pains to avoid looking at Tess. She hadn’t laughed, but he didn’t like making a fool of himself in front of her.  
 
    Grandma smiled. “I’m sure you did. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way.” She looked at Tess. “You told us your mother gave you the Fire Ring during the plane crash. I reckon she did more than that. She must’ve also passed on her connection to the ring. That’s the only reason you weren’t burned. Your ring protected you because she gave the connection to you along with the ring.” 
 
    Grandma reached out her hand toward Alec. “May I have my ring back, Grandson?” 
 
    Removing the ring, Alec placed it in his grandmother’s palm. She promptly put it back on. As soon as the ring touched her finger, it disappeared from view. 
 
    “It’s turned invisible again,” Alec said. “It didn’t do that when I put it on.” 
 
    Tess glanced at him before looking down at Grandma’s right hand. “Actually, the ring hasn’t disappeared. I can still see it. It’s translucent, but I can see it plain as day.” 
 
    “As I can see yours,” said Grandma. “Our rings were activated when they touched the other day. I think that’s why we can see them now. I sense a line of energy between them that wasn’t there before. The connection between them seems to be growing stronger too. I’ve been sensing you all day. The feeling’s been faint, but it’s been there nonetheless.” 
 
    Alec noticed Tess exchange glances with Grandma. 
 
    “I haven’t been sensing you,” said Tess. 
 
    Grandma smiled. “No, I suppose not. That’s not what your ring does.” 
 
    Alec’s grandmother pointed at her right ring finger. He struggled to make sense of disappearing rings and whatever that implied. 
 
    “This is the Ring Defender,” said Grandma. “Its sole purpose is to seek out and protect the seven elemental rings. I suppose to do that, it first has to find them. I think we activated the rings prematurely the other day. Assuming this is the time that was foretold, I believe I would’ve started sensing your ring sooner or later. I would’ve tried to seek you out before they found you.” 
 
    “They?” Alec said. “Who are they? You said something about our relatives dying unexpectedly.” A thought had been growing in his mind. He voiced it now. “Are you talking about my parents?” 
 
    “Among others,” said Grandma. “My father and all three of his brothers were killed during the war.” 
 
    “The war?” Alec said. “Are you talking about World War Two? It was war, right? I’m sorry, but it happens.” 
 
    Grandma looked at him for several seconds. “Yes, it does. But my father, your great-grandfather, was a drill instructor. According to my mother, he never left South Carolina. The military told my mother he committed suicide. She didn’t believe it then, and I don’t believe it now. Neither did Grandma Ocela. She passed the Ring Defender on to me the day my dad died. I never saw her again.” She glanced at Tess. “My son and daughter-in-law, Alec’s parents, died in a traffic accident. The police told us the brakes on their car probably failed and they ran off a cliff. Your mother died in a plane crash. You almost died as well. I don’t know if what you thought you saw tearing at the engine was real or not, but obviously something happened.” 
 
    Switching gazes from Grandma to Tess, Alec noticed a tear forming in the corner of her eye. As he watched, she wiped at it with her right hand. He hurriedly looked away, taking great interest in the receptionist’s bulletin board. 
 
    Grandma removed her ring again and held it out for all to see. “Mamie and I don’t know a lot, but what we do know is that there are those actively seeking the rings. Based upon our family history, they have been systematically tracking down and killing our bloodline for the last two hundred years. I’ve suspected they were hunting the other ring-bearers as well and doing the same to their bloodlines. Given what Tess has told us, I believe more than ever that’s true.” 
 
    “You still haven’t said who they are,” Alec said. 
 
    Mamie shook her head. “We don’t know for sure. During my research, I’ve found hints of an organization called the Council, but all I have is the name. What Myiata and I do know is that shortly after our father was killed, our mother left us at an orphanage under a different name. We never saw her again after that day. Myiata and I were adopted by a couple in Covington. We both met nice boys and got married. Our brother was raised by a family in Nebraska. We’ve only seen him a couple of times since we left the orphanage. Like I said, I tried calling him earlier today and couldn’t get through. I’m concerned.” 
 
    “So, what are we supposed to do?” asked Tess. “Are you saying someone’s going to come after me? Should I be worried?” 
 
    “Let’s not jump the gun,” said Grandma. “We’ve been safe enough here for the past seventy years. I think the two of you will be safe enough here for a while longer. In the meantime, I’ll be leaving town.” 
 
    “What?” said Alec, Mamie, and Tess all at the same time. 
 
    Grandma gave a tired smile. “Don’t sound so surprised. The task of the one who possesses the Ring Defender is to find the other elemental rings and protect them. The time of waiting is over.” She pointed at Tess. “I’ve obviously found the bearer of the Fire Ring. There are six others I need to find as well.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Alec said. “Suppose you do find them. Then what?” 
 
    Grandma shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t really know. I suppose I’ll bring them back here. I’ve grown more certain over the last couple of days that it’s no longer a waiting game. I was given the Ring Defender. The task falls to me and me alone. I have to find the other rings before they do.” 
 
    In an attempt to use logic, Alec said, “It’s a big world, Grandma. How are you supposed to find them? And if there is this group of people you keep calling they, it could be dangerous. You should stay here where I can help protect you.” 
 
    Grandma smiled at him. “You’ve always been the protective one, even when you were little. That’s not surprising. Alexander means defender after all.” 
 
    Intent on not being sidetracked, Alec said, “It’s just a name. Nevertheless, you need to stay here so I can protect you.” 
 
    With a shake of her head, Grandma made it plain what she thought of his idea. “First off, you can’t protect me. I’m the one with the ring that heals, not you. As for staying here, that would be a mistake. I believe the Council, if that’s who they are, will eventually start tracking Tess’s ring. If what Grandma Ocela told me was true, the Ring Defender can’t be traced. The other seven rings can. My ring will help me find the six that are still out there.” 
 
    “Then I’m going with you,” Alec said unsure whether he really believed his grandmother’s story but determined not to let her go wandering off on her own. 
 
    “No, you won’t,” said Grandma. “You’ll stay here, graduate high school, and leave for college in the fall.” She glanced from Alec to Tess and back again. “Besides, if you feel the need to protect someone, you can make sure Tess stays safe. Her ring’s been activated. Eventually, the Council is going to notice. They’ll probably come looking for her. Like I said, I think that’s still a while off, but I could be wrong. In the meantime, I’ll go find the other rings. Once I find them all, we’ll figure out our next step.” 
 
    Alec shook his head. “I can’t let you go off by yourself.” 
 
    Grandma placed the Ring Defender back on her finger before looking back at Alec. “Sure you can. Besides, it’s not like I’m leaving right away. I haven’t sensed any of the other rings yet. I wouldn’t know where to start looking. It could be months yet before I sense one. But when I do, I’ll be gone. I’ll be depending on you watching over Tess while I’m gone.” 
 
    Tess drummed the fingers of her right hand on the table, looking at Alec and then at Grandma. “I can take care of myself. I don’t plan on sitting around doing nothing if someone’s gonna come looking for me. I’m not that kinda girl.” 
 
    Grandma smiled. “No, I don’t suppose you are. You’ve got grit, Tess. You remind me of me when I was young. But if you stay here, I’ll be able to find you easier once I assemble the others. While I’m away, you can work on your ring’s abilities.” 
 
    Tess stopped drumming her fingers. “What abilities? I’ve told you everything my ring does.” 
 
    Aunt Mamie chuckled. “You’ve told us all you know it can do. The internet’s an amazing thing as long as you know how to filter out the junk. I’ve spent years researching the rings online. I find a bit of knowledge here from an old book or letter that leads me to a bit of knowledge there. Most of what I find is in the form of legends or stories in paranormal books and papers. Like I said, I’ve learned to filter out the junk. From what I’ve figured out, seven elemental rings were placed on Earth along with Myiata’s Ring Defender. In addition to your Fire Ring, there is a ring for earth, ice, water, air, blood, and moon. They each—” 
 
    “The moon isn’t an element,” Alec pointed out. “Neither is blood.” 
 
    Aunt Mamie stopped speaking long enough to look at him over the top of her spectacles. It reminded him of the way she’d looked at him as a child when he’d misbehaved. 
 
    “Alec, I love you to pieces, but will you ever learn not to interrupt your elders?” said Aunt Mamie giving Tess a wink. “I didn’t say elements. I said elemental rings. None of the other things I mentioned are elements either. Now, do you want me to finish this story, or do you want to tell it?” 
 
    From experience, Alec knew his aunt wouldn’t continue until he verbally admitted defeat. “You, Aunt Mamie.” 
 
    His aunt smiled. “Then as I was saying, each of the rings has unique abilities. I haven’t learned specifics in my research because as far as Myiata and I can tell, none of them have ever been active. Myiata’s ring certainly hasn’t. However, I’ve learned enough to know that once the rings start activating, they will activate in sequence. A ring’s abilities will become more apparent as the time from activation increases. I believe Tess’s Fire Ring will make its abilities known to her as time goes by. Myiata’s ring will do the same.” She looked at Tess. “If you want, dear, I can help you try and figure out what your ring can do. It might take a while, but we have to start somewhere. In the meantime, you can continue with your classes and whatever kids your age do nowadays.” She winked. “You know there’s a dance at the high school tomorrow night?” 
 
    Alec wasn’t sure whether Aunt Mamie was serious or not. From the look on Tess’s face, he didn’t think she was either. 
 
    “Well,” said Grandma. “It’s eight o’clock. I think we’ve done enough damage for tonight. Why don’t we let things stew until Sunday? We can all meet for dinner at my place after church and decide on our next steps. Agreed?” 
 
    Alec nodded, noticing Tess do the same. Rising from the table, he stuffed his left hand in his back pocket and prepared to say his goodbyes. His fingers encountered something. He pulled out a wrinkled card. Slightly confused, he read the words ‘Cynthia Jager. World Wide Enterprises.’ 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot, Grandma,” Alec said. “Shirley asked me to give this to you. Someone was looking for you at the library Tuesday. Something about a missing relative.” 
 
    Grandma eyed Alec. “Tuesday? And you’re just giving it to me now?” 
 
    “I, uh…” 
 
    Grandma laughed and took the card. “Teenagers. If your head wasn’t attached to your shoulders, I think you’d forget where it was. As it so happens, Shirley told Mamie and she passed the message on to me yesterday. I’ve been too busy to do any checking around yet, but I reckon I’d better make time given the circumstances.” She eyed Alec and frowned. “Are you trying to tell me you’ve been wearing the same pants since Tuesday?” 
 
    Alec felt his face grow warm. Aunt Mamie and Tess’s laughter made it grow even warmer. “Hey, they’re clean. I, uh…” 
 
    Tess laughed even harder. “Laundry aside, I really do have to be going.” She stopped laughing and pointed at the card in Grandma’s hand. “Uh, does this change anything? Are we still waiting for Sunday to meet again?” 
 
    Grandma and Aunt Mamie exchanged glances. 
 
    “I think Sunday is still soon enough,” said Grandma. “Let’s not start getting spooked by every little thing. You kids keep to your normal routine. Mamie and I will let you know if we find out anything.” 
 
    Alec shrugged his shoulders and said goodbye before walking Tess out. Both Tess and he stood awkwardly next to her motorcycle as if waiting for the other to speak.  
 
    Alec broke the silence first. “Do you buy all that? I mean about the mysterious they and the deaths of our relatives.” 
 
    Tess shrugged before placing her helmet on her head. “I’m not sure. I might try talking to Dad and see if he knows anything.” 
 
    Alec nodded his head. “Maybe I should go with you. We can talk to him together.” 
 
    Vigorously shaking her head, a strange expression came over Tess’s face. “Uh, no. Dad isn’t uh…feeling well. Besides, I’ve got to go to work and relieve Mary now. I’ll try to talk to Dad when I get home tonight. Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    The obvious brushoff took Alec by surprise. He wasn’t able to keep the hurt out of his voice. “Okay. If that’s the way you want it. I’ll see you when I see you.” 
 
    Tess’s face softened. “Look, err, Dad has…issues. It’s best if I talk to him alone. I’ll let you know if I find out anything useful.” 
 
    Slightly mollified, Alec nodded his head. “Fair enough. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    With those words, Tess started her motorcycle, gave a final nod, and took off into the night.  
 
    Alec watched her go. For some strange reason, he felt a sense of fear for her. He resisted an urge to get in his truck and chase her down. Control yourself, he thought. I don’t think she’s the type to appreciate a white knight coming to rescue a poor damsel in distress. 
 
    Alec laughed out loud before climbing into his truck. He glanced over at Grandma’s sedan, knowing it would’ve made sense for them to drive together and just as sure she wouldn’t have gone along with the idea. She’s an independent cuss, that’s for sure. 
 
    Pulling onto the street in the direction of home, he knew he had a long night of studying ahead. The ring thing is an interesting theory, but graduating and getting a scholarship is what’s important, Alec thought. I’ve got to keep my eye on the prize. Watching over my shoulder for some mysterious they isn’t high on my list of priorities. I have to keep things in perspective. There is no they. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The black van remained on the street after the truck left. The driver looked at his companion. 
 
    “The female on the bike is the same one we followed last night,” said Mick pulling the collar of his coat tighter against the chill in the van. “Who do you want to follow now? The boy or the girl?” 
 
    Cynthia sat in the passenger seat tapping the barrel of the large-bore pistol on her knee a couple of times before replying. “We already know the boy’s relationship to the old ladies. Follow the girl. I’ve got a feeling she’s the wildcard. I want to see if she’s going somewhere besides her trailer.” 
 
    “What about the old women?” asked Mick. “I did some more checking today. They’re definitely sisters. They’re our targets, right? If we’re going to be following the girl, shouldn’t we order one of the other teams to follow the women?” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head. “No. Our mission was to pinpoint the two old lady’s locations. We’ve done that. The blizzard has the colors and their asset stranded in Denver. They can’t get the truck through the passes. The weather in the mid-west is supposed to clear up Saturday. Colonel Harrison told me they should be here late Sunday. He says we’ll make our move then.” 
 
    Mick pulled the van out into the street and headed in the direction the motorcycle had gone. The blanket over the cages in the back of the van shifted, exposing the imps inside to the light. Chattering from four of the miniature demons erupted from the cages. Mick jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Those things give me the creeps. Did we have to bring them again? It’s freezing in here.” 
 
    Cynthia glanced over her shoulder. “They can see and hear things we can’t. They make great spies. If you’re going to continue working for the Council, you’d best get used to them.” She looked at her driver and smiled. “If you think they’re bad, wait until you meet one of the larger assets.” 
 
    Mick visibly shuddered. “No thanks. These are bad enough.” He pointed at the fading motorcycle taillight ahead. “So what’s with the girl?” 
 
    Cynthia twisted a silencer onto the barrel of her pistol making sure it was tight. She didn’t like using force unless necessary, but at the same time, she was a firm believer in being prepared just in case. “Colonel Harrison doesn’t think the girl’s important. He’s more concerned with the Ring Defender than the possible location of the Fire Ring. He’s a fool, but that gives us an opportunity to investigate the girl a little closer on our own. If we can find one of the rings ourselves before the colors arrive, it could mean a large bonus and promotion for us.” 
 
    Mick didn’t look as certain. “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Cynthia smiled her smile. “Oh, believe me. I always know what I’m doing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 – Only Darkness 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    On the ride home from work, Tess took to the back roads hoping to trigger another night-vision episode like the night before. After twenty minutes riding around with nothing to show for her efforts except a few bugs in her teeth, she pulled to the side of the road. Shutting the cycle down and turning off the lights, she looked around. All she could see was the dark outlines of trees silhouetted against the night sky. The air turned suddenly cold. She shivered. Hearing fluttering overhead, she glanced up. She saw stars but no bats. It was too dark. 
 
    So much for that idea, she thought. What good is a superpower if you can’t control when it comes and goes? 
 
    Removing her right glove, Tess concentrated on her ring. The gem glowed soft yellow in the darkness. She tried willing the gem to flash green, red, blue, or any color besides yellow. Nothing happened. After ten minutes, she gave up. 
 
    Feeling a little foolish, Tess cranked the cycle, turned on the lights, and pulled onto the road. As she shifted into second gear, a flash in her rearview mirror caught her attention. Looking over her shoulder, she noticed two headlights as a car pulled onto the road about a half-mile back. 
 
    What was it doing parked on the side of the road, she wondered. I didn’t see it when I drove by that spot. 
 
    All the talk about the mysterious they by Alec’s grandmother and aunt made her instantly suspicious. Twisting the throttle, she shifted into third, lifting the front wheel off the road half a foot. Cycling through the remaining gears in rapid succession, Tess leaned into a sharp curve doing seventy. After a few more twists and turns over the course of two miles, she hit a straight away and sped up until her speedometer passed a hundred. The road continued on for almost a mile before the next turn. When she got close to the turn, she slowed down and pulled off the side of the road, hurriedly shutting off her lights. She counted to thirty, watching behind her for any telltale signs that she was being followed. All she saw was darkness. She breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    You’re overreacting, girl. I can’t let talk by two old ladies rattle me so much. I’m not going to spend the rest of my life looking for boogeymen every time I go out. I like the sisters, but let’s face it—Mrs. Walker’s not exactly grounded in reality. 
 
    Switching on the cycle’s lights, Tess pulled back onto the road heading home. The remainder of the ride was uneventful. Soon, she pulled onto the gravel road leading through the trailer park, shut off her engine from force of habit, and coasted the remainder of the way to avoid waking her dad. She parked next to a light post near their trailer, wrapped a security chain around the frame of her cycle, and attached it to the post. After snapping a high-security lock in place, she looked over at the truck. 
 
    Tess remembered the day two months earlier when she’d taken the keys to her dad’s beat-up truck and hidden them in her room behind a loose board. She’d told him then in no uncertain terms that if she ever caught him driving drunk again, she’d leave and never come back. He’d been riding a bicycle ever since. She looked closer at the truck to make sure the chalk mark she’d put on the front tire was still in the same position. It was. The truck hadn’t been moved. Satisfied, she went inside to confront her dad. 
 
    Once through the door, Tess glanced at the couch. She was surprised to see it was empty. Even more surprising was the lack of empty beer bottles on the floor. The kitchen table was clear of bottles as well. She remembered his promise to find a job. 
 
    I wonder, Tess thought. It’s warm in here tonight. He must’ve gotten the heater fixed. 
 
    Walking down the short hall, she cracked open the door to her dad’s room. He was sprawled out on the bed still wearing jeans and a t-shirt. A half-empty bottle of his favorite brand of whiskey was on the floor next to the bed. She closed the door. 
 
    Well, what’d I expect? A miracle? Maybe he’ll be sober enough in the morning to talk about Mom before I head for class. 
 
    Reaching into her book bag, Tess pulled out a can of professional-grade spider spray and opened the door to her bedroom. After flipping on the light, she raised her can of bug spray towards the ceiling ready to do battle. The spider web was empty. She laughed. Guess my little talk this morning scared it off, she thought. 
 
    Pointing the nozzle of the can at the web, she gave it a generous squirt anyway before grabbing her things and heading for the bathroom. She glanced in the mirror and examined the red bump on her neck. At least the swelling is down. She thought of the spider. I’ll be lucky if I get any sleep tonight. Dad and I have got to get out of this trailer. 
 
    After a quick shower, Tess brushed her teeth. Returning to her room, she shook out the bedding and checked under the bed before hitting the sack. Unlike the night before, her dreams were not comfortable. For most of the night, she was being chased by dark forms she couldn’t quite see but knew were close. For some reason, Alec was in her dreams running and hiding with her. Even in her dreams she wondered why. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 – Imp’s Report 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The last of the lights in the library shut off as the back door slammed shut. Before long the sound of an engine starting broke the silence of the night. As soon as the noise from the engine faded in the distance, a thick book on the shelf nearest the receptionist desk shimmered, turned purple, and changed into the form of an imp. The imp flapped its wings and flew to the receptionist desk. Standing erect, it walked to the corkboard above the desk and removed a thumbtack. Sticking out its tongue, the imp licked the end of the tack, savoring the flavor of the small residue of blood still on the point. 
 
    Boy taste good, thought the imp. I will have him before I return home. The lingering smell of the boy’s blood made saliva drip from the imp’s fangs. 
 
    Pushing the thought aside, the imp shifted form into a small snake and slithered to the front door and out the mail slot. Once outside, it shifted back into its imp form and flew into the sky, heading in the direction of its brothers. He found them circling the trailer of the girl. Their leader was flying in a circle with them. 
 
    The purple imp sent an image of what it had seen and heard at the library to its leader. The orange imp sent back an image of the girl lying in bed the night before, wearing the Fire Ring. 
 
    “We have them,” said the orange imp. “Once our masters arrive, we can lead them to where they need to go.” 
 
    “What of the humans?” asked the purple imp. “The woman was more cautious with her orders to me than you. My brothers and I must return and report what we have seen.” 
 
    The orange imp hissed a laugh. “Report away. Our masters will deal with them soon enough. One day, we will feast on their blood. Until then, we must obey.” 
 
    The purple imp licked its lips at the thought of the boy’s blood. “Yes, until then. But perhaps some before others.” 
 
    The image of the girl sleeping in her bed popped into the minds of all the imps. 
 
    “Yes,” said the orange imp. “We will taste the blood of some before others.” 
 
    The purple imp and its four brothers dove for the black SUV parked below. The orange imp continued circling the trailer. It still had things to do. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mick removed his goggles before looking at Cynthia in the passenger seat. “I’ll get a replacement pair of these tomorrow,” he said as he placed the night-vision device in the box behind his seat. “It shouldn’t go through batteries like that. Lucky you found an extra set in the glove compartment. I thought for sure when I had to turn on the headlights that we were blown.” 
 
    Cynthia eyed the driver. “You’re new, so let me give you a piece of advice. The Council doesn’t go easy on employees who make mistakes. You’re very lucky following the girl wasn’t a priority mission.” She gestured at the empty cages in the back of the van. “You’re also lucky we had the imps in the air to keep track of the girl until you got your goggles working. I’d suggest making sure you double and triple check equipment from now on.” 
 
    Mick noticed a puff of fog come out as she spoke. A soft thud sounded on the top of the SUV. Other thuds were followed by scratching sounds and high-pitched chittering. Jumping out of the vehicle, he ran to open the rear hatch. As soon as he did, five imps jumped off the roof and flew into their open cages. He slammed the cage doors shut, making sure his hand stayed well clear of the occupants. 
 
    Leaning past him, Cynthia locked eyes with the purple imp. “What did you find out?” 
 
    The imp hissed. “Old woman from farmhouse has Ring Defender. I see. Girl has Fire Ring. They are going to meet at the farmhouse on day you call Sunday. Old woman may leave after. Not sure.” 
 
    “Did you see the girl’s ring?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “I see. Leader also see ring at trailer.” 
 
    Cynthia glanced at Mick before looking back at the purple imp. “You saw your leader. When?” 
 
    The imp hissed a laugh. “Just now. He stay at trailer. He say he has things to do.” 
 
    The sudden reddening of his boss’s cheeks told Mick all he needed to know about how the captain was taking the news of the imp’s rebellion. He made a mental note never to work with the miniature demons again if given a choice. 
 
    When Cynthia turned away to stare at the trailer park, Mick threw the blanket over the cages. The sound of chittering stopped. He looked at his boss wondering if his growing bank account was worth the risk of what he was doing. 
 
    “What now? Should we go inside and confront the girl?” He patted the bulge on the left side of his jacket. “If she’s got a ring, I promise I can get it from her.” 
 
    Cynthia continued to stare at the trailer for several seconds before shaking her head. “No. We need information first. She might not wear the ring all the time.” She gestured at the covered cages. “Plus, I don’t trust our friends here to tell us all they know. We’ll go back to the safe house now. You can return in the morning when no one’s around and search the trailer. She may keep the ring hidden somewhere inside while she’s at school. Remember, we need to be discreet. You are to leave the girl alone unless I tell you otherwise.” 
 
    Mick shrugged his shoulders. “Whatever you say, Boss.” 
 
    “That’s right. Whatever I say. You’d best remember that.” 
 
    Mick eyed the trailer before closing the rear hatch and taking his place in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Sleep well tonight, girl, he thought touching the bulge on the left side of his coat. If I get you alone, your ring will be mine. You can bet on it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 – Getting Better 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    A delicious odor in the air pulled Tess out of her dreams. Opening her eyes, she sniffed again. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that was bacon. 
 
    When she exhaled, fog formed in the air. “It’s cold again? What’s going on with our heater?” Jumping out of bed, she wrapped the blanket around her as she walked down the hall and into the kitchen. A plate on the table held four slices of bacon along with a large helping of scrambled eggs. 
 
    “I had a feeling the smell would get you out of bed,” said John Wilkerson pulling a container of orange juice out of the fridge. He held up an empty glass. “I assume OJ is okay for you.” 
 
    More than a little confused, Tess sat at the table staring down at the plate before looking back. “Sure, orange juice is fine.” She waited while he filled her glass, watching him with a look of wonder. “Where’d we get orange juice? For that matter, where’d we get bacon and eggs?” 
 
    Turning back to the counter, he flicked the lever on the toaster, picked out two golden pieces of bread, and set them on her plate. “Don’t forget the bread,” he said with a half-smile. His eyes twinkled enough to partially hide their redness. 
 
    “All right, and the toast,” Tess said growing even more suspicious. “What gives?” 
 
    He sat across from her at the table but hadn’t made a plate for himself. His thin shoulders shrugged through the plaid shirt he was wearing. Tess tried to remember the last time she’d seen him in a real shirt instead of a t-shirt. 
 
    Looking down at the table, he scratched at a stained spot in the wood before raising his eyes to make contact with hers. “I got a job at Davis Hardware yesterday. It’s just stocking shelves, but Mr. Davis advanced me twenty dollars with my promise I’d be there first thing this morning.” He lowered his eyes to the table. “I-I’m not going to make any more promises to you, Tess. Lord knows I’ve broken enough already. But I’m going to try this time. I’m really going to try and stay away from the booze.” 
 
    Tess wasn’t sure what to say, so continued staring at him. 
 
    Pointing at her plate, he said, “Well, aren’t you at least going to try it?” 
 
    Despite the questions running through her mind, Tess scooped a forkful of eggs into her mouth. She savored the taste before swallowing. “What about you,” she asked. “Aren’t you eating?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not hungry. It may take a while to get my appetite back; maybe tonight. Mr. Davis is only taking me on half time to start. I’ll only be working three days a week. Uh, will you be home for supper?” 
 
    “I can be if you want,” Tess replied remaining cautious. He’d let her down too many times in the past to start trusting what he said at face value. “Big night at Jack’s, what with the game and the dance and all. I need to be at work by six.” She noticed a sad look come over his face. “Uh, I could come home to eat right after school. Will you be here?” 
 
    He nodded. “I’ll be here. I promise.” 
 
    He looks sincere enough, Tess thought, but words are cheap. Time will tell. Keeping her opinion to herself, she picked up a slice of bacon and took a bite. It was just how she liked it, crispy. 
 
    “You remembered,” Tess said forgoing her caution to give an approving smile. It had been a long time since he’d cooked her bacon. Or anything else for that matter, she thought, once again keeping it to herself. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “I’d love to chat, but I don’t want to be late on my first day of work. It’s a long ride to town on the bike.” 
 
    Tess was half-tempted to go fetch the keys to the truck from their hiding place, but only half. He really had let her down too often in the past. 
 
    “I can give you a lift on my motorcycle,” Tess said thinking of the five-mile bike ride to town. 
 
    Shaking his head, he said, “No. The fresh air will do me good. It’ll give me time to think. Anyway, you’ve got a dentist appointment this afternoon, don’t you? It might be difficult to link up. Besides, there’s too many, uh…temptations near the hardware store for me to wait around for you.” 
 
    Picturing the bar on the next block from the store, Tess nodded. “All right, Dad. I’ll see you tonight. But…” 
 
    He looked at her. 
 
    Tess forged ahead. “I want to talk about Mom and her ring for a second.” 
 
    His eyes widened at the taboo topic. He looked away. 
 
    Is he frightened? Tess wondered. 
 
    “I, uh, don’t have time, Tess. I’ve got to get to work.” He stood up. 
 
    Standing as well, Tess reached out and grabbed his shoulder. She felt more bone than meat. “No, Dad. I’ve got to know. Please.” 
 
    He looked at her hand on his shoulder. When Tess pulled her hand away, he stared her in the eyes before turning to the door. Tess held her breath, expecting him to bolt. She noticed his shoulders relax as he turned back around. 
 
    “Tess, I… It’s hard. Maybe tonight. I…uh.” He glanced at the wall clock before looking back at her. “Your mom didn’t want to fly to Dallas that night. She thought…” 
 
    When Tess gave him a questioning look, he shrugged his shoulders. “I’m not sure what she thought. I know she didn’t want us to go. I insisted. I had a big meeting the next morning, and I didn’t want to… Well, I convinced her to go.” He glanced into space for several heartbeats. “I thought it would be good for the three of us to get away. I’d been so busy getting my company going, I’d ignored… Well, I thought after the meeting we could all take in the sights.” 
 
    Glancing at the clock again, her dad opened the door and looked out. He turned back to her, keeping the door open. “When I pulled you out of the flames unharmed, I knew what she’d done. I tried to get to her, but…” He dropped his head and stared at the floor.  
 
    Tess crouched slightly so she could see his eyes. She saw tears building up that matched the wetness of her own eyes. “I know,” she said. “You don’t have to explain.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, he stood unmoving for several seconds. Tess remained silent as well. 
 
    When he opened his eyes, Tess said, “What can you tell me about Mom’s ring? It’s important that I know.” 
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, he glanced at the clock again. “Not much. Even your mother didn’t know much. I’ll tell you all I know at supper. I’ve really got to go now.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Tess followed him out the door. After he unchained his bike from the same pole where she’d secured her motorcycle, he turned to face her. 
 
    “Your mother was close to your Great-Aunt Iva. Last I heard, she was in a nursing home in Fort Worth. She might be able to tell you something I don’t know. I may have the address somewhere; not sure though.” 
 
    “What about—” Tess started. 
 
    “Not now, Tess. Tonight.” 
 
    “All right, Dad. We’ll do it your way. Tonight it is.” As he started to pedal away, Tess shouted, “I love you, Dad.” 
 
    The thin man stopped, turning to face her. “I love you too, Tess. More than you’ll ever know.” He smiled. Then he was cycling down the gravel road, his wheels making scrunching noises in the rocks, heading for the highway.  
 
    Tess watched him go until he was out of sight. It’s going to be all right, she thought. It’s got to be. I’ll make it be.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 – Delay 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Mick straightened up in the seat of his SUV as the door to the trailer opened. From his position hidden on a pullout in the woods on a hill overlooking the trailer park, he focused his binoculars on the thin man in the doorway. 
 
    The girl’s dad, he thought. The old drunk must be going to that job at the hardware store the other team told us about. He’s supposed to get off at three. Mick glanced at the clock in the dash of the SUV. It’s a quarter after seven now. Once the girl leaves, I’ll have plenty of time to search the place. 
 
    Mick continued watching the scene below. The thin man stood in the doorway a moment before finally exiting. The girl followed him out. They spoke for a few seconds then the man unchained a bike from the light pole next to the trailer. Straddling the bike, the man made his way out to the main road. The girl watched the man until he was out of sight. Turning, she entered the trailer. Mick looked back at the road before training the binoculars on the trailer. He licked his lips half-tempted to go down and confront the girl alone. Cynthia Jager’s reminder the previous night to remain discreet came back to him. It’s not worth the risk. I don’t care how good the girl looks. 
 
    At seven-thirty, the door to the trailer opened again. Mick watched the girl lock the door before getting on her motorcycle and heading out of the trailer park in the direction of town. He waited another fifteen minutes to make sure no one came back unexpectedly before starting the SUV. Just as he put the vehicle in gear, his cellphone rang. 
 
    “Yeah, Boss. What’s up?” 
 
    “Harrison wants you to go to Seattle and pick up a package at the freight office.” 
 
    Rubbing his eyes with his left hand, Mick sighed before looking back at the trailer. “Fine. I’ll leave in an hour, as soon as I search the girl’s place. They just left. Give me a—” 
 
    “Negative,” came Cynthia’s reply. “You need to leave now. The colonel doesn’t know about searching the trailer, and we don’t want him to find out. If her ring’s inside, we want to be the ones to give it to the colors when they arrive. You’ll have to search the trailer when you get back.” 
 
    Mick made a quick estimate of the roundtrip to Seattle. “It’ll be close. The girl’s dad gets off at three today from the hardware store, according to MacDonald’s team. The girl gets out of school a little after that. I might not get back from Seattle in time to search before one of them makes it home.” 
 
    The cellphone remained silent for a couple of seconds. When his captain finally replied, her voice was curt. “Can’t be helped. If it looks like you’re running late, you’ll just have to search the place tomorrow. We can’t let Harrison know what we’re doing; at least not yet.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Mick said. “You’re the boss.” 
 
    “That’s right. I am. Now get moving.” 
 
    Taking a final look at the trailer, Mick turned the SUV around and headed to the main road, taking the turn to Seattle. He thought of the girl and smiled. It wasn’t a friendly smile. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Tess didn’t get a chance to talk to Alec until lunch, and even then she couldn’t find a way to talk to him alone. He was sitting in the cafeteria with his usual gang of jock buddies. Steeling herself for the inevitable, she approached their table. When Scott elbowed Alec and pointed, he looked up.  
 
    As soon as their eyes locked, Alec smiled and stood. “Tess, I uh, I’ve been looking for you. I, uh…” 
 
    Scott and the others at the table laughed. Alec’s face turned pink. Tess felt her own face growing warm. 
 
    “He’s always had a way with words, Tessie,” laughed Scott. “I think that’s why he keeps me around to do his talking for him. I always did say I was the smart one out of the two of us.” 
 
    Tess ignored the snide comments from Scott and the others, determined to say what she’d come to say and get back to her own table. She looked at Alec. “I wanted to wish you luck at the game tonight.” 
 
    “You’ll be there, won’t you,” said Alec. “At the game, I mean.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess said, “No. I’ve got to work.” 
 
    “Maybe we can get together for a few minutes after school before I have to go to practice. I, uh, I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    Again, Tess shook her head. “Sorry,” she said really meaning it. “I have a dentist appointment at one today. I’ll be heading home right afterwards. I won’t be coming back to school. Err, Dad and I are having dinner together before I go to work.” 
 
    Alec looked at the floor before looking back up at her. “I’ll see you at Big Jake’s then. Maybe we can talk there.” 
 
    Tess eyed him. “That’ll be a little awkward, won’t it? I thought you were taking Betty to the dance after the game.” 
 
    Alec’s face turned red. “Well, yeah, but—” 
 
    “Save it,” Tess said harsher than she intended. “I said what I wanted to say. I just wanted to, uh, wish you luck.” 
 
    Alec looked at her, the hint of a frown evident. The frown faded to be replaced by something else. 
 
    Is he hurt? Tess wondered. She stared into his soft brown eyes. Her ring grew warm. The warmth traveled up her arm and down to her stomach. She took a half-step forward as if in a trance. He took a half-step towards her as well. 
 
    “What about me?” laughed Scott. “Aren’t you going to wish me luck? Not that I need it.” 
 
    The trance was broken. Tess felt her face growing hot even as the warmth from her ring disappeared. She hastily took her eyes off Alec and looked over at the big halfback. A thought came to mind. “Yeah, you too, big guy.” She smiled mischievously. “Try and stay on your feet. I know how easy it is to take you down.” 
 
    The others at the table hooted. Scott turned red.  
 
    Tess figured most of them had been at Jake’s the night of Scott and her encounter. She looked back at Alec whose face was only slightly pink, and said, “Have fun at the dance with Betty.” 
 
    “Tess, I wish…I, uh…” 
 
    Tess didn’t wait for him to finish. She turned on her heels and left him standing at the table as she made the most of her tight-fitting jeans while walking away. She hoped he felt as miserable as she did. 
 
    No, she thought. I don’t hope that at all. She pictured him dancing with Betty. A sudden emptiness in her stomach made it hard to focus. I don’t want anyone to feel this miserable. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 – The Search 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    At one-thirty, Mick pulled the SUV into a small picnic area hidden in the trees a quarter-mile behind the trailer park. He considered calling his captain to get advice but immediately discarded the idea. 
 
    I’ve got time. The drunk doesn’t get off work for another hour and a half. The girl won’t be home until after that. I’ll be long gone before either of them make it back. And if I find the ring, I’ll be the one to give it to the colors, not Captain Cynthia Jager. Hell, I might be a major or colonel if I’m the first to get one of those elemental rings. 
 
    Exiting the vehicle, Mick wove his way between the trees until he was next to the girl’s trailer. The gravel drive held only the beat-up green pickup. 
 
    The big joke around town is that the dad isn’t allowed to drive the truck. He’s on the bike and the girl’s got the cycle. There’s no one home. 
 
    Glancing around to make sure no one was watching, Mick walked up to the door. Despite the sun being out, he felt a sudden chill in the air. Pulling a short length of metal with a hook at the end out of his pocket, he stuck it between the doorframe and the handle. The lock was stubborn, but after a couple of attempts, it gave way. He slipped inside and shut the door behind him. The air was cold; almost frigid. 
 
    “All right, I know you’re here,” Mick said. “Show yourself, or I swear I’ll torch the place.” 
 
    Movement drew his attention to the kitchen table. A disgusting looking spider shimmered and grew in size until a foot-high orange body of an imp took its place. The imp flapped its wings and hissed. 
 
    Mick reached for the gun in his shoulder holster but changed his mind at the last second and pulled a six-inch piece of leather filled with metal pellets out of his coat pocket instead. He’d made the sap himself. The metal pellets sewn into the end of the weapon gave a comforting weight to the sap. 
 
    “I’m not in the mood to play around,” Mick said. “We know the girl has the ring. Did she take it with her?” 
 
    The imp hissed again. “Don’t know for sure. Girl was wearing gloves when she left.” 
 
    Mick took his eyes off the miniature demon long enough to glance at his watch. Two o’clock, he thought. Time’s running out. Why isn’t anything ever easy? 
 
    Starting in the living room of the small trailer, Mick began pulling items out of drawers and off shelves, tossing them onto the floor in his search for any indications of hiding spots. He worked his way through the kitchen and two bedrooms, finding nothing. All the while, the imp followed him hissing and chittering advice. Finally, Mick gave up. He glanced at his watch. 
 
    “It’s two-thirty,” Mick said. “I’ve got to leave. The girl must have the ring with her. I should’ve come here while she was alone and beat it out of her then.” 
 
    “Ring?” laughed the imp. “Is that what you seek? Perhaps she put it in hiding spot under her bed.” 
 
    Mick glared at the orange demon. “Why you little— You let me tear this place apart and you didn’t say nothing?” 
 
    The imp hissed a laugh, then flew to the bed in the girl’s room and pointed underneath. “Loose board under here. I see girl put something in there before she left.” 
 
    Shoving the mattress to the side, Mick felt along the floor until his fingers detected an imperfection in the carpet. He grew excited. It’s been cut. There’s something underneath. 
 
    Pulling at the imperfection, a square-foot section of carpet came away along with a piece of the plywood underneath. Mick reached into the small cavity and pulled out a wad of money along with a set of keys. He felt around inside the hiding place but found nothing else. 
 
    Mick turned to the orange imp. “The ring’s not here. I thought you said she put something in here this morning.” 
 
    “Maybe put in more money,” hissed the imp laughing. “She wore gloves, so how I know?” 
 
    Mick was tempted to pull out his sap and beat the imp a few times, but the sight of the miniature demon’s razor-sharp teeth and claws made him keep the weapon in his pocket. He stuffed the money and keys in his pocket and made his way to the front door. 
 
    May as well make it look like a robbery, he thought as he looked at the debris strewn around the trailer. He remembered Cynthia Jager stressing the word ‘discreet.’ He glanced at his watch. Piss on discreet. It’s a quarter to three. I’ve got to get out of here. 
 
    As Mick was preparing to grab the doorknob, the sound of wheels on gravel came from outside. An image of the girl shutting off her motorcycle and coasting up to the trailer popped into his mind. He took a step back from the door and pulled the sap out of his pocket. 
 
    He smiled. If she’s wearing the ring, I’ll take it from her. If she’s not, I’ll beat the location out of her.  
 
    The doorknob turned, and Mick raised his sap.  
 
    Come on in, girl, he thought with a grin of feral anticipation. You and I’ve got some business to take care of. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 – Practice 
 
    _______________________________ 
 
    The stands around Covington High’s football field held a few students watching the sixty-plus players and coaches get in a final practice before the big game that night. Pre-game practice was comparatively light, but Alec still managed to acquire a large bruise on his leg. Scott sat next to him on the metal bench while the coach went over last-minute details with his assistants and team captains at the fifty-yard line. 
 
    Alec nodded his head in the direction of the coach’s huddle. “Shouldn’t you be up there?” 
 
    “Not this time,” said Scott removing his helmet and flashing a smile. “Coach says he doesn’t like my attitude. He made Jonathan team captain.” With a wink, he added, “At least for tonight.” Pointing at the huddle, he said, “I’ve never figured out how Coach thinks making us practice for an hour before our game is supposed to get us ready.” A mischievous smile spread across his face. “I told Coach if I was in charge, I’d give everyone a couple of hours off after passing around a few beers to improve morale.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Alec eyed his friend. “You’re never going to change are you, buddy? I suspect it’s a good thing for the team you’re not our coach. I’ve got a feeling your training methods might be a little nontraditional, shall we say?” 
 
    Instead of taking offense, Scott laughed. “No doubt. Still, that bruise on your right leg isn’t going to help your kicking any tonight. I saw you limping after that last punt.” He winked, then smiled. “For what it’s worth, I cleaned Watson’s clock on the next play. I think he’ll be a little more aware that when the coach says to go easy on the kicker, he means go easy.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Alec said rubbing the darkening bruise on the side of his calf. “In the meantime, I’ll put some ice on this until game time and hope for the best.” 
 
    Alec watched the impromptu meeting of coaches break up.  
 
    Apparently sensing their temporary reprieve was at an end, Scott leaned forward on the bench. “Are you seeing her after the game?” 
 
    Glancing at his friend, Alec asked, “Her who? Betty?” 
 
    Scott shook his head. “You know who, and it ain’t Betty. Are you seeing your biker-girl tonight?” 
 
    For some reason, at the mention of Tess, a warm feeling spread through Alec’s body. He was on the verge of telling Scott it was none of his business when he noticed the uncharacteristic seriousness of his best friend’s expression. 
 
    “No,” Alec said. “You heard what she said at lunch. She’s eating dinner with her dad after her appointment. Plus, she has to work tonight. Anyway, she won’t be at the after-game dance, that’s for certain. I suppose if we go to Jack’s afterwards, I might get a chance to speak to her for a bit…about our project, I mean.” 
 
    The grin on Scott’s face told Alec he wasn’t fooling anyone. “All right,” he admitted. “I want to see her about more than the project, but Betty’s my date tonight. What do you expect me to do? Dump Betty? She’s a nice girl. I wouldn’t do that to her. I doubt Tess would want me to either.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Scott. “All’s fair in love and war.” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Alec said. “That’s not how I do things.” 
 
    With a shrug of his large shoulders, Scott said, “Okay then. You’ve got Tess’s number though, right? Why don’t you give her a call?” 
 
    Alec took a hard look at the big running back. “Yeah, I got her number when I sent her my address.” He locked eyes with his friend. “I’m curious why your sudden interest in my love life? You’re the one who made a pass at her the other night at Jack’s, or don’t you remember?” 
 
    Holding up his arm and pointing at the wrist, Scott laughed before growing serious again. “Yes, I do remember. That’s water under the bridge. Tessie and I squared that little misunderstanding up.” Eyeing Alec for a second, he said, “You’ve been a good friend over the years. If it wasn’t for you, I’d probably… Well, I’d probably be getting in a lot more trouble than I do now.” 
 
    Slightly mystified by his friend’s admission, Alec remained silent. He really wasn’t sure what to say. Opening up isn’t one of Scott’s strong points, he thought. I don’t want to screw it up by saying something stupid. 
 
    “Anyway,” continued Scott. “Like I said, you’ve been a good friend. I’ve got a feeling that biker-girl of yours is just what the doctor ordered for you. I’d hate to see you blow a good thing.” 
 
    “Hey,” Alec said forgetting his self-admonition to remain quiet, “a week ago, Tess and I hadn’t said a dozen words to each other all year. I suspect if Mr. Jenkins hadn’t stuck us together on that project, she and I wouldn’t be talking now.” 
 
    Scott shrugged. “Maybe, but the two of you are talking now, so all I’m saying is don’t mess things up.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Alec looked at the grass growing beneath the bench. A small yellow flower had somehow managed to survive the fall weather. The color reminded him of the yellow he sometimes noticed in Tess’s eyes when she got irritated. The warm feeling spread through his body again. 
 
    Raising his head to look at his friend, Alec said, “Mess up what? She’s only interested in me as a partner for our science project.” 
 
    “Ha,” laughed Scott replacing the seriousness on his face with a wide grin. “I’ve always said you’re a little too naïve for your own good at times. I’ve seen Tess looking at you. Believe me, buddy, she’s interested in you as a lot more than a mere science partner. She may not know it yet, but take my word for it, she is.” 
 
    Alec was about to tell his friend what he could do with his observation when the coach ordered everybody inside for a final briefing. He rose and was soon surrounded by his teammates as they talked about the upcoming game and everything else under the sun. Alec barely heard a word. 
 
    Is Scott right? he wondered. Tess and I are so different. How could that ever work out? If it wasn’t for the rings we... Well, I don’t know. Does she really think of me as more than a project partner? 
 
    The memory of riding on the back of her motorcycle, holding on tight to her waist as she sped down the highway, came back to him. He wanted to hold her close again, even if only while riding. An emptiness churned in his stomach, and he suddenly felt very miserable. He tried to shove the feeling away. What’s wrong with me? I’ve got to get my mind on the game. But he knew he couldn’t. Only one thought kept swirling around in his mind. 
 
    Tess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 – Missing 
 
    _____________________________________ 
 
    At three-thirty, Tess got on her motorcycle in the library’s employee parking lot and started the engine. She hadn’t intended to stop at the library after she’d gotten out of the dentist office, but she’d needed to talk to someone about her dad, and Mrs. Walker was the kindest person she knew. She’d poured her heart out to the old librarian, talking about a lot more than just her dad. She even surprised herself by talking about her feelings for Alec. She still wasn’t sure how she felt, but Mrs. Walker had been a good listener. Tess knew she would have stayed even longer if she hadn’t needed to get home to see her dad. 
 
    Weaving her way onto the street, Tess headed home making sure she stayed at the speed limit. I don’t need Deputy Stewart to pull me over again. Dad’s probably already home getting supper ready. He promised to tell me about Mom’s ring. I’m going to make sure he does. No excuses this time. 
 
    When she turned into the trailer park, the empty spot next to the trailer where her father’s truck should’ve been parked was the first indication something was wrong. The sight of her dad’s bicycle leaning unchained against the light pole was the second. 
 
    Oh, Dad, Tess thought as the pit in her stomach grew ever wider. Couldn’t you make it even a whole day without breaking your promise? 
 
    Opening the door to the trailer, she discovered things were worse than she’d expected. Items were strewn about the living room and kitchen as if someone had ransacked the rooms in search of something valuable. Panic filled Tess, and she made her way back to her bedroom. As she passed her father’s room, she noticed items from his dresser dumped onto the floor and his mattress was overturned. 
 
    Why would Dad search his own room? she wondered as she continued down the hall. She blew the thought off, having long ago given up trying to understand the logic of alcoholics. 
 
    Stepping into her room, Tess saw the contents of her closet and dresser scattered from one end of the small room to the other. Her mattress was thrown to the side as well. Tess’s eyes went directly to the spot under her bed where her secret hiding place was located. The loose floorboard was pried up, revealing an empty chamber beneath. Despite her eyes telling her the small cavity was empty, Tess knelt next to the opening and thrust her hand inside.  
 
    She groaned, then shouted at the walls, “Why, Dad? I was saving it for college. Why couldn’t you just take the truck keys and leave the rest alone?” 
 
    The reason was obvious, just like it was always obvious. The two thousand dollars in tips she’d squirreled away in her hiding spot had obviously proven too much of a temptation for her father. 
 
    What set him off to even begin searching the trailer for the truck’s keys? she wondered. Was it because I said we were going to talk about Mom and the ring? 
 
    Tess didn’t know, but one thing she did know. When he’d found the keys along with the bundle of money, he’d taken everything and hit the road. From past experience, she figured he would be back in a week or two after the money ran out. 
 
    I won’t be here when he gets back, Tess thought. This is the last straw. I’m leaving, and he can just take care of himself from now on. 
 
    Even as Tess began stuffing clothes into a plastic bag, she knew she couldn’t go. As far as she was concerned, her one shot at getting into college lay in remaining at Covington High. 
 
    I’ve got to get that science scholarship, she thought. I’ve just got too. I’ll be eighteen next month. I’ll be old enough to live on my own. I’ll get a place in town. Dad will just have to figure out how to take care of himself. I’m over this. 
 
    Tears started forming in Tess’s eyes. She held them back by sheer force of will. I won’t cry. I haven’t cried since Mom died. I’m not going to start now. 
 
    She stopped stuffing clothes in the bag, then stoically shoved the mattress back onto its frame and began straightening up. Once finished with her room, she moved to the kitchen and living room, cleaning up as she went. Under the table, she found a plastic bag with a package of hamburger and a bag of buns. The meat was still cool as if it hadn’t been there long. 
 
    Dad said he was going to cook me supper. He must’ve bought some groceries and then got sidetracked. Maybe thinking of Mom was just too much? That had to be what set him off? Or was the pull of alcohol just too much on its own for him to resist? 
 
    Tossing the hamburger into the refrigerator, Tess finished cleaning up the kitchen and the living room. While picking up paper that had been tossed onto the floor from a desk drawer in the living room, she found an index card with the words: 
 
    Iva Wilkerson, Golden Years Nursing Home, Fort Worth, TX 
 
    Great-Aunt Iva, Tess thought. I doubt I’ll ever go see her, but at least I know where she is. Assuming she’s still alive, of course. She tried to remember when she’d last seen the old woman. Mom was still alive then. I remember thinking Aunt Iva was ancient at the time. She’s got to be near a hundred now. 
 
    Once the trailer was livable again, Tess went back to her room to make a final pass. She pointedly refused to touch her dad’s room. He can sleep on the couch for all I care. I’m done cleaning up his mess. Tess wondered whether she was angrier at her dad for stealing her money or for letting her down again. He’d been so sincere that she’d honestly thought he was going to change. I swear I’m never going to trust anyone ever again. I’m done with people letting me down. 
 
    With that thought, Tess left the trailer, mounted her motorcycle, and sped off toward town. Despite her foul mood, she forced herself to remain at the speed limit. Five minutes later, she was glad she’d controlled her temper because, when she rounded a bend, there was a sheriff’s car half-hidden behind a bridge abutment. When she passed doing the posted speed, Deputy Stewart stuck a hand out the driver’s window, giving a wave of acknowledgement. She nodded her head in return. 
 
    Once in town, Tess noted the time. She still had a half hour before she needed to be at Jack’s. Turning down a side road, she took a shortcut toward the library. Mrs. Walker opened the back door before Tess even got a chance to knock. 
 
    “Why, Elizabeth, what a surprise. I saw you driving up. I’m afraid the library’s empty. Everyone’s left for the game.” The librarian winked. “There’s a dance tonight, you know.” She started to smile but grew suddenly concerned. “I thought you said you were eating supper with your father. Is something wrong?” 
 
    The last of the anger left Tess. She’d always found it hard to be angry when she was around the old woman. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Tess said forcing a smile. “Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way. Dad wasn’t there, so I didn’t eat. Now I’ve got to be at Big Jack’s by six.” 
 
    Mrs. Walker nodded her head sympathetically and stepped back motioning Tess inside. After closing the door behind them, the librarian took a seat at her desk and pointed at a chair across from her. 
 
    Sitting down, Tess sniffed the air hopefully. “Do I smell cookies?” 
 
    “Yes, you do. I baked oatmeal cookies for a group of second graders that stopped by on a field trip this afternoon.” Mrs. Walker sighed. “I’d offer you some, but the little scoundrels ate them all.” 
 
    More than a little disappointed, Tess smiled for the librarian’s benefit, hesitant to open up about her dad’s latest betrayal. “You can’t fool me. I’ll bet it did your heart good to have them eat them all. I’m also willing to bet they were begging for more before they left.” 
 
    Mrs. Walker laughed. “You know me too well, and you’re right. They did beg for more. Next time, I’m making a double batch just to make sure I have enough.” She looked closer at Tess. “Now, I’m pretty sure you didn’t stop by to talk about cookies, dear. What’s on your mind? You said your dad wasn’t home. Why don’t you tell me what happened?” 
 
    The kindness in the old woman’s eyes reminded Tess a little bit of the way her mom used to look at her. Despite her pledge never to trust anyone again, she found herself opening up to the old lady again. She told the librarian about her dad’s latest broken promise and the mess in the trailer, then about all the previous broken promises. Like always, Mrs. Walker was a good listener. She mostly remained silent, nodding her head at the appropriate times while seemingly giving Tess her undivided attention. When Tess was finally finished speaking, she was surprised to see fifteen minutes had passed. 
 
    The librarian reached out and patted Tess’s hand. “Everything’s going to be all right, Elizabeth. You’ve just got to have faith.” She glanced at the clock. “Now, I know more than a few people think I’m a little addled at times.” She smiled. “Perhaps they’re right, but I’m wondering if you should report your father as missing to the police.” 
 
    “The police?” Tess asked thinking of how many times her dad had left in the past, only to show up bedraggled and broke a few days later. “The sheriff’s office knows Dad only too well. They’d laugh me out of the station if I reported him missing after only a couple of hours.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Mrs. Walker gave a kind smile. “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting your father, so maybe you’re right. However, let’s say you did report him missing, and the police did locate your father, they might be able to recover at least some of your money if he hasn’t spent it already. It’s just a thought, dear.” 
 
    Her eyes drawn to the clock, Tess nodded. She wasn’t hopeful. “Maybe. Anyway, I don’t have time to do it now. I may call once I’m at Big Jack’s if it’s not too busy.” She smiled at the old woman. Even though she knew the librarian couldn’t do anything to help, Tess felt better for having shared the load with someone. “I have to go now. Thanks for listening, Mrs. Walker.” 
 
    As Tess stood, the librarian said, “One more thing, Elizabeth. I was wondering if you wanted to get together tomorrow to talk about your ring. I do have some suggestions on learning it’s capabilities if you’re interested.” 
 
    Tess was interested but not sure tomorrow was a good day to begin. “I don’t know, Mrs. Walker. I’ve got a martial arts tournament tomorrow. My sensei is depending on me.” 
 
    “Oh, dear, didn’t your mother ever tell you that proper ladies don’t fight?” The old librarian smiled, giving a wink. “Alec’s taken that karate stuff for years. Are the two of you in the same class? Maybe that’s why he didn’t ask you to the dance. It’s something to think about, dear.” 
 
    Smiling, Tess shook her head. “Doubtful.” She looked at the old woman, seeing what looked like real concern on her face. “Uh, I didn’t know your nephew took lessons. I train in a dojo in Kernersville. My sensei lets me take lessons for free in exchange for helping with the younger children. I’ve got to be at the Kernersville Civic Center by one tomorrow to help the kids with their uniforms.” 
 
    “Well, that’ll work out fine then, Elizabeth. Why don’t you meet me here at nine tomorrow morning? That’ll leave plenty of time to go over a few things before your fight.” 
 
    “It’s not a fight,” laughed Tess. “It’s just a tournament. We spar.” 
 
    “My dear Elizabeth, I can see I’m going to have to take you under my wing and teach you the proper etiquette of being a lady. Maybe once we get all of this ring business straightened out, we can take a couple of evenings a month to get together and talk girl stuff. I never had a daughter of my own, but I’ve got a lot to share if you’ve a mind. How would you like that, dear?” 
 
    Tess wiped at something near the corner of her eye. “I think I’d like that just fine.” She turned to leave. Once at the door, she looked back at the librarian. “Thank you for being my friend, Mrs. Walker.” 
 
    “That’s quite all right, Elizabeth. Everyone needs friends now and then. I learned that a long time ago.” 
 
    Tess nodded her head. She had a feeling the kind old woman was right. She thought of her ring and of her missing dad. I think I’m going to need friends more than ever, she thought as she exited the library. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 – The Game 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The stands at Covington High’s football stadium were packed. The noise from the crowd was deafening as the cheerleaders of both teams urged their teams to win. The time on the scoreboard showed eighteen seconds left in the fourth quarter. The score was Covington: 20 and Kernersville: 26. Alec stood on the sideline straining to hear his coach’s final instructions. 
 
    “All right, Johnson,” yelled the coach in Alec’s left ear. “An on-side kick is our only hope. Make it happen. I’m depending on you.” 
 
    With the coach’s slap fresh on his back, Alec ran onto the field with his teammates trailing behind.  
 
    Scott stopped on the way to his position and grabbed Alec’s facemask while staring straight into his eyes. “We need that ball back. You can do this, buddy.” 
 
    “Even if by some miracle we get the ball,” Alec said, “we still need a touchdown.” 
 
    Scott grinned. “You worry about the on-side kick. The offense will take care of the touchdown. We’ve only got eighteen seconds to make it happen, so get to it buddy.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Alec watched his friend take his position on the right side of the line. He looked at the Kernersville players spread out across the field opposite his team. The best of Kernersville’s backfield were interspersed in their line, waiting for his kick. 
 
    Well, he thought, it’s not like they have to be rocket scientists to figure out we’re going to try an on-side kick. The crowd knows it, and Kernersville’s coach certainly knows it. 
 
    Scanning the opposite line, Alec targeted the Kernersville player his coach was gambling would be most likely to fumble the ball. 
 
    I hope Coach is right. 
 
    Running forward, Alec kicked the ball low and hard. It made the minimum distance before taking an unexpected bounce and tumbling toward a different player. Alec recognized the Kernersville player as number 22, the team’s best running back. The ball went straight into the boy’s hands. The smart thing for number 22 to have done would’ve been to fall on the ball and run the clock out. The boy didn’t do that. Alec wasn’t sure why the Kernersville player decided to run the ball instead. Possibly it was aspirations of glory or the fact that at least two college football scouts were in the crowd specifically to observe him. Regardless of the reason, the boy ran, dodging multiple Covington players while getting a couple of helpful blocks from his teammates. 
 
    Reading the writing on the wall, Alec angled back toward his own goal line, making an educated guess where number 22 would break free. Alec saw Scott make a dive at number 22’s legs, getting a hand on the runner’s foot before losing his grip. Number 22 broke free with the closest Covington player a good five meters behind. The realization came over Alec that he was the only one standing between number 22 and the goal line. He may outweigh me by thirty pounds, Alec thought, but all I’ve got to do is slow him down long enough for one of my teammates to help make the tackle. 
 
    Number 22 made a feint to the right. Alec started to follow, but his martial arts training kicked in, warning him of misdirection. He pushed off with his opposite foot toward number 22’s left just as the player spun left. Wrapping his left arm around the boy’s waist, he shoved his right arm upward, into the football tucked tightly between number 22’s arm and chest. The ball shot into the air before hitting the ground and tumbling to the side. A Covington player dived for the ball, only succeeding in knocking the football farther downfield. Two Kernersville players attempted to grab the ball but got tangled with each other. The ball slid between them and was scooped up by a Covington player. Alec recognized the player as Scott. By this time, number 22 had shaken free and threw Alec to the ground, knocking the air out of him. He didn’t care. His eyes were on Scott as the big running back ran down the field, toward the goal line. Struggling to his feet, Alec caught a glimpse of the scoreboard. The timer was at zero. 
 
    “Go, Scott!” he yelled as he regained his breath and began running down the field as well. He knew whatever was going to happen was going to occur long before he could get anywhere close to the ball, but he ran anyway. Up ahead he saw Scott break two tackles and jump past a Kernersville player as he continued racing for the goal line. 
 
    Twenty-yard line; a Kernersville player got a hand on Scott’s shoulder. The Covington running back broke free. 
 
    Ten-yard line; another player grabbed at Scott’s foot, partially tripping him. Scott recovered and continued forward. 
 
    Five-yard line; a Kernersville player got an arm around Scott’s waist as a second player jumped on his friend’s back. Somehow Scott remained on his feet, continuing to bull his way forward as a half-dozen Kernersville players closed the distance. 
 
    At the three-yard line, Scott stretched out his arms and dove forward. A gaggle of Kernersville players piled on the running back, obscuring Alec’s view, but the one thing he could see were the raised arms of the referees denoting a touchdown. A roar rose from Covington’s side of the bleachers. Alec glanced at the scoreboard, seeing the 20 for Covington change to 26. 
 
    After the referees got things organized and the crowd settled down, play continued. Alec’s extra-point kick went straight through the uprights. The numbers on the scoreboard finalized at Covington 27 and Kernersville 26. 
 
    Despite the backslaps and enthusiastic congratulations of his fellow players, Alec felt like he was missing something. Even a kiss on the cheek from Betty didn’t dispel the feeling of emptiness. As the team began to head toward the locker room, Alec turned to scan the crowd. His eyes automatically looked for dirty-blonde hair, black leather jacket, and torn pants. He didn’t find it. At that moment, he knew what he was missing. 
 
    Tess. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 – Post-Game 
 
    ___________________________________ 
 
    Slow wasn’t the word for business at Big Jack’s Pizza. With only two customers at table number three, both Mary and Tess found themselves with time on their hands talking behind the waitress station before the game let out. 
 
    “So the cops weren’t too concerned, huh?” said Mary. “It figures.” 
 
    “No,” Tess said frowning. “I told them that I’d called around and found out that Dad had gotten off an hour early from work. Someone saw him leaving the grocery store about two-thirty and riding in the direction of home. The desk sergeant wasn’t impressed. He told me that I needed to wait at least forty-eight hours before reporting an adult as missing unless there was something suspicious. I mentioned the mess and the missing money, but I think Dad’s reputation didn’t help any. The desk sergeant did tell me they’d unofficially keep an eye out for our truck in the meantime. I’m not hopeful though.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve done all you can,” said Mary giving her a pat on the back. “What do you say we go to my house after work? My parents like you. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if you spent the night. I hate the thought of you spending the night in that trailer of yours all by your lonesome.” 
 
    Tess laughed. “Believe me. I’m used to being alone. It’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Well, do me a favor and at least think about it,” said Mary. Looking out the plate-glass window, she pointed at an approaching line of cars. “In the meantime, it looks like we’re about to get swamped with customers. The game must be over. We’ll be getting another rush after the dance, unless I miss my guess.” 
 
    Her friend was right. A wave of excited teenagers and adults alike engulfed Big Jack’s, consuming pizza like it was going out of style. Tips were light, but the crowd did keep Tess’s mind off her problems for a couple of hours. By the time the first wave was over, she was bone tired. Although trying not to make it obvious, she’d looked for Alec in the crowd of customers more than once. 
 
    “Relax,” said Mary when the number of people finally began thinning out. “Your jock’s the big hero of the day, or haven’t you heard? I’ve no doubt he’ll be here after the dance, in all his glory. Jocks are all the same.” 
 
    “Alec’s not like that,” Tess said regretting the words as soon as they came out. The surprised look on her friend’s face told her she’d said far too much. 
 
    “Oh no,” said Mary. “Don’t tell me.” 
 
    “Don’t start,” Tess said. “He’s just a friend, so don’t go making anything out of it that’s not there.” 
 
    “You can’t fool me, so don’t even try. The boy’s gotten to you.” Mary laughed. “I’m curious what got to you first; his good looks or that innocent country-boy charm?” 
 
    Fortunately, a new wave of customers came in before Tess’s friend was able to dig into the subject further. Tess did her best to forget about Alec. She was doing pretty good until Alec, Scott, and two girls walked in and sat at table number five—her table. She knew the girls and supposed they were nice enough. Not that she had many friends, but Betty and Wanda weren’t among the few she had last time she looked. Although she was tempted to switch tables with Mary, Tess immediately tossed the idea aside. I handle my own problems, she thought. Walking over, she started passing out menus until Scott stopped her. 
 
    “Hey, Tessie,” said the big jock with a smile. “No need for menus. We’ll take the extra-large, thick-crust, with everything on it. Did ya hear how old Alec made the big play of the game?” He slapped Alec on the back. “Of course, I’m the one who made the touchdown, but who’s counting. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” Tess said taking drink orders. She got to Alec last. “And for you…sir?” 
 
    Alec smiled. “A cola.” He pointed to the blonde girl sitting next to him. “You know Betty, don’t you? Betty, this is Tess. We’re doing a science project together for Mr. Jenkins.” 
 
    Betty nodded, giving Tess a not unfriendly smile. “Hello, Tess. I think Alec spent more time talking about you at the dance than he did about the game.” She punched Alec in the arm. “He certainly spent little enough time talking about me.” She laughed. “And I got my hair done and everything.” 
 
    The idea that Alec had been talking about her caused a warm feeling to grow in Tess’s stomach. Sensing no hostility in Betty, she said, “Well, you look very nice. Maybe he just can’t appreciate a good thing when he sees it.”  
 
    “My sentiments exactly,” said Betty. 
 
    Betty, Wanda, and Scott laughed. 
 
    Tess thought she noticed Alec’s face turn red as she left the table. Good, Tess thought. That should keep his ego in check for a while. Serves him right for not even trying to ask me to the dance. She knew that wasn’t being fair, but at the moment she didn’t care. 
 
    * * * 
 
    By the time the last of the dance crowd left and the lights were turned off, Tess was more than ready to quit for the night and glad she’d finally let Mary convince her to spend the night at her house instead of making the trek back to the trailer. 
 
    Tomorrow morning’s soon enough to pick up my gear for the tournament. I can grab a shower and clean clothes before meeting Mrs. Walker at nine. There’ll be plenty of time. 
 
    As she walked out to the parking lot with Mary, a rusty pickup truck parked near her motorcycle caught Tess’s attention. Alec Johnson got out of the driver’s door. 
 
    “Hmm,” said Mary. “Looks like someone couldn’t wait until tomorrow to talk to you.” She gave a tired smile. “Do you want me to wait around?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess said, “No. I’ll be along shortly. You head on home. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Well, you better be. Otherwise, I’ll have every cop in the county out looking for a rusty truck with a motorcycle thrown in the back.” 
 
    Tess laughed. “You do that.” 
 
    Once Mary got in her car, Alec started walking toward the motorcycle. He stopped a couple of steps away. “Sorry,” he said. “I, uh…” 
 
    “You what?” Tess said deciding to go on the offensive. She was tired and in no mood for games. “You just happened to be in the area at one in the morning and thought you’d stop by and say hi?” 
 
    “Uh, no. I mean, uh…” 
 
    Tess let him squirm for a few seconds, then said, “Relax. It was just a joke. Now, what’s so important it couldn’t wait until morning? Us poor working girls need our sleep, you know.” 
 
    Alec looked over at Mary’s car. The engine was running, but obviously she was going nowhere until Tess was ready to leave. 
 
    A mother hen to the end, Tess thought giving a tired smile. 
 
    “You’re right,” Alec said looking back at her. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ll, uh, see you tomorrow.” He turned to walk away. 
 
    Before Alec could take more than two steps, Tess found herself saying, “Hey, you’re already here.” She grew curious. “What did you want? Is it something about the rings?” 
 
    Turning back, Alec said, “No. Nothing like that. I was just curious what you were doing tomorrow. Scott’s dad has us entered in a martial arts tournament in Kernersville. I was wondering if you’d like to go. It’s not like it’s violent or anything. There’s some sparring, but the referees keep it pretty much under control.” He grinned. “Well, they do most of the time. Anyway, I just thought I’d ask.” 
 
    “Are you asking me on a date, Mr. Johnson? Are you sure you wouldn’t rather take Betty?” 
 
    Even in the light from the street lamp, Tess noticed the boy’s face take on a reddish tint. 
 
    “Hey, Betty and I are friends. That’s all. We’ve known each other since elementary school.” 
 
    “So what are you saying? Are you saying she’s good enough for the dance but not me? Are you saying I’m only suitable to take to some sparring match?” 
 
    The deer-in-the-headlight look on Alec’s face almost made Tess laugh, but she succeeded in keeping it smothered inside. Unsure why she was trying to make the boy squirm, she supposed it really was because he hadn’t actually tried to ask her to the dance. Even though she knew he’d already had Betty as a date when they’d first met at the library, Tess still thought he deserved a little squirming. 
 
    “Hey, sorry,” said Alec turning to leave again. “I told Scott this was a bad idea. I should have—” 
 
    That got Tess’s attention. “Scott? Are you telling me Scott talked you into asking me for a date? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Well, uh—” 
 
    “Now you listen here, Alec Johnson,” Tess said stepping close and poking him in the chest with two stiffened fingers. “If you want to ask me for a date sometime because you want to ask me, then just do it. You don’t need to wait for Scott to give you any ideas.” 
 
    “Fine,” Alec said turning red, but not from embarrassment. “So, do you want to go to the tournament with me or not?” 
 
    “Well, since you asked so nice,” Tess said, “I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.” 
 
    “All right then,” said Alec turning and heading for his truck. “Sorry I bothered you. Have a nice life.” 
 
    “Yeah, you too, rich boy.” 
 
    Tess waited until the taillights of the truck disappeared around the corner, then glanced over at Mary’s car. Mary started to get out, but Tess shook her head. Mounting her motorcycle, she slammed the kick start down hard. The cycle’s motor roared to life. 
 
    What a jerk, Tess thought as she followed Mary home. I’m glad to be rid of him. 
 
    The only problem was the nagging tug at her heartstrings. Tess knew she wasn’t glad at all. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The black SUV kept its lights off long after the car and motorcycle left the parking lot. From the passenger seat, Cynthia looked at Mick. “You’ve made a mess of things. We were only supposed to observe. Harrison’s furious. I told you to be discreet.” 
 
    “Hey,” said Mick. “How was I supposed to know the old drunk was going to come back so soon? I didn’t even know he was there until he walked through the door. What was I supposed to do? Let him walk back out? Besides, I thought it was the girl.” 
 
    “I’m not the one you need to explain it to. You’re just lucky the blizzard still has the passes blocked. If any of the colors were here, you’d be answering to them. Are you sure you took care of your mistake?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure,” said Mick. “It’s all taken care of. No one will suspect a thing.” 
 
    Cynthia looked at her cellphone. “You’d best hope so. The colors are taking a southern route with the asset. They’ll be here Sunday evening at the latest. In the meantime, we’ll continue monitoring the targets.” 
 
    “So now what do we do?” asked Mick. 
 
    “We? You’ll drop me off at the safe house. Then you’ll return and spend the rest of the night watching the girl. Harrison’s got the imps on another mission. Thankfully, the orange one came back.” Cynthia eyed her driver. “You did place the tracer on the girl’s motorcycle, didn’t you? I hope you put a new battery in it this time. The thing had better work.” 
 
    “I did,” said Mick not looking forward to another boring stakeout. “It’ll work. I’d bet my life on it.” 
 
    “Oh, believe me,” Cynthia said. “You are.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 – Training 
 
    ______________________ 
 
    Tired though she was, Tess rolled out of the guest bed early enough to eat a quick bowl of cereal with Mary before heading back to the trailer. As she made the last turn before the mobile home came into view, she held out hope for seeing her dad’s truck parked in its usual spot. Her heart sank when all she saw was his bicycle leaning against the pole where she’d left it the day before. 
 
    What’d I expect? He’s probably in Seattle spending my money and having a good old time. 
 
    Once inside, Tess was greeted by warm air. I guess the heater’s working again. It’s almost as unreliable as Dad. She regretted the words as soon as she thought them. He wanted to try, I know it. All the talk about Mom and the rings got him stirred up. I’m as much to blame as him. 
 
    Tess took a quick shower, changed clothes, and was out the door in fifteen minutes flat. She rode her motorcycle toward town, making sure to stay well below the speed limit. As she approached the bridge where she’d seen Deputy Stewart on the previous day, Tess spied the front end of his patrol car. On a whim, she slowed down and pulled next to the cruiser, making sure she kept both hands on her handle bars where they could be easily seen. After she shut her engine off, the bear of a deputy rolled down his window sporting a wide grin. 
 
    “Well, well, if it isn’t Miss Wilkerson. Don’t tell me; let me guess. You’ve been speeding, and in a fit of remorse you stopped by to ask me for a ticket. Sorry, I’ve got to actually see you speed to give you a citation. Maybe another time.” 
 
    Ignoring the deputy’s poor attempt at humor, Tess said, “I was wondering if you’d seen anything of Dad.” 
 
    The deputy’s face lost its grin. “Sorry, Tess. The sheriff put out an alert on his truck yesterday, but no one’s seen or heard anything. You know, uh…” 
 
    Tess looked at the deputy. “I know. You don’t have to say it. He’s probably in Seattle.” 
 
    The deputy shrugged. “Or one of the other towns around here. John’s made a lot of drinking buddies in the short time he’s been in Covington.” Looking out the front window, Deputy Stewart drummed his fingers against the steering wheel before turning back to Tess. “I know he’s your dad, and to tell you the truth, I like the guy, but two thousand dollars is a big temptation to someone who likes his drink. I wouldn’t worry too much though. I suspect he’s holed up somewhere. He’ll probably show back up in a few days begging your forgiveness.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Tess said not proud of the fact but knowing the deputy was most likely right. “Well, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know if you hear anything. He’s my dad after all.” 
 
    “I’ll do that,” promised Deputy Stewart. “We’ve got your cell number. Will you be working at Big Jack’s today?” 
 
    Tess shook her head. “No. I’ll be at the library this morning and at Kernersville Civic Center this afternoon.” 
 
    “Ah, the big karate tournament. My son wanted me to take him, but I’m working.” 
 
    Tess smiled. “Martial arts.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s called a martial arts tournament. There are a lot more forms of martial arts than just karate.” 
 
    The deputy smiled. “I stand corrected.” 
 
    Tess studied the big deputy. “You should try and get off and take your son. It’s good discipline. If he’s got any interest in it, let me know. I could take him with me to class sometime.” 
 
    Deputy Stewart laughed and pointed at Tess’s motorcycle. “On that death trap? My wife would kill me. But you might be right about going to the tournament. Maybe I’ll see if I can con someone into trading shifts. It would be a nice surprise for my son.” 
 
    As Tess started her engine and began pulling away, the deputy leaned out the window and yelled, “Make sure you keep your speed down. I’ve already told my compatriots in Kernersville to keep their eyes out for the biker-girl from hell, so play nice.” 
 
    Tess gave a thumb’s up as she hit the road. She had a sudden urge to do a wheelie but forced the childish impulse back where it belonged. Although Deputy Stewart and she’d formed a bond of sorts during the times he’d brought her dad home, he was far from a friend. 
 
    Ten minutes later found Tess pulling into the library’s employee parking lot. She didn’t even have a chance to shut off the engine before the back door opened. Mrs. Walker came out dressed in jeans, boots, and a leather jacket with a devil riding a green dragon emblazoned across the back. She carried a small pack, which she threw over her shoulder. Pulling on two black leather gloves, the old woman headed in Tess’s direction. 
 
    More than a little shocked, Tess said, “I think this is the first time I’ve ever seen you out of a business suit, Mrs. Walker. You look like you’re ready to ride with one of those California biker gangs you’re always warning me about so much.” 
 
    Mrs. Walker smiled. “I wasn’t always a librarian, Elizabeth. My sister and I both had our wild days. Now, if you toss me that extra helmet of yours, I’ll show you where we’re going.” 
 
    Unstrapping a second helmet off the back of her seat, Tess handed it to the woman. 
 
    “Go?” Tess asked. “I thought we were doing some kind of research together at the library.” 
 
    Mrs. Walker laughed. “Not hardly. I’ve got a few things I’d like to try with that ring of yours. The last place I want you experimenting with fire is around a bunch of flammable books.” 
 
    Unsure what the old lady had in mind but more than a little curious, Tess followed the librarian’s directions until they were well out of town. Taking a dirt road when told by her passenger, she found herself on a large gravel bar surrounded on three sides by rushing water. 
 
    “There,” said Mrs. Walker getting off the back of the cycle. “That should give us a good safety buffer as we practice.” 
 
    Dismounting, Tess eyed the old woman suspiciously. “Practice what? Do you know something I don’t?” 
 
    The librarian winked. “I guess we’ll find out soon enough, won’t we, dear?” 
 
    Tess noticed the old woman look around to see if someone might be watching. Apparently satisfied, Mrs. Walker removed her pack and knelt down in the middle of the gravel bar. She pulled two candles out of her pack along with a shoebox that had the bottom and one side cut out. Wedging the three-sided box into the gravel, the librarian placed the candles at opposite ends of the enclosure. After removing a charcoal lighter from her pack, she lit one of the candles. The three sides of the shoebox deflected what little wind there was. 
 
    Patting the ground next to her, Mrs. Walker said, “Kneel here beside me, Elizabeth. I want you to concentrate on the lit candle and move the flame over to the unlit one.” 
 
    “Uh, do what?” 
 
    The librarian looked up smiling. “Trust me, dear. Kneel beside me and give it a try. You might be surprised.” 
 
    Tess did as requested. After concentrating for a full thirty seconds, she wasn’t surprised when the second candle remained unlit. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Walker, but you’re asking the impossible.” 
 
    Reaching into her pack again, the librarian pulled out a tattered notebook. Opening it, she removed a sheet of paper. After spreading the paper on the ground in front of the shoebox, the librarian placed rocks on the four corners to hold it in place. 
 
    Tess glanced at the drawing. It appeared to be a pentagram with wavy lines on the inside. The design of the wavy lines reminded her of the etchings on her ring. 
 
    “So, what’s with the pentagram?” Tess asked. 
 
    Alec’s great-aunt traced the pentagram design with the tip of her left index finger. “From what I’ve found out during my research, each of the elemental rings has a design associated with it. The designs are supposed to help the ring bearers focus on the connection with their rings. You see, dear, it’s the connection between the wearer and the ring that activates the ring’s energy. The stronger the connection, the more powerful the energy produced by the ring.” 
 
    Tess stared at her ring. “Well, I guess that makes sense. What are my ring’s abilities? I know it keeps me from getting burned, and I was able to see at night that one time. What else does it do?” 
 
    Mrs. Walker chuckled. “My dear Elizabeth, I haven’t the foggiest.” She pointed at the candles; one burning and one not. “You’ve got the Fire Ring, so I thought perhaps working with a small flame might be a good place to start.” 
 
    Tess looked at the old librarian in a new light. “That seems logical, I guess. So how does the pentagram fit in?” 
 
    The old lady flipped through the notebook revealing other pages of drawings. “Now, that’s where things get sketchy,” admitted Mrs. Walker. “My best guess is that you need to concentrate on the design that’s associated with your ring at the same time as you’re trying to imagine what you want done. Oh, and you need to seek out your connection with the ring at the same time.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    The librarian shrugged. “Beats me, dear. My advice is just to give it your best shot.” 
 
    With nothing to lose, Tess concentrated on the pentagram. At the same time, she imagined the flame from the first candle jumping to the second and lighting it on fire. Nothing happened. She concentrated so hard her hands began shaking as beads of sweat formed on her brow. After a full minute, she gave up. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tess said. “Nothing’s happening.” 
 
    Mrs. Walker flashed a kind smile. “Don’t feel bad, dear. You know what they say; Rome wasn’t built in a day. Now, I know I’m not the one wearing the ring, but I’ve been thinking how you said you could see in the dark the other night. Did you notice anything different then? In the ring, I mean.” 
 
    Thinking back, Tess tried to remember the details of her experience. “Well, I remember that my right hand and arm got very warm. When the warmth spread to my entire body, I could see in the dark. But I don’t think—” 
 
    Placing a hand on Tess’s shoulder, Mrs. Walker said, “Don’t overthink it, Elizabeth. You’re already connected to the ring. Let the connection find you. Use the pentagram to call it. Feel what you felt that night.” 
 
    Tess stopped trying to concentrate. She just let the image of the pentagram and its waves of fire flow into her mind. A feeling of warmth arose in her right hand, spreading up her arm and into the center of her being. 
 
    Tess felt the librarian’s hand jerk back. 
 
    “Elizabeth, your eyes.” 
 
    Tess didn’t know what Alec’s great-aunt saw in her eyes. She barely sensed the world as it was. The flickering flame of the lit candle became her entire universe, merging with the image of the pentagram. Tess didn’t so much will the flame from the first candle to move as she did become a part of the flame and move her own spirit to the second candle. She sensed the flame coming with her. A sudden dizziness came over her. The image of the pentagram she’d formed in her mind disappeared. She blinked and slumped forward overcome by weakness. Two wrinkled hands caught her by the shoulders and held her upright. Tess thought that for someone so old, Alec’s aunt was surprisingly strong. 
 
    As her vision cleared, Tess looked at the shoebox. She saw two lit candles flickering in the box. “I did it,” she said hardly believing what she saw. 
 
    Mrs. Walker continued holding Tess upright. “Yes, you did, Elizabeth. You definitely did it. To be honest, I didn’t think… But that doesn’t matter. You did it.” 
 
    Looking at the librarian, Tess said, “I thought I heard you say something about my eyes.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Mrs. Walker. “You like to have given me a heart attack. Your eyes turned yellow and a glow formed around your hand like it was on fire. I’m not sure how else to describe it. All I know is that when your eyes changed, the flame from the first candle stretched out and lit the second. Uh, how do you feel, dear?” 
 
    “Weak,” Tess said. “Very weak.” She glanced around. “Maybe we should wait a few minutes before we try again.” 
 
    Mrs. Walker shook her head. “No more for you today. To be honest, I thought we’d be at it for hours with nothing to show for our efforts. I never expected you to succeed, at least not today. Maybe we can practice more tomorrow after we eat lunch at Myiata’s.” 
 
    Too weak to do anything else, Tess nodded agreement. “I need to get to Kernersville anyway. I’ve got a tournament. I promised Sensei I’d be there.” 
 
    “And you will be, dear, but you’re too weak to drive right now.” 
 
    “Then how—” 
 
    “I’ll drive your cycle, Elizabeth.” The old lady smiled. “Like I told you. I wasn’t always a librarian.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mick sat in the driver’s seat of the SUV, lowered his field glasses, and picked up the cellphone from the dash, pressing the speed dial.  
 
    “Do you have something to report?” came Cynthia Jager’s voice sounding perturbed. 
 
    Mick gritted his teeth but succeeded in keeping his temper under control. It had been a long night, and he hadn’t even had a chance to go back to the safe house and shower. 
 
    “You guessed right,” said Mick. “The biker girl’s wearing the Fire Ring now. I heard them say so.” 
 
    “You’d best be sure. What’d you see?” 
 
    “I think the old lady from the library is the trainer. She’s got some kind of book with drawings. I was too far away to make out the details, but whatever’s in the book is important. The biker-girl did something with fire. I saw her right hand glow yellow. When her hand glowed, I saw a ring appear on her finger. She’s definitely the one we want.” 
 
    Only silence came from the phone.  
 
    Mick counted to five. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Do?” came the female’s reply. “We continue to monitor the targets; all of the targets. The colors will be here tomorrow with the asset. We will do nothing until then. We lost our chance to get the ring ourselves. This is no time for mistakes.” 
 
    Not wanting to hear the answer but knowing he had to ask, Mick said, “Do you want me to continue following the girl?” 
 
    “No,” replied Cynthia surprising the man. “Get back to the safe house and get cleaned up. Team Charlie will take over surveillance of the girl. Is the tracer on the motorcycle working correctly?” 
 
    “Perfectly,” Mick said. “She can’t get away without us noticing it. Unfortunately, the microphone isn’t as sensitive as we’d hoped. I couldn’t make out what the women said once they got more than a dozen feet from the bike. I think I can adjust the sensitivity to filter out the background noise if I got my hands on the tracer for a few seconds.” 
 
    “No,” said Cynthia in no uncertain terms. “Stay away from the girl’s motorcycle. We don’t want to spook her. If she bolts, there’d be hell to pay. Get back to the safe house. I’ll take it from here.” 
 
    Mick closed the connection on the phone, started the SUV’s engine, and headed for the safe house. He was tired. Things were undoubtedly coming to a head. His thoughts turned to a bed and clean sheets. He forgot all about the old woman and the girl. The only thing that mattered now was getting some well-deserved sleep. Everything else could wait. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 – Tournament 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    Tess couldn’t wait to switch places with the octogenarian. It wasn’t that Mrs. Walker was a bad driver—she was very good considering her age. Still, the weight of the cycle combined with the weight of two riders was too much for the old woman’s legs. Despite her initial enthusiasm, the librarian was more than willing after five minutes to pull over to the side of the road and trade spots with Tess. 
 
    “Do you want me to take you back to the library?” Tess asked. 
 
    Mrs. Walker shook her head. “No thank you, dear. I think I’d like to go see you fight, I mean spar. Besides, Alec will be there. He’s begged me often enough the past couple of years to go see him. I used to attend all his events, but that was a long time ago.” 
 
    With that settled, Tess headed for Kernersville. They arrived at the town’s massive brick auditorium in plenty of time. Flashing a pass for two people given to her by her sensei, Tess guided Mrs. Walker inside, past a long line of spectators waiting to enter. 
 
    “My, it’s a bigger tournament than I thought,” said Mrs. Walker gazing at the 10,000-capacity double-floor bleachers and the mats laid out on the auditorium floor forming ten sparing and kata demonstration areas. She waved a hand at the five hundred plus children and adults running around the arena floor wearing martial-arts uniforms and a variety of colored belts. “Look at all the people.” 
 
    Tess laughed. “It’s a multi-state competition. There are competitors from Seattle, Portland, and everywhere in between.” She pointed at a large, dark-haired man with a group of twenty children in white uniforms. “That’s my sensei. I’ve got to help with the smaller children in my dojo. Do you want to go find Alec and Scott?” 
 
    Mrs. Walker shook her head and smiled. “No, I think they’re old enough to get themselves ready. I think I’ll help you if you don’t think your sensei would mind.” 
 
    Looking at the harried look on her sensei’s face as he tried keeping the score of smaller children together, Tess laughed. “I don’t think he’d mind at all.” 
 
    As soon as she walked over with Mrs. Walker, her sensei put both of them to work helping with the youngest of the children. After a few minutes, the children calmed down enough for Tess to look around. She spotted Alec on the far side of the auditorium. When she nodded, he looked surprised but nodded back. He looked even more surprised when he noticed his great-aunt helping adjust the karate gi and belts of the children. To Tess’s surprise, the old librarian seemed to know what she was doing as she adjusted the belts and uniforms just right. 
 
    “I see you’ve done this before,” Tess said. 
 
    Mrs. Walker laughed. “Myiata and I spent enough time helping Alec when he was younger. He’s very good at it, or so I gather from the number of trophies in his room. I guess it helps when your instructor lives next door to you.” 
 
    “You mean Scott’s dad?” Tess asked. 
 
    “That’s right, dear,” said Mrs. Walker giving a final tug to a white-belt’s uniform, straightening out the majority of the wrinkles. “Scott’s been taking lessons as long as Alec, but I think he relies on his size more than skill. Scott’s a big boy, in case you haven’t noticed.” 
 
    “Oh, I have,” Tess said smiling as she remembered when she’d had to take the boy to the floor. 
 
    After some of the other senior students in her dojo arrived and took control of the young ones, Tess reported in for her kata competition. Her red belt denoted her martial art style’s version of the more popular black belt. Although her heart wasn’t completely in it given the absence of her dad and the ring training that morning, Tess still came out with third place in her belt rank. She did better at sparing, coming out first after a hard-fought match with a black belt from a dojo that had come from Seattle to compete. 
 
    “Alec Johnson report to ring three,” came the voice of the announcer over the loudspeaker. 
 
    Since things were momentarily under control with her dojo’s students, Tess got permission from her sensei to watch Alec’s match. With Mrs. Walker at her side, she walked toward ring three located halfway down the arena floor. The duo wove through a large crowd of competitors sitting around ring three until Tess found a clear spot a few feet to the right of Alec. Both Mrs. Walker and she sat crossed legged on the cement floor.  
 
    Pretty limber for an eighty-year-old, Tess thought. I hope I’m in as good a shape when I get to her age. 
 
    Alec was getting last minute instructions from a large blond-headed man Tess assumed was Scott’s dad. Once the man finished speaking, Alec turned to look at Tess. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it,” he said. “I, err, didn’t know you were into martial arts. I guess I should have figured it out based on the way you handled Scott that night at Big Jack’s.” 
 
    “Shoulda, woulda, coulda,” Tess said giving what she hoped was a friendly smile. She regretted her words from the night before but couldn’t quite force herself to apologize. Why do I have to get tongue tied whenever he’s around? she wondered. 
 
    “Well, anyway, I’m glad you’re here,” continued Alec. “I watched your final sparring match. You’re very good. Have you been—” 
 
    Alec’s question was interrupted by a shove from one of Scott’s big hands as he walked up to join them. 
 
    “Enough time to flirt with the pretty lady later,” laughed Scott. “You’ve got a match to win, tiger. Now get out there and show ’em what you’ve got.” 
 
    Slightly red, Alec turned and entered the ring. Scott sat down next to Mrs. Walker as Tess sized up Alec’s opponent—a black belt from the same Seattle dojo as the student she’d sparred in her own final. She guessed the student was a good ten pounds lighter than Alec but wasn’t fooled. The Seattle black belt looked well-proportioned and confident. 
 
    Both Alec and his opponent bowed to the referee before facing each other in a ready position. The referee brought his hand down in a chopping motion and yelled, “Hajime!” Alec went in cautiously avoiding a sweep from his opponent, then countered with a roundhouse kick. The Seattle boy got a hand under Alec’s foot and flipped him off balance. Taking advantage of the situation, he kicked at Alec’s right calf with enough force to trip him to the ground. Before Alec could get up, the Seattle boy dove in, landing a punch to Alec’s chest. The whistle blew. The Seattle boy was awarded one point. 
 
    Once both of the competitors were on their feet and back in position, the referee shouted “Hajime!” again. Alec and his opponent began circling each other warily. Tess noticed a slight limp as Alec stepped forward favoring his right leg. The Seattle boy noticed it as well. Scooting in fast and coming from Alec’s right side, the Seattle boy aimed a hard kick at Alec’s right calf. Alec reacted unexpectedly. He spun fast on his right heel and caught his opponent with a back fist to the side of his head. The whistle blew. One point Alec. 
 
    Scott peeked around Mrs. Walker, tapped Tess on the leg, and laughed. “Old Alec’s tricky. I thought he was hurt for sure. It just goes to show you it’s the quiet ones who you’ve got to watch out for.” 
 
    Tess nodded her head. Like the Seattle boy, she’d assumed Alec’s right leg was hurt. She looked at him with a newfound respect. 
 
    During the next two rounds Alec and the Seattle boy each got a point, making the score two to two. The referee lined the boys up for the final round. They bowed and took up defensive positions. When the referee shouted “Hajime,” the Seattle boy charged forward and jumped into the air for a do or die kick at Alec’s chest. Alec twisted to the side, bending low with his head down as he did a mule kick straight up. He caught his opponent between the legs as the boy passed overhead. The boy hit the ground groaning as he held onto his most sensitive of areas. The referee blew the whistle, awarding the final point to Alec as the Seattle boy’s sensei rushed over to help his student to his feet. 
 
    “Thank God for protective cups,” Scott said leaning around Mrs. Walker. “I felt that one all the way over here.” 
 
    After Alec was awarded the match, he joined his aunt, Scott, and her. Tess was about to congratulate him when she saw a potbellied man in a sheriff deputy’s uniform walking towards them. 
 
    Tess smiled. “Deputy Stewart. I’m glad you made it.” She looked around. “Is your son here?” 
 
    When the deputy didn’t return her smile, Tess became instantly alert. The others around her became silent. Even the background noise from the hundreds of parents and students in the auditorium diminished as Tess concentrated all her senses on the deputy. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked unable to keep the concern out of her voice. “Have you found Dad?” 
 
    “Tess,” said the big deputy, “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but…” He looked at the others standing around her. 
 
    “Maybe we should go,” said Alec. 
 
    “No,” Tess said. “Stay.” Having Alec leave her at that moment was the last thing she wanted. She looked at Deputy Stewart. “Whatever you have to say to me, you can say in front of my friends.” 
 
    “Very well,” said the deputy. “One of our patrol cars found your dad’s truck. It had crashed into a tree. We found your dad inside. I’m sorry, but he didn’t make it.” 
 
    The room swirled around Tess. Strong hands held her up. 
 
    “What…what are you saying?” she asked knowing full well what the deputy was saying but needing time to think. “Are you saying Dad’s dead? I don’t believe it. He… How?” 
 
    The deputy glanced around again before looking back at Tess. “He’d been drinking. We found a couple of half-empty bottles of whiskey in the cab. The doors were locked. We had to break in. The crash really wasn’t that bad, but your dad wasn’t wearing a seatbelt and apparently hit his head on the dash hard enough to knock him out. The engine continued to run. The investigating officer thinks a hole in the muffler leaked into the cab. We won’t know for sure until the toxicology report comes back on Monday, but I’m told the consensus on cause of death is carbon monoxide poisoning. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Tess didn’t know what to say. She looked down to see an arm around her waist propping her up. The arm belonged to Alec. 
 
    “What do you need Tess to do?” asked Mrs. Walker taking the lead. 
 
    Deputy Stewart looked at the librarian. “She needs to go with me to the Covington hospital to identify the body, Mamie.” 
 
    “I, uh…” Tess muttered unable to think. “My bike. I, uh…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about your motorcycle,” said Mrs. Walker. “We’ll get it home for you. You go with the deputy. We’ll come pick you up at the hospital.” 
 
    Stunned, Tess looked around unsure what to do. Taking charge again, Mrs. Walker had Scott and Alec gather her things and accompany her to the patrol car. After giving Alec the keys to her cycle, Tess got in the patrol car with Deputy Stewart. Without another word, the deputy pulled away and headed for Covington.  
 
    It started to rain. Tess rolled the window down enough to allow drops of mist to spray on her face. A liquid trickled down her checks. It’s the rain, she thought. I’m not crying. It’s only the rain. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 – Dark Times 
 
    _______________________ 
 
    Without goggles, Alec had to squint to see the speedometer. 
 
    A hundred and five? Are you kidding me? On this road? 
 
    As much as he wanted to say something, Alec held tightly to Tess’s waist and kept his mouth shut. He was determined to let her do whatever she needed to do in order to deal with her grief. He concentrated on letting his body move with hers as she leaned into turns or sped up for straightaways. After another ten minutes of wild riding, he sensed the force of the air hitting his face slow down significantly. Glancing at the speedometer, he noted the needle at seventy. 
 
    Within another two minutes, the speed was further cut in half as Tess turned onto one of the many dirt trails leading to the river. Parking at a small picnic area, she shut the engine off. The picnic area was out of the way, so they had it all to themselves. She just sat there saying nothing.  
 
    Alec remained quiet as well, trying to keep even his breathing to a minimum. I don’t know what to say anyway, he thought. What can you say to someone who’s just lost a loved one? He’d been young when his own parents had died. His memory of the time was blurred, but one thing he did remember was not liking how everyone tried to tell him how sorry they were and that things would get better. He swore he wasn’t going to do the same to Tess, so he remained on the back of the motorcycle for another five minutes without saying a word.  
 
    As the time passed, the sound of rushing water and birds chirping slowly worked its magic. Alec sensed Tess’s shoulders relax. She hadn’t cried, which worried him, but the pent-up anger he’d sensed inside her seemed to be gone or at least well hidden. 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” Tess said staring straight ahead. “Dad seemed happy when he left. I believe he wanted to turn his life around. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Alec hardly dared to breathe. He well knew the potential for him saying something stupid was high. He sensed Tess was at a crossroad and didn’t want to say anything that would cause her to go down the wrong path. Not that I know what the right path is, he thought. 
 
    “There’s another thing,” said Tess sounding as if she were talking to herself more than she was to him. “Dad hates the brand of whiskey they found in his truck. Sure, he’d drink it if he was desperate, but he still had eighteen hundred dollars in his pocket when they found him. He wouldn’t have bought that brand if he had a choice.” 
 
    Again, Alec stayed silent. He knew full well Tess wasn’t asking him for an opinion. 
 
    Tess snapped her finger. “And there’s the missing key.” 
 
    “What key is that?” Alec asked forgetting his admonition not to say anything stupid. Not that the question was stupid, but he knew it didn’t add anything useful to the conversation. 
 
    Tess jerked as if suddenly realizing she wasn’t alone and glanced over her shoulder. “Get off.” 
 
    Dismounting and stepping away from the cycle, Alec half expected the biker-girl to start the engine and abandon him right there. He wasn’t exactly sure how far it was back to town, but he did know it was a lot farther than he wanted to walk. Patting his left rear pocket, he thought of his cellphone, which he’d once again left on the nightstand next to his bed. 
 
    I’ve got to stop doing that, he thought for the hundredth time. One of these days I’m going to need the phone, and I’m not going to have it with me. 
 
    Alec gave a sigh of relief when instead of starting the engine, Tess lowered the motorcycle’s kickstand and dismounted. Once off, she turned and faced him. 
 
    “I don’t think it was an accident,” said Tess. 
 
    Alec noticed her voice shake as she said the words, but he also saw a look of determination on her face. “Uh, why don’t you think it was an accident?” he asked. “That sheriff’s deputy sounded pretty confident.” 
 
    “Well, for starters, the keyring should’ve had an extra key for the truck on it. When they gave me Dad’s effects, it wasn’t there. Why?” 
 
    “Uh, maybe he gave it to someone,” Alec said. “I don’t know. Does it matter?” 
 
    The glare Tess gave him told him right off the bat he’d said something stupid. He beat a hasty retreat. “I mean, what difference would it make if the key was missing? Why would that mean it wasn’t an accident? Like I said, that deputy seemed pretty sure.” 
 
    “The truck door was locked,” said Tess. “That model won’t lock from the outside if the engine’s running unless you use a key. Someone could’ve staged the accident and locked the door with the extra key to make it appear like Dad wrecked the truck.” 
 
    With an effort, Alec kept any sign of doubt off his face. He knew full well the last thing Tess wanted to hear was him saying how drunks did strange things, even though it was true. The extra key could’ve been given away or lost, he thought. As for the brand of alcohol, from what the deputy told me while Tess was identifying the body, her dad drank like a fish. I wouldn’t tell her that, but I doubt the man would care all that much what kind of whiskey he had if he was determined enough to get drunk. 
 
    “Do you remember I told you our trailer was a mess when I got home?” said Tess continuing her line of reasoning. “Dad got off an hour early. What if someone was searching our trailer when Dad got home? His bicycle’s quiet. Maybe he surprised whoever was searching our home.” She paced back and forth the length of the cycle a couple of times. “Dad had a bump on his forehead. What if it wasn’t from the accident? What if someone knocked him out and staged the accident to cover it up.” 
 
    Alec thought back to how he’d wound up being with Tess at that moment in time. After the sheriff had finished with Tess, Grandma showed up at the hospital’s version of a morgue and convinced Tess to spend the night at their house. Grandma had brooked no arguments from the teenager. As a result, Aunt Mamie, Scott, Tess, and he had driven to the trailer to pack a bag of Tess’s things. Once the other’s headed back to the farm in Scott’s truck, Tess and he had taken off on her motorcycle. She’d said she needed time to think. It hadn’t crossed his mind that she might start coming up with conspiracy theories. 
 
    Alec thought back to what he’d seen of her trailer. Trying to ease into the conversation cautiously, he said, “Tess, don’t take this the wrong way, but why would anyone rob your trailer?” 
 
    Tess glared at him. He noticed flashes of yellow in her eyes. The air felt suddenly warm. After a half-dozen heartbeats, the yellow disappeared. Tess held up her right hand and stared at her ring finger. “Maybe they were looking for this?” 
 
    Even though her right hand appeared empty, Alec knew what she meant. “Your ring? But it wasn’t at the trailer. You were wearing it.” 
 
    “Yes, I was,” admitted Tess. “Maybe they didn’t know it. Maybe they thought it was at the trailer and were searching for my ring when Dad surprised them.” 
 
    Alec didn’t have to be told she was referring to Grandma’s mysterious they and wisely avoided naysaying her. “Uh, maybe. So, uh, what are you going to do?” 
 
    A look of determination came over Tess. “I’ve got to leave. They’ll come after me next. I’ve got to leave tonight.” 
 
    “Now wait a minute,” Alec said surprising himself by starting to panic. At that moment, he knew the last thing he wanted was for her to leave. Something inside him needed her to stay. “That’s a pretty drastic decision based upon a theory that even you have to admit is a little sketchy.” 
 
    “Scott told me you could be a little naïve at times,” said Tess. “I can see he was right. Were you listening when Grandma said people in your family had a habit of dying unexpectedly? Mrs. Walker and Grandma might be in danger at this very moment. You might be as well. Whoever they are, they must know about my ring. Maybe they followed Dad and me here from Texas. I don’t know. Even if they didn’t know Grandma has the Ring Defender, they might’ve figured it out by now if they’ve been following me. I think all of you should leave too. We should all split up and stay as far away from each other as possible.” 
 
    Something dark and empty made itself known in Alec’s stomach. “You, uh…you want to leave me?” 
 
    The yellow flashes that had started to appear in Tess’s eyes were replaced with something much softer than Alec had ever noticed in her eyes before. 
 
    In a voice just above a whisper, she said, “No. I…I don’t want to leave you. I don’t want to leave any of you.” Her eyes became shiny. “But I’ve got to go. Don’t you see? I’ve got to run and hide and never look back. I thought I could break the cycle. I thought I could go to college and make something out of my life. I should’ve known it was hopeless.” 
 
    “Where would you go?” Alec said stalling for time. “What would you do?” 
 
    Tess turned toward the river, wiping at her eyes. When she finally turned back around, her eyes were no longer shiny. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve been surviving on my own for years. Dad was either gone or drunk most of the time. I’ll figure something out.” She locked eyes with Alec. “Grandma, Mrs. Walker, and you should leave as well. You should leave tonight when I do. Maybe they don’t know about your grandmother’s ring. Maybe they don’t know that she possesses the Ring Defender. Hopefully, they’ll follow me and leave the rest of you alone. You can all come back when it’s safe, after I’m gone.” 
 
    “No,” Alec said blurting the word out before he had a chance to think. “You shouldn’t be alone. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    Tess’s eyes widened. “You? Why?” 
 
    “Why?” Alec said taking a step toward her. “Don’t you know?” 
 
    Tess took a step back bumping into her motorcycle. She shook her head. “Know what? A week ago, you had hardly spoken a dozen words to me all year. Now you want to go with me to God knows where? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Has it only been a week?” Alec asked. “It seems a lot longer. It doesn’t matter though. All I know is that I don’t want you to go. If you insist on leaving, then I want to go with you. I’ve got a little money saved up. If you wait until Monday, I can go to the bank and get it. We can leave then.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess said, “No. Monday may be too late. I’ve got to leave tonight.” 
 
    Alec took another step forward. Tess seemed to want to back away, but her motorcycle blocked the way. Only a single step separated them now. 
 
    “How far do you think you can get if you leave tonight?” Alec said still stalling for time. “The forecast is for hard rain all night long. You’d be lucky to make it to the next town before you had to stop.” He had a sudden epiphany. “You said Aunt Mamie was going to make a copy of her research for you. If those drawings are as important as you seem to think, why don’t you at least wait until tomorrow before you take off? Aunt Mamie will be over after church. We can all sit down and discuss options. She can give you a copy of her notebook. Besides, the storm will be gone by noon tomorrow. If you wait until then, we can make a plan. We can leave tomorrow afternoon. You’ve got to admit our chances will be a lot better with a plan.” 
 
    Tess stared at him as if searching his eyes for answers. For a moment, he saw a frightened girl behind her tough exterior. She doesn’t want to leave, he thought. She doesn’t want to be alone. 
 
    “We?” asked Tess in disbelief. “You’ve got college ahead of you. You’ve got a future. You’d be crazy to go with me. We might be on the run for the rest of our lives. Why would you do that?” 
 
    Although only a single step separated them, Alec knew the actual distance was much more than something that could be measured by a mere ruler. He intuitively knew if he took that last step, he’d never be able to make the return trek. Taking a deep breath, he stole the final step and reached up to cup Tess’s face in both hands. He stared deep into her eyes, seeing flashes of yellow. The flashes didn’t appear to be angry. They were anything but. 
 
    “Why?” Alec said. “Because, God help me, I think I love you, Tess. I know we’ve only been talking a week and how crazy that must sound, but it doesn’t change things. I don’t want to leave you. That’s just the way it is.” 
 
    Tess looked deeper into his eyes as if searching for something she didn’t expect to find. Her eyes softened even more, and the yellow flashes turned into a cascade of every nuance of yellow Alec had ever seen.  
 
    Tess sighed defeat. “Then call us both crazy,” she said, apparently having found what she sought. “God help me as well, rich boy. I think I may be falling in love with you too.” 
 
    Their lips met as the world disappeared, replaced by an all-encompassing warmth. 
 
    For a split-second of eternity, all was at peace in the universe. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cynthia listened to the sound of a motorcycle starting. The display for the tracer showed the girl heading back toward Covington. 
 
    “Should I follow them?” asked Mick. 
 
    “No. We know where they’re going. They’ll be at the farm, at least for tonight.” 
 
    “You told me the colors won’t be here until tomorrow night,” said Mick. “The girl will be gone with the ring long before they arrive. If what we heard is correct, those imps were right. The old lady definitely has the Ring Defender. It may be gone too if we don’t act quickly.” 
 
    “Do you think I’m stupid?” snapped Cynthia on the verge of losing her temper. She well knew if the girl fled with her ring, the chance for a bonus and promotion would be gone with her. “Send the signal to have everyone return to the safe house. I’ll convince Colonel Harrison that we need to make our move tonight. We can’t wait for the colors to arrive. If the rings slip through our fingers, our lives may be forfeit.” 
 
    The look on Mick’s face indicated he knew only too well what losing one, much less two rings, would mean. “So, what’s the plan?” he asked. 
 
    “We can hit them tonight, after they’re asleep,” said Cynthia. “I’ll convince Harrison we can capture the rings before the colors get here. We can get that old lady’s notebook as well. We can pull this off if Harrison’s careful.” 
 
    “Will he tell the colors first?” asked Mick. 
 
    Cynthia drummed her fingers on the passenger-side armrest. I’d do it different if I was in charge, she thought. I could do it with just one man and I if the colonel would let me, but he’s too cautious. I just hope he isn’t foolish enough to send in the whole team. 
 
    “Well?” said Mick bringing her back to his question. 
 
    Cynthia sighed. “Knowing the colonel, he won’t risk doing anything without telling the colors first. They can’t get here any earlier with the asset, but maybe one of them can fly in before the operation. I suppose it might be better to have one of them here anyway, in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    “You’re not worried about two old ladies and two punk teens, are you?” asked Mick not attempting to hide his disdain. 
 
    “It’s not them I’m worried about. If the grandmother has the Ring Defender like the girl says, we’ll be dealing with two rings. They’re stronger when they’re together. Even if Harrison uses all twenty operatives, our success is by no means assured. That’s why it would be better if I could just…” 
 
    “Just what?” 
 
    Not about to share her thoughts with her underling, Cynthia said, “Never mind. It doesn’t matter. The colonel’s in charge, not me.” 
 
    Mick shrugged. “All right. Let me ask you this, though. Do you think the colonel will have us try to take them alive?” He sounded none too fond of the idea. 
 
    Cynthia looked down at the pistol in her lap. “No. He’ll probably order the teams to shoot to kill. All he’ll want are the rings and the notebook. I doubt the idea of taking prisoners for questioning will be high on his list of priorities.” 
 
    Mick smiled, patting the obvious bulge over his left chest. “Fine by me. I’m not that fond of taking prisoners either.” 
 
    Cynthia didn’t bother replying to her teammate. He’s too bloodthirsty, she thought. He shouldn’t have killed the girl’s dad. We could’ve used him as leverage to get her ring. One day I’ll be in charge and we’ll do it my way. Until then, I’ve got to follow Harrison’s orders. I just hope the man doesn’t get me killed in the process. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 – Final Plans 
 
    _____________________ 
 
    The sun was setting below the mountain peaks and turning the sky a dark pink when Alec and Tess returned to the farmhouse. When they tried to tell Grandma about their plan, she hushed them and wouldn’t hear another word until they’d washed and sat down for supper. After the table was cleared and the dishes washed and put away, they sat down and talked late into the night, though seemingly rehashing the same thing over and over. 
 
    “I already told you I think Tess is right,” Grandma told her grandson. “The two of you should get away, at least for a while. Mamie or I will let you know when it’s safe to come back.” 
 
    Tess sat across the kitchen table from Grandma. She glanced at Alec to her left before looking back at his grandmother. “My suggestion was for everyone to leave. If I’m right, the people who murdered Dad are the same ones who killed Mom and Alec’s parents. You make it sound as if Mrs. Walker and you won’t be leaving.” 
 
    “Then I’m wording it right,” said Grandma taking a sip of steaming hot coffee. “This is my home, and I’m not leaving. At least I’m staying put until I sense the location of one of the other rings. When that happens, I’ll take Mamie with me. We’ll be safe enough.” 
 
    Alec shifted in his seat. “Well, I’m not leaving you all by yourself.” 
 
    “You won’t be,” said Grandma. “Mamie’s coming back in the morning. She’ll be staying with me while you’re gone.” 
 
    Alec snorted. “Somehow the fact that Aunt Mamie will be with you doesn’t give me a warm, cozy feeling. We’ll be safer if we’re all together.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Grandma. “What makes you think that?” Before Alec could answer, Grandma said, “First off, we don’t know if Tess’s father was murdered.” 
 
    “But—” Tess started. 
 
    “Now, don’t get your panties in a wad, young lady,” said Grandma. “I didn’t say he wasn’t. I just said we didn’t know for sure. As it is, I’m suspicious enough to send you two away, but I think Mamie and I’ll be better off staying here. We’ve got friends. They’ll keep an eye on us. Besides, we’re old.” She winked. “That’s what happens when you live long enough. We’d just slow the two of you down.” 
 
    Tess pointed at Grandma’s right hand. “You’ve got your ring.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Grandma looked at Tess. “Yes, I do. It heals injuries, but it hasn’t kept me young. Oh, sure, I’m a lot spryer than most people my age, but I’d still be a burden on the two of you.” She touched her right ring finger. “Besides, if Mamie’s research is right, my ring can’t be traced. Your ring can. Assuming someone’s after you, once you’re gone, Mamie and I should be safe.” 
 
    “What if you’re wrong?” asked Alec leaning forward. “What if they come to the house after we’re gone? You’ve got the ring. What’s Aunt Mamie got to protect her?” 
 
    To Tess’s surprise, Grandma laughed. “You mean besides the snub-nosed .44 she carries in her purse?” 
 
    “She carries what?” Tess asked trying to picture the sweet old librarian with a gun. 
 
    Grandma laughed again. “Does that surprise you, dear? Mamie and I both used to be a little on the wild side when we were young. As it so happens, I sleep with a 9mm under my pillow and a pump twelve-gauge shotgun loaded with magnum bear slugs next to my bed. We won’t be exactly helpless. I’m actually more worried about the two of you than either of us.” 
 
    Tess could tell Alec was still concerned about his grandmother’s safety despite the old woman’s words. So was she. “Maybe we should—” 
 
    “Enough arguing,” said Grandma in a tone harsher than any Tess had heard her use up to that point. “Here’s how it’s going to go down. Mamie told me she was going to the library after it closed tonight and make a copy of her notebook for you. She said she’d bring it by tomorrow morning. Once she gets here, we’ll all go to church and have a nice quiet dinner afterwards. After that, Alec and you will take two of Scott’s four-wheelers to their hunting cabin up in the mountains. I had Scott park the four-wheelers in the barn earlier along with some gear. First thing Monday morning, I’ll go to the bank and draw out enough money to see to the two of your needs for a couple of months. I’ll have Scott take the money to the cabin in his jeep. You can leave after you get the cash.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” began Alec. 
 
    “No, you don’t,” said Grandma giving Tess a wink. “But I love you anyway, Grandson. In the meantime, you’ll do what I say. This may all turn out to be nothing. I suspect that’s probably going to be the case, so we’ll set up some kind of signal and let you know when it’s safe to return.” 
 
    “What are we supposed to do in the meantime?” Tess asked. Even though it had been her idea to leave, she’d be the first to admit she hadn’t exactly thought things through. 
 
    “Mamie’s going to give you a copy of her notes,” said Grandma. “You can use them to practice with your ring. She told me what happened at the river. You’ve got a great gift in that ring, girl, so use it wisely.” 
 
    Tess saw Alec open his mouth, but Grandma cut him off before he got the first word out. 
 
    “That’s enough for tonight,” said Grandma. “It’s almost midnight. We’ll talk it over some more in the morning, after Mamie gets here.” She looked at Alec. “In the meantime, show Tess where she’ll be sleeping, then I want both of you to get in bed.” The old woman’s eyes sparkled as she gave Tess a wink. “In separate rooms, of course.” 
 
    Tess noticed Alec’s cheeks turning red. He started to speak, but wisely closed his mouth without saying anything. When he rose from the table, Tess got up as well and followed him upstairs. Two of the steps creaked loudly as they went up. Tess grabbed hold of the banister just in case the steps didn’t hold, finding it sturdier than she’d expected for such an old home. Looking closer as she slid her hand along the railing on the way up, she thought it was made of solid heart-of-pine that had been darkened with age. 
 
    “How old is this house?” Tess asked as she followed Alec down the upstairs hall. “The beams in the kitchen are massive. This place is built like a fortress.” 
 
    Alec opened a door on the right side of the hall, motioning Tess in. The bedroom was boyish in nature. “This was my dad’s room before he went away to college,” he said. “Grandma pretty much leaves it the way he left it then. My room’s across the hall.” 
 
    Tess looked at the two garbage bags on the bed. They were the same ones she’d stuffed full of clothes and personal items at the trailer, so she assumed Scott had put them there. 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question about the house,” Tess said not so much interested in his answer as she was in not wanting him to leave quite yet. 
 
    Alec rubbed his hand across the edge of the thick wooden door. “Grandma says the farmhouse was built in the 1890s. They built things to last back then. The Johnsons have lived here ever since.” He smiled. “The place has a shady history of sorts. A few of my more dubious ancestors used it for bootlegging liquor during prohibition. Rumor has it there was even a gunfight here back in the twenties. The outer walls were thick enough to stop bullets, so no one was hurt. Like you said, it’s built like a fortress.” He winked. “Heck, it’s even got a secret room downstairs with an escape tunnel and everything.” He patted the wall. “I guess I always imagined I’d live here someday.” 
 
    Tess saw something in Alec’s eyes she’d never seen before. It was a kind of sadness that made her want to reach out and comfort him. She resisted the urge fearing where it might lead. 
 
    “If that’s what you want,” Tess said, “then that’s what you should do. Whatever’s going on right now will pass. I predict you’ll go back to school, get your degree, and settle down. It will all work out for you. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Alec stared at her for several seconds. 
 
    Again, she had to resist the urge to go to him. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Alec finally said with a strange sadness in his voice. “I just have this feeling like I’m saying goodbye to the place. It’s like in my heart I know I’m never going to see it again; at least not the way it is now.” 
 
    Tess walked over and placed both of her hands on the sides of his face, forcing him to look in her eyes. “You stop that right now, Alec Johnson. I’ll hear none of it. Everything’s going to work out. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Alec nodded. His soft brown eyes drew her in.  
 
    Thoughts of their kiss at the river brought a feeling of heat to Tess’s stomach. She resisted the desire to pull him close, concerned where that might lead. 
 
    “All right then,” Tess said. “Then it’s off to bed. I’m tired, so go pester your grandmother if you need to keep talking.” 
 
    Alec smiled as he yawned. “Naw. I think bed sounds pretty good right about now.” Before turning to leave, he raised a hand to her face and gently caressed her cheek.  
 
    Tess felt butterflies in her stomach, then backed away from the door figuring if she didn’t close it soon, neither of them would get any sleep that night. “I’ll see you in the morning, rich boy.” 
 
    Alec smiled again. “You can bet on it, tough girl.” With a final nod, he turned away and shut the door behind him. 
 
    Once Tess was alone, she decided against showering because at this stage of the game, it could wait until morning. She did change into a clean set of clothes, just in case. After years of having the police knock on her door in the middle of the night, dragging her dad behind them, she was used to sleeping fully dressed. Shoving the unpleasant memories aside, Tess climbed into bed. She glanced at the clock. The display showed 12:30. 
 
    Closing her eyes, Tess dreamed of a skinny man in a t-shirt. 
 
    Why’d you leave me, Dad? she asked. 
 
    Her dad smiled, saying nothing. 
 
    Tess’s dream-self thought it was just as well. If he doesn’t say anything, then he can’t make promises he’d just break. 
 
    A tear ran down Tess’s cheek. It didn’t matter. She knew she was asleep, and even tough girls could cry then. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 – Execute 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The knuckles of Mick’s hands on the steering wheel of the SUV grew ever whiter the longer he was questioned by his passenger. Mick stared straight down the road, hesitant to even glance at the gray-robed man he’d been ordered to pick up from a charter flight at the Seattle airport and return to the safe house in Covington. Every second since the brown, reptilian-skinned man had sat down in the passenger seat of the SUV had been stressful for Mick. 
 
    His brown, reptilian-skinned passenger tapped the center console between the two bucket seats with a finger. The clawed tip beat out a rhythm that matched the beat of Mick’s heart. The rhythm was very fast. 
 
    “So, you say this Captain Cynthia Jager of yours ordered you not to inform Colonel Harrison that the two of you had discovered the location of the Fire Ring?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Mick replied. 
 
    “Oh, sir is much too formal, Mick. Call me Mr. Gray.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Gray.” 
 
    “I see. And did she also order you to kill the girl’s father?” 
 
    Mick wanted to lie, but ever since the man had formed a design in the air with one hand while saying words he’d heard but quickly forgotten, he’d only been able to tell the mysterious Mr. Gray the truth. He told the truth once again. 
 
    “No, Mr. Gray. That was my idea. The captain told me to be discreet, but I thought it was the girl coming in. I wanted to get the ring for myself. I thought I might get a promotion if I gave it to the colors…err, I mean you, when you got here. The girl’s dad surprised me. I knocked him out and staged an accident to cover things up.” 
 
    The gray-robed man nodded his head. “See how much simpler things are when you tell the truth, Mick? I abhor violence to get the truth except when necessary. A truth spell is so much easier, don’t you agree?” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Gray.” 
 
    “Of course you do. Now, how much longer until we get to the safe house?” 
 
    Mick glanced at the time in the dash. “It’s two o’clock. The safe house is still thirty minutes away. Maybe I should check in?” 
 
    Mr. Gray smiled, exposing sharpened teeth. “Do what you think best, Mick. After all, I’m just a passenger.” 
 
    Mick reached into the tray of the console for his cellphone and accidentally touched the back of the gray-robed man’s hand with his fingers. Mick shuddered. The man’s skin felt cold and his hand had a slick, slimy feel to it. Grabbing his phone, Mick jerked his hand back as a soft laugh came from his passenger. 
 
    Mr. Gray smiled. “Make sure you put it on speaker, Mick.” 
 
    As soon as Mick dialed the number, Cynthia Jager answered on the first ring. “Where are you? Henderson’s got us loading the gear into the vehicles now. The fool’s launching a full-scale assault. We’ll be moving out in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Mick involuntarily glanced at his passenger. Mr. Gray smiled again. His razor-edged teeth glinted in the light coming off the dashboard’s instruments. A yellow fire glinted in the man’s eyes. Distracted, Mick crossed the center line before recovering and jerking the SUV back just as an oncoming car honked its horn and flashed its headlights. 
 
    Reaching over, Mr. Gray pulled the cellphone out of Mick’s hand. “Perhaps you should concentrate on driving and I’ll do the talking.” 
 
    Mick nodded his head and stared straight ahead, the feel of Mr. Gray’s cold skin still fresh on his mind. 
 
    “Captain Jager, this is Mr. Gray. How delightful to get a chance to talk to you. So you say the colonel is launching an attack to recover the rings now? Before I arrive?” 
 
    Mick’s heart beat three times before his captain replied. 
 
    “Uh, yes, Mr. Gray. The colonel plans on executing the attack at two-forty-five.” 
 
    “I gather you don’t approve, Cynthia. You don’t mind if I call you Cynthia, do you?” 
 
    “Uh, no, Mr. Gray.” 
 
    “So you don’t approve of your colonel’s plan?” 
 
    Mick’s heart beat three more times before Cynthia replied. When she did, her voice sounded full of conviction. “No, Mr. Gray. I believe a soft hit with an experienced team of two at the farmhouse and another team of two at the library would do the job. An assault by all twenty agents is more likely to draw attention. The ring bearers may bolt or fight back. I believe discreet is a better choice. I also believe the imps could play an important part in the recovery of the rings and keep casualties limited to our targets. The colonel disagrees. He’s holding the imps back.” 
 
    Mr. Gray laughed. “Ah, it is so refreshing to hear someone give their true opinion rather than say what they think I want to hear. You mentioned the library. Why the library? Surely it’s closed now.” 
 
    “The team watching the librarian said she was still there when the colonel pulled them back to the safe house an hour ago. Based upon a conversation Mick heard, I believe she is making a copy of a notebook. I think the notebook is important. I recommended keeping the team at the library to get it from old woman when we attack the farmhouse. The colonel balked at the idea. He’s sending every agent to the farm.” 
 
    Mick heard Mr. Gray tapping the center console with his finger again. The gray-robed man tapped it half a dozen times before speaking into the cellphone. “Tell Colonel Harrison I want him to send three agents to the library now. Mick will meet them there and take charge to recover the notebook. And tell the colonel I will meet him at the farmhouse in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll tell him to expect you, Mr. Gray.” 
 
    “You do that, Cynthia. I’m looking forward to meeting you in person. Mick has told me so much about you.” 
 
    Mick swallowed and tightened his grip on the steering wheel even more, regretting the day he’d ever heard of the Council. 
 
    * * * 
 
    At 2:30 on the dot, Mick shut off the headlights of the SUV and pulled into a parking spot well behind the library. Another SUV was already there. Three men dressed in black jumpsuits got out. Mick recognized them from the safe house. 
 
    “You will take charge here, Mick,” said Mr. Gray. “Do you think you can handle the job?” 
 
    Mick nodded. 
 
    “Good,” said Mr. Gray. “Now I must go meet with the colonel. I only need to know the location of the farmhouse.” 
 
    “Uh, it’s in a subdivision called Gray Gab—” 
 
    Mr. Gray smiled. “Hush, Mick.” Waving a brown, reptilian-skinned hand in the air, the gray-robed man mouthed two words Mick heard but quickly forgot. The tip of one brown finger glowed yellow. 
 
    Reaching out, Mr. Gray touched the glowing finger to Mick’s forehead. Mick sensed an image of the farmhouse appear in his mind as if from a bird flying high overhead. The gray-robed man pulled his hand back. 
 
    “Now, wasn’t that easier than trying to explain it to me, Mick?” said Mr. Gray smiling to reveal his dagger-like teeth. 
 
    Mick shuddered. “I’m not sure you can get there in the SUV before they attack, err, Mr. Gray.” 
 
    Mr. Gray laughed. “You’re so amusing, Mick. I hope you don’t do anything foolish tonight to make me kill you.” With that, the gray-robed man drew a design in the air as he chanted words Mick quickly forgot. Then the man was gone. 
 
    Mick blinked and looked around. One of the other agents had told him stories of how a few of the colors could teleport short distances. He hadn’t believed him until now. Swallowing hard, Mick opened the SUV’s door. Just do your job, he thought. And don’t mess up. 
 
    Agent MacDonald walked forward as Mick exited the vehicle. “Jager said you were in charge, so what’s the plan?” 
 
    Mick ignored what he thought was an insolent tone to MacDonald’s voice. He was well aware the man had been with the Council for over four years as an agent. Well, too bad, he thought. I’m in charge, so don’t you mess up. 
 
    Mick glanced at the rear of the library. The light in the back office was still on. He pointed at the two agents behind MacDonald. “The two of you go in from the front. MacDonald and I will go in through the office door in the back. We’ll go in hard and fast.” 
 
    “Captain Jager said we needed to be discreet,” said MacDonald. 
 
    Mick rose to his full height and stared down at the smaller man. “I’m in charge here, not the captain. I said hard and fast. We’re looking for a notebook. We’re not here to play nice.” 
 
    MacDonald’s face turned noticeably red and his knuckles turned white around the grip of his pistol. After four heartbeats, his knuckles turned a more normal color. “As you say, you’re in charge. What about the old lady? Do we take her prisoner?” 
 
    Remembering the gray-robed man’s admonition not to do anything foolish, Mick said, “Keep her alive until we have the notebook. Then kill her. We don’t need any additional baggage.” An idea came to Mick. “Do you have any incendiary grenades?” 
 
    MacDonald nodded and pointed at his SUV. “We’ve got a couple in the car. Why?” 
 
    Mick smiled. “Just get them. I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    At 2:35, four vehicles with lights out rolled slowly through the Gray Gables subdivision, stopping in a cul-de-sac containing a large mansion to the left and a two-story white farmhouse to the right. Fourteen men and women got out of the two SUVs and two vans. Captain Cynthia Jager started to get out of the driver’s door of the lead SUV. 
 
    Colonel Harrison reached across the center console from the passenger seat and grabbed her arm. His grip was not gentle. “Not you, Captain.” 
 
    “Sir?” Cynthia asked doing her best to keep her temper. The conversation she’d had with Harrison after her call with the mysterious Mr. Gray was still fresh on her mind. The conversation hadn’t gone well. 
 
    Colonel Harrison released her arm and leaned back in his seat. “You crossed the line this time, Captain. I warned you. You kept information from your commanding officer and went behind my back talking to Mr. Gray. As soon as this operation is over, I’m bringing up charges to the Council. If I have my way, this mistake will be your last. Ever.” 
 
    Cynthia didn’t bother trying to defend her actions. She’d known she was taking a risk when she hadn’t given him the full information about the Fire Ring when she’d first found out. As to talking to the color, Mr. Gray had initiated the conversation, not her. Still, she knew arguing the point would make no difference to Harrison. 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Cynthia said. “I look forward to defending myself before the Council.” She looked at the two cages under the blanket in the back of the SUV. “I still say you’re making a mistake not sending in the imps first, Colonel. I highly recommend—” 
 
    “Enough,” said Harrison. “You will stay in the vehicle. If I didn’t need you just in case the imps were needed, I’d have left you at the safe house. As it is, I’ll deal with you later. I’ve got more important things to do now.” Colonel Harrison got out of the vehicle and walked to two agents near the front of the SUV.  
 
    Cynthia put on a pair of night vision goggles and looked around. A team was already making its way to the side door of the farmhouse while two other teams spread out to block avenues of possible escape. She noticed the team assigned to the back of the house was staying between the outbuilding and the farmhouse. Cynthia shook her head. Harrison should’ve sent a team to control the outbuildings. He’s too confident. We don’t even know what’s in them. Cynthia glanced at the clock in the SUV’s dashboard. Five more minutes, she thought. 
 
    Pulling her .380 from its holster, Cynthia screwed on the silencer and chambered a round. She sighed. I could’ve handled it myself if Harrison had just given me free rein. Why can’t he get it through his head discreet is better than beating something into submission to get what you want? 
 
    Taking another look around the farmhouse’s yard, Cynthia could tell everyone was in position. She glanced at Harrison standing near the front of her SUV with the two agents.  
 
    Suddenly the air blurred near the colonel, and a gray-robed man popped into being.  
 
    Cynthia had to give her colonel credit. He barely flinched at the man’s unexpected appearance. As she watched, Harrison gestured towards the teams stationed around the farmhouse. The gray-robed man turned and pointed at her SUV. He seemed to lock eyes with her before looking back at Harrison. The colonel shook his head. The gray-robed man shrugged his shoulders and nodded before stepping back and leaning against the hood of the SUV. The colonel raised his radio in his left hand and spoke into the receiver. The radio Cynthia had sitting in the SUV’s center console crackled. 
 
    “Execute!” 
 
    Cynthia glanced at the dashboard. The clock displayed 2:45. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 – The Notebook 
 
    ___________________________ 
 
    The clock on the wall of the library office showed a quarter to two in the morning. Mamie Walker yawned as she placed the last sheet of paper into the binder, then she stuffed the entire notebook into a large, reinforced manila envelope. After addressing the package to Tess’s trailer, she placed the envelope in the outgoing mail on her assistant’s desk. 
 
    Shirley can send it out in the Monday morning mail, Mamie thought. I’ll give Tess the original when I see her at the farm, but this will make a good plan C just in case. I’m not sure why it was so hard to copy the pages with the pentagrams, but at least I got it done. Now it’s time to drag these old bones to my apartment and get a few hours of sleep. No church for me in the morning, I’m afraid. 
 
    Stuffing the original notebook into her backpack, Mamie backed away from her desk, slung the pack over one shoulder, and walked towards the office door leading to the receptionist area for a final check before turning off the office light and heading home. A noise from beyond the door drew her attention. She peeked through the blinds covering the door’s window, her eyes drawn to two men dressed in black standing near the receptionist desk. Each of the men carried a pistol with an extension at the end of the barrel. 
 
    Silencers, Mamie thought locking the door and backing quietly past the office’s two desks, in the direction of the rear door leading out to the employee parking lot. If I can make it to my car, maybe I can get away before they know I’m here. 
 
    A crash behind her made Mamie spin around as a large man came busting through the back door of the office. He was followed by a second, smaller man. Both men carried pistols equipped with silencers. 
 
    Although frightened, Mamie drew on the courage that had served her well during her younger years. She faced the two men near the back door, determined not to give them the satisfaction of seeing her fear. 
 
    “Who are you?” Mamie said trying to sound calm. “Why are you here? I want you out of here before I call the police.” 
 
    The door to the receptionist area crashed inward as the first two men she’d seen entered brandishing their weapons. 
 
    “Shut up, you old hag,” said the largest of the two men who’d broken through the back door. “We want that notebook.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said the smaller man. “Tell us where it is, and you won’t be harmed.” 
 
    Mamie noticed the hint of a smile on the larger man’s face. “That’s right, Grandma. All we want is the notebook. Now cough it up, and we’ll be on our way.” 
 
    “Do you promise?” Mamie said doing her best to feign weakness. 
 
    The larger man grinned. “Oh yeah, we promise. Now where is it?” 
 
    “I’m old,” Mamie said. “Please don’t hurt me. You can have the notebook. Just promise you won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “Come on, lady,” said the smaller man pointing his pistol at her. “We don’t have all night.” 
 
    Both the larger and smaller men lowered their weapons slightly. The smaller man smiled what was almost a friendly smile.  
 
    Mamie wasn’t fooled. She could almost feel the barrels of the two men behind her centered on her back. She slipped the backpack off and unzipped the top, then reached inside. She listened to the shuffling feet of the two men behind her, gauging their positions from the sound, and made a rough calculation in her head. She thought of her sister and nephew. She thought of the girl, Tess, who was quickly becoming the daughter she’d never had. 
 
    One way or the other, I’m dead, Mamie thought. She laughed out loud. At least I’m not going to die wasting away in my bed. That’s something anyway. 
 
    “What’s so funny, lady?” said the larger man. “Snap it up, or I swear you’ll wish you had.” 
 
    “Don’t hurt me,” Mamie pleaded putting all the old-lady-like sound into it she could. “The notebook’s right here. You can have it.” 
 
    Pulling her hand out of the backpack, Mamie spun on her heels and snapped off a shot at the left-most man behind her with her .44 snub-nose, firing on the fly. Flame jumped out of her pistol’s barrel in the dim light of the office. Mamie didn’t waste time trying to see if the round hit. Although she hadn’t fired her pistol in years, she’d always hit what she aimed at. Snapping off a second shot at the right-most man, she saw a splash of red on his chest. The man was flung through the office door, into the receptionist area, spraying blood into the air as he went. 
 
    Trying to spin around to face the two men by the back door, Mamie’s ankle gave way, causing her third shot to go wide of its mark. The two men dove for cover behind Shirley’s desk, returning fire as they went. Mamie felt something hot bite into her left shoulder and fell to the floor pulling the trigger of her pistol twice more. Another bite in her chest knocked the breath out of her lungs. 
 
    From her position on the floor, Mamie spied a leg under Shirley’s desk. Despite her pain, she took the time to aim before firing her final round. The leg under the desk jerked back streaming blood and a piercing scream filled the air. 
 
    Crawling for her backpack and the extra speed loader she kept inside, Mamie cursed her aged body. The strength of her youth was long gone. She saw a black boot near her face. Looking up, she stared into the two hate-filled eyes of the larger man. He pointed his pistol at her head. 
 
    “Tough old bird, aren’t you, Grandma? We’ll see how tough you are with a hole between your eyes.” 
 
    Mamie hacked a ball of liquid into her mouth and spat it at the big man. The spittle fell short, but the hatred in the man’s eyes grew more intense. She never heard the popping sound of the pistol or the drawing of her last breath. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Mick fired twice more before kicking the lifeless body of Mamie Walker. He looked at his wounded partner’s bloody boot. “She did a number on your leg, MacDonald. You’re just going to slow us down.” 
 
    “I’ll be all right,” said MacDonald. “Just give me—” 
 
    The sound of another pop was followed by the crash of a body hitting the floor. 
 
    “Yeah, you’ll be all right now,” Mick said stepping over his former companion’s body.  
 
    He reached down and picked up the old lady’s backpack. Pulling out a notebook, he flipped through the pages, smiling when he saw several drawings of pentagrams along with dozens of pages full of typed and handwritten notes. 
 
    Mick thumbed the switch on his microphone. “I’ve got the book. I’ve got three men down. The old bird was tough. What do I do now?” 
 
    The sound of Colonel Harrison’s voice came over the receiver. “We’re making our assault now. Return to the safe house. We’ll meet you there after we get the rings.” 
 
    “Is Mr. Gray with the assault team?” Mick asked. The old lady had taken out three-quarters of his team, leaving him wondering if discreet might’ve been a better approach. “You may need all the help you can get.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about us,” snapped the colonel. “Get to the safe house. That’s an order.” 
 
    Mick pulled an incendiary grenade off his belt, stepped to the door leading to the receptionist area, and tossed the grenade towards the rows of books in the library proper. He set the second grenade on a bin in the office marked OUTGOING MAIL. The incendiary grenades went off as he ran out the back door, into the parking lot. Opening the driver’s door of his SUV, he tossed the notebook onto the passenger seat, started the engine, and wasted no time making for the street. The library was fully engulfed in flames before he got two blocks down the road. The man looked at the notebook in the passenger seat thinking of the large bonus he was bound to get. 
 
    The Alliance can do nothing now. Soon the rest of the team will have the rings. Everything’s going according to plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 – Night Assault 
 
    __________________ 
 
    Myiata Johnson sat on the wooden chair in the cellar sorting through gear. Occasionally, she stuck an item in one of the two packs she was making for Tess and Alec. She glanced at the wall clock. It showed sixteen minutes ’til two. 
 
    Been at this for over an hour now, she thought. I should be sleepy, but I’m not. I hate getting old. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in ages. That’s the trouble with getting old. Your body doesn’t want to cooperate. 
 
    Looking around, Myiata remembered when her husband had first brought her to the secret cellar room. He’d explained that the reinforced-concrete room had been utilized by a few not so law-abiding Johnson’s during the prohibition era. The Johnson clan of the time had brought in liquor from Canada and kept it in the room until it could be divvied up among the local speakeasies. She remembered her husband being quite proud of his family’s wild heritage. Few knew of the room’s existence. 
 
    Rubbing her eyes, Myiata picked up a hunting knife and added it to Alec’s pack. Once done, she nodded her head and yawned. That does it. I’ve done all I can. Time for bed, old girl. I’m glad my room’s next to the kitchen instead of upstairs. These old bones have a hard time with stairs nowadays. 
 
    The thought of the challenges ahead and her own inadequacies threatened to overwhelm her. She thrust the feeling of despair aside. I’ll do what needs to be done. I wish I was younger, but I’m not. I’ll just have to deal with it. 
 
    The ring on her right hand tingled. Myiata stared down noticing that the bluish glow of her ring was intermingled with flashes of yellow. A feeling of concern that seemed to come from the ring swept over her. 
 
    Suddenly, the lights in the cellar went out. 
 
    Overcoming her initial confusion, Myiata fumbled in the pack to her front and pulled out a flashlight. Flicking it on, the beam illuminated the side door that opened to the escape tunnel leading to the barn. She knew it had been put in by the Johnson clan well before they’d gotten into the whiskey smuggling business. Shining the light at the wall, she noticed the second hand on the wall clock frozen on the twelve. The other two hands were frozen at a quarter ’til two. 
 
    The feeling of concern washed over her more intense than ever. Myiata heard a creak overhead. Several creaks, in fact. 
 
    There’s at least two people in the kitchen and more in the living room. What’s going on? 
 
    An image of the farmhouse came into Myiata’s mind, though she didn’t know how or why. In her mind, she saw figures dressed in black carrying automatic weapons and pistols arranged around the house, covering both the front and back doors. All of the figures were wearing sophisticated looking night-vision equipment. She sensed more than saw other figures in the kitchen and on the stairs leading to the upstairs bedrooms. Fear swept over her. 
 
    Alec and Tess. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Some hint of a noise drew Tess out of her sleep. After years of listening in the middle of the night for her dad to drag himself home, she’d trained herself to be a light sleeper. She strained her ears but heard nothing out of the ordinary. The old farmhouse was as quiet as the proverbial church mouse. Glancing at the nightstand to see the time, she saw only darkness. 
 
    The clock’s not on. Did we lose electricity? 
 
    Rising off her pillow enough to look out the window, Tess noticed that the porch light was on at Scott’s house. From what she could see, other houses past the cul-de-sac also had lights. She looked through the crack at the bottom of the room’s door, confirming it was pitch-dark in the hallway. 
 
    I’m sure there was a night light in the hall. We must’ve lost electricity, but why only this house? 
 
    With no answer coming to mind and too tired to try and figure it out, Tess lay back on the pillow. A soft creaking noise made her jerk upright and to the edge of the bed. 
 
    I know that sound. It’s the same creaking noise I heard when I walked upstairs. Tess tried to think of who might be on the stairs. Maybe Alec went downstairs to get a drink or something? 
 
    Reaching for her cellphone, Tess noted the time. The display showed a quarter ’til two. 
 
    Another creak came from the stairway. The noise cut off immediately as if someone didn’t want to make any sound. 
 
    Alec wouldn’t have stopped. Neither would Grandma. What’s going on? 
 
    A warm feeling in her right hand drew Tess’s attention. Glancing down, she noticed the yellow gem in her ring beginning to glow. A warmth spread up her arm and throughout her body. The darkness in the room was replaced by black and white images. Everything in the room became visible in crisp detail. 
 
    Looking out the window with her night vision, she noticed several vehicles parked in the cul-de-sac. A figure in a gray robe was standing near an SUV. The figure glanced up and stared straight at her window as if he could see her there looking at him. She sensed more than saw a thin smile on his face. 
 
    Movement in the front yard forced Tess’s attention from the robed man. She saw several figures in dark uniforms carrying what appeared to be assault rifles. 
 
    Why are people in the yard with guns? she thought as she got out of bed and crept to the bedroom door.  
 
    Spying a baseball bat leaning against the dresser near the door, Tess picked it up with her right hand. She eased the door open a half inch and looked down the hall toward the stairs. Although the hallway was dark, she saw everything clearly in black and white. 
 
    A man wearing some type of goggles was just placing his foot on the last step. He held a pistol with a silencer attached to the barrel in his right hand. Other men dressed in dark outfits were coming up the stairs behind him. 
 
    The ring on Tess’s finger tingled harder as an even stronger feeling of heat ran up her arm. I’ve got to do something, she thought. The question is what. They’ve got guns. I’ve got a lousy baseball bat. She didn’t need to be told she was hopelessly outgunned and outnumbered. I need a diversion, she thought.  
 
    Unfortunately, none came to mind. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Myiata grabbed a double-barreled shotgun off the wall of the secret room, broke open the breech, and shoved two loads of buckshot into the chambers. Wishing she had her 9mm pistol and the pump shotgun in her bedroom, she snapped the barrel shut. 
 
    It’s not much, but it’s all I’ve got. It’ll have to be enough. Someone’s about to find out they picked the wrong house to break into. 
 
    Myiata took it for granted that whoever was invading her home had cut off the electricity. She walked next to the stairs, placing her hand on the emergency start button for the backup generator. Taking two deep breaths, she pressed the button at the same time as she began running up the stairs. The generator caught as she hit the third step. By the time she got to the top, the lights had come back on. 
 
    Dropping her flashlight, Myiata grasped the shotgun with both hands and kicked open the secret panel in the kitchen next to the cupboard. She saw two men carrying assault rifles in the process of raising their night-vision equipment into the stored position. Myiata didn’t give them time to complete their maneuver. 
 
    Boom! Boom! 
 
    The buckshot caught one man in the back of the head and the other full in the face as he turned around. 
 
    Myiata rushed forward. Her left leg twisted, spilling her to the floor, and she heard the sound of cracking bone. Crawling forward, she grabbed the nearest dropped assault rifle, then hunted for the safety. She located the switch, finding it was off. Pulling herself up onto her already healing leg, Myiata stepped through the doorway leading to the living room. The stairs were to her left. Pulling the trigger on her confiscated weapon, she sent a spray of bullets into the lower half of the stairs, keeping her aim intentionally low to avoid hitting the kids. Her rounds caught two men in the chest, knocking them back into the stairs. Two more men farther up the steps sent a burst of rounds in her direction. One round tore a hole in her shoulder and knocked her against the wall. A second round hit her just above the right knee. As she fell to the floor, the assault rifle went flying from her hands. 
 
    Looking up, Myiata saw one of the two remaining men aim a pistol at her head. She looked into the barrel of the large-bore weapon, having no doubt she was going to die in a few seconds. She thought of the kids helpless upstairs. Struggling to rise, she fell back to the floor still too weak to move. Myiata felt the warmth of the ring’s healing power in her shoulder and leg. From experience she knew it would take a few seconds to complete. The murderous look in the man’s eyes told Myiata she didn’t have a few seconds left. 
 
    “So you’re the one who can heal?” said the man aiming the gun at her head. “Heal this.” 
 
    The man fired a single shot between Myiata’s eyes. She felt a millisecond of pain followed by absolute darkness. Then she sensed nothing. 
 
    “Get the ring,” the man who’d fired ordered another man. “Cut her hand off if you need too. Make it snappy before she heals.” 
 
    The second man moved down the stairs and stepped over the bloody figures of his two companions, then pulled a large knife from his belt. “The pleasure will be all mine.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The lights flickered on. As soon as they did, Tess heard a boom followed closely by a second boom. A second later, she heard the unmistakable sound of automatic weapon’s fire from downstairs. 
 
    Through the crack in the bedroom door, she saw the two men at the top of the stairs turn and fire. She made out the voice of one of the men saying, “Cut her hand off if you need too. Make it snappy before she heals.” 
 
    Tess could just see the second man as he drew a knife and started down the stairs. Opening the door, she rushed for the stairs, bat thrust out like a baton, and caught the nearest man at the point where his spine met the base of his skull. She heard a loud crunch. The man fell forward and hit the man below who’d begun turning around with a pistol in one hand and a knife in the other. Forgoing her years of martial-arts training, Tess struck the second man with her bat like she was trying for a home run. When the wooden bat made contact with the side of the man’s head, teeth and blood went flying as the man hit the wall and rebounded over the stair’s side railing. He fell onto a curio cabinet below, sending shards of glass and broken figurines across the living room floor. The man’s legs twitched once before remaining still. 
 
    Glancing down the stairs, Tess saw Grandma lying in a pool of blood near the entrance to the kitchen. All thoughts of mercy and kindness were driven from Tess as she hammered the bat into the first man’s face with all her strength, not once, but twice. Jumping over the railing, she landed next to the second man’s body and did the same to him. 
 
    “Grandma!” shouted Alec as he rushed past Tess to kneel beside the old woman.  
 
    The hole in the old lady’s head and the massive amount of blood told Tess it was hopeless. No one can survive that kind of damage, she thought. She’s dead. 
 
    Tears streaming down his face, Alec pulled his grandmother to his chest. “Grandma. Grandma.” 
 
    Dropping the bloody bat, Tess picked up one of the assault rifles and a pistol, then kneeled beside Alec. She noticed he was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. Must’ve slept in his clothes just like I did, she thought delaying the moment she had to intrude on his grief but knowing she must.  
 
    Placing a hand on Alec’s shoulder, Tess said, “She’s gone. I’m sorry, but there are more of them outside. We’ve got to go. We’ve got to go now.” 
 
    “No,” said Alec shaking off her hand. “I’m not leaving her.” 
 
    A burst of automatic fire came through the front window. More came through the kitchen windows. Tess pulled Alec to the floor, praying the walls of the old farmhouse were as thick as she thought they were. Rounds poured through the windows, but none penetrated the foot-thick, hundred-plus-year-old beams. Tess heard a thud from the direction of the living room and turned to see a fist-sized metal ball rolling along the floor. 
 
    “Grenade,” Tess shouted pulling Alec close while using her own body to protect him from the blast. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The grenade went off, filling both the living room and kitchen with smoke and flying bits of debris. The grenade had come to rest against the stairway, which took most of the blast and spared her and Alec. With ears ringing, Tess pulled at Alec in an attempt to get him away from his grandmother’s body. 
 
    “We’ve got to go,” she said praying he would listen to reason. “They’ll be throwing more grenades and coming inside.” 
 
    Whether she could’ve convinced the teen to leave his grandmother, Tess never got a chance to find out. The old woman’s hand reached out and grabbed the assault rifle from Tess’s hand. 
 
    “Tess is right,” croaked Grandma. “You’ve got to get to the cellar.” 
 
    “Grandma?” Alec said, dumbstruck. 
 
    The old woman wiped her sleeve across her face to get the worst of the blood away from her eyes. Tess noticed an angry scar in the center of Grandma’s forehead, but the wound had closed over and was growing less red even as she stared. 
 
    “I told you my ring heals me,” said Grandma, her voice growing stronger. She rolled onto her side to check the assault rifle. “What’d you think was going to happen?” 
 
    More automatic fire came through the windows. 
 
    “You’ve got to get to the cellar,” said Grandma. “Take the packs and make your way to the barn through the tunnel. Use the four-wheelers to get to the cabin. I’ll send Scott with word when it’s safe to return.” 
 
    “What about you?” said Alec. “You’ve got to come with us.” 
 
    “I’ve got my ring,” said the old woman. “I’ll cover you. Once you’re gone, I’ll get out somehow. You’ll draw some of them away when they hear the four-wheelers.” She shoved Alec. “Now go!” 
 
    Grandma began crawling toward the living room. She only made it halfway before a metal ball came through a broken window and landed on the floor. It was followed by two more metal balls.  
 
    Tess noticed one of the grenades rolling toward Alec and her. For one split-second, she locked eyes with Grandma. She knew the old woman was too far away to help. Then Tess felt Alec knocking her to the side, placing his body between her and the grenade. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The blast rolled Alec and her over. As the smoke began to clear, Tess looked into Alec’s eyes. They blinked. She placed her hand behind his back with the intent of dragging him into the kitchen, then felt something wet and warm. She pulled her hand back to find it covered in blood. 
 
    “Alec, no,” Tess said feeling an emptiness in her stomach. “I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    Grandma crawled next to her. Tess turned away from Alec long enough to look at the old woman. Blood was streaming out of several wounds on her chest and arms. Tess could see blood spurting out the side of Grandma’s neck. The spurting slowed. Tess noticed the wound begin to close over. 
 
    Grandma pulled Alec onto his back. The old woman grabbed her right ring finger with her left hand, then locked eyes with Tess. “He won’t last ten seconds without the ring. Tell him I love him.” With those words, Grandma jerked the ring off her finger and placed it on her grandson’s right hand.  
 
    Through her own ring, Tess sensed the connection between Grandma and the blue-gemmed ring switch over to Alec. She looked into the old woman’s eyes, which were already beginning to dull. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t take the load myself,” Grandma said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Find Mamie. She’s got the notebook. You’ll need it in order to have any hope.” 
 
    The light in Grandma’s eyes faded completely and her head slumped to the floor.  
 
    Alec groaned. He moved his hand, weakly reaching out for his grandmother. 
 
    Not giving the attackers any time to throw more grenades, Tess began dragging Alec along the floor into the kitchen. She spotted an opening next to the cupboard she hadn’t seen before and began crawling toward the opening, dragging Alec behind her. 
 
    “No,” said Alec beginning to struggle with more strength than Tess would’ve thought possible given his wounds. “We can’t leave her.” 
 
    “She’s dead,” said Tess. “She gave you her ring to save you. Don’t let her death be for nothing. We’ve got to get away.” 
 
    “No,” said Alec breaking free. 
 
    A part of Tess’s mind noted that the automatic weapons fire from outside had stopped. Suddenly, the side door to the mud room burst in and two men in black outfits fired assault rifles as they came through. Their aim was high. Tess aimed the pistol she still clutched in her right hand toward the two figures and pulled the trigger. All the hours at the practice range in Texas served her well as a round caught the lead attacker in the throat. The second attacker fired around the leader, putting a burst of rounds into Alec’s chest. 
 
    “No!” Tess said jumping to her feet and firing as she went.  
 
    Pulling the trigger as fast as she could, she rushed forward and leaped into the air, landing a kick to the side of the second man’s head. He slammed into the wall and slid down to his knees but remained conscious. He raised his weapon in an attempt to bring it to bear on Tess. She didn’t give him a chance to complete the maneuver. At point-blank range, she put two rounds into his face. She pulled the trigger to put in a third but only heard a click. 
 
    Turning to the first man, Tess saw he was dead as well. Bile rose in her throat as the realization that she’d just killed two more men hit her. She had never killed anyone before today and never wanted to kill anyone again. A look at Alec’s bloody body lying on the kitchen floor made her suddenly want to kill them all. A feeling of heat almost to the point of burning rose from Tess’s right hand to encompass her arm. Fire appeared around her hand along with a desire to harm those outside. Before she could act on the impulse, she heard a groan. 
 
    Alec’s feet twitched as his hands clutched at his bloody chest.  
 
    Tess rushed to his side, hope replacing the hot anger inside her. The fire surrounding her hand faded away as she knelt beside him. His blood-soaked t-shirt made it impossible to tell if his wounds were healing, but she took a gamble they were since he was wearing his grandmother’s ring. Returning to the two men, Tess grabbed their assault rifles and stripped the ammo belt off one of the bodies. She hurried back to Alec and began dragging him through the opening next to the cupboard and down the previously hidden stairs while he was still too weak to resist. 
 
    I only hope he’s regained enough strength to ride a four-wheeler by the time we get to the barn, she thought. Otherwise, we’ll be trapped there. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The gray-robed man glared at the house. Things were not going as Harrison had promised. 
 
    “Why must I work with fools?” he shouted at the man standing near him. “Must I do everything myself?” 
 
    Drawing energy into a ball he formed between his reptilian-skinned hands, the gray-robed man pushed outward, sending the spell straight toward the farmhouse. The ball of energy went through the front window and exploded in a flash of bright light. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Fire and debris shot out of every window on the bottom floor of the old house, but the walls held firm. The gray-robed man knew he’d overdone his spell, but he would never admit it to the sniveling human next to him. 
 
    “What are you waiting for?” Mr. Gray shouted. “Get in there and get me those rings. Find the old woman. Cut her hands off before she is able to self-heal.” 
 
    The colonel and two men in black uniforms rushed forward to obey. Before they were able to enter the house, the gray-robed man heard the roar of engines from the direction of the barn. Out came two four-wheelers heading toward the pasture gate in the direction of a large pond. Using his night vision, Mr. Gray watched the four-wheelers skirt around the pond and head down a trail leading toward a thick forest at the far end of the pasture. He sensed the presence of the Fire Ring coming from one of the riders. He scanned their path ahead, noticing a range of foothills beyond the forest leading to a tall mountain. 
 
    “Go after them, you idiots,” Mr. Gray shouted as he jumped into the passenger seat of the nearest SUV. 
 
    Men loaded into a couple of vehicles and roared through the yard toward the barn. Mr. Gray looked at the redheaded woman in the driver’s seat of his SUV. She started the engine and asked, “Do you want me to go after them, sir?” 
 
    The gray-robed man heard sirens in the distance, then noticed lights on in several of the houses on the street leading to the cul-de-sac. Groups of foolish humans were beginning to congregate in their manicured front lawns, staring and pointing toward the old farmhouse. 
 
    “No. Take me back to the safe house. The boy must have the Ring Defender now. Since I can still sense the Fire Ring, he must not know how to shield it. When the others get here with the asset, we’ll track the two down and finish this once and for all.” 
 
    The SUV pulled out of the gravel drive, and speeding through the subdivision, made it to the main highway just as a car with flashing blue lights rushed past. Looking out the back window, Mr. Gray noticed more flashing lights heading toward the subdivision. 
 
    The redheaded woman glanced in his direction. He pointed a long black fingernail at her. “You advised against a full assault? Is this what you expected?” 
 
    The redheaded woman turned a corner before replying. “Yes, sir. I believe two agents could’ve done the job without the mess. Sometimes too many people just get in the way.” 
 
    Mr. Gray pulled his hood back onto his shoulders, exposing his hairless, brown-reptilian skinned head. He noticed the woman glance out the corner of her eye, but her face remained expressionless. She’s got courage, he thought. “Overwhelming force has its merits,” he told the woman. “In this case though, I think perhaps you were right. What is your name again?” 
 
    “Cynthia,” said the woman. “It’s Captain Cynthia Jager.” 
 
    Mr. Gray hissed a laugh. “Not anymore. From now on it is Major Jager. I have a feeling once Mr. Black hears about the fiasco created by our dear Colonel Harrison, we are going to need a new leader for this operation. Do you think you can handle the job?” 
 
    The redheaded woman smiled. “You can bet on it, sir.” 
 
    “So, Major. What would you suggest we do now?” 
 
    The woman pulled the SUV to the side of the road and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “We’ve got two imps with us. Harrison and the others aren’t going to be able to keep up with those four-wheelers once they get in the woods. I’d send the imps to follow the boy and girl. They’ve tasted both of the kid’s blood. They can’t get away.” 
 
    Mr. Gray smiled, thinking, For once I’m not working with a fool. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 – The Cabin 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The ride through the pasture combined with the twisting, muddy path of the forest was something Alec would never forget. Most of his strength had returned by the time they’d gotten down the cellar’s steps, although he definitely hadn’t been at full strength. As a result, Tess had been able to force him down the tunnel leading to the barn despite him wanting to go back for his grandmother. By half-carrying, half-dragging him to the barn, talking all the while, Tess had convinced him not to throw his life away by trying to return to the house. By the time they’d climbed the ladder up into the barn itself, he’d come to his senses enough to know Tess was right. His grandmother was gone. The only thing they could do was try to get away and live to fight another day. At Tess’s urging, he’d mounted one of the four-wheelers with a pack on his back and an assault rifle strapped over his shoulder. 
 
    A large explosion from the house had been the impetus for them to start their four-wheelers. They’d sped off toward the pasture throwing mud from their tires high into the air. An SUV and a van full of men had come after them firing weapons out of every window. How he and Tess had made it to the forest without getting hit was beyond him. Once again, providence had come to their aid in that the four-wheeler paths he and Scott had cut into the forest over the years were large enough for their four-wheelers but too small for their pursuers’ massive vehicles. Within five minutes of leaving the barn, they’d left the men who’d attacked the farmhouse far behind. 
 
    Alec raised a hand and adjusted the night-vision goggles his grandmother had thoughtfully placed in his pack. He glanced behind him to make sure Tess was still there. They both had their lights off to avoid discovery, but even though Tess wasn’t wearing night-vision equipment, she somehow seemed able to traverse the winding forest path with no problem. 
 
    Well, she did tell Grandma and me that she’d been able to see in the dark the other night. I guess it must be working again. 
 
    The thought of Grandma created a stab of pain in his heart. Alec knew it was a pain that no mere ring could make go away. Although he wore gloves, he felt warmth in his right hand from his grandmother’s ring hidden beneath. 
 
    No, he corrected. It’s my ring now. Grandma’s gone. I’m just going to have to deal with it. Tess told me Grandma said to get to the cabin and wait for Scott. She said to get in touch with Aunt Mamie, that we’d need her notebook. 
 
    Alec thought of his aunt. He knew she would take the news of Grandma’s death hard. The two sisters had been closer than most. He supposed it was partly from sharing the secret of the ring but had a feeling it ran deeper than that. He dreaded having to be the one to tell his aunt her sister was dead. 
 
    A chill ran through Alec. We’re getting higher in the mountains. It won’t be long now. Maybe another hour at the most until we reach the cabin. He shivered. Assuming we don’t freeze to death first. 
 
    Relaxing his grip on the throttle, Alec let the four-wheeler coast to a stop in the middle of the trail. He had no desire to give away their position by having the brake lights come on. Once the bike came to a complete stop, he dismounted and leaned his assault rifle against his four-wheeler, then set his backpack on the cycle’s seat and began rifling inside. 
 
    “Why are we stopping?” said Tess. “I told you Grandma said to get to the cabin.” 
 
    Pulling a wool sweater out of his pack, Alec said, “Hey, maybe you’re warm with that leather jacket of yours, but this t-shirt isn’t hacking it. I need something a bit more substantial.” He pulled a padded jacket out of his pack and laid it on top of the sweater. Looking at Tess he said, “You’d best get something warmer as well. I know these mountains at this time of year. Hyperthermia will sneak up on you. That won’t do either one of use any good.” 
 
    Without waiting to see if Tess complied, Alec pulled off his night-vision goggles and bloodstained t-shirt and replaced the garment with the wool sweater and jacket. After putting the night-vision equipment back on, he held out the t-shirt and stared at the three holes in the chest. The thought that he’d had three matching holes in his own body caused him to involuntarily raise his hand to his chest. He felt no pain. Turning to Tess to make a comment about the ring’s healing ability, he just as quickly turned back around after he caught sight of a whole lot of bare skin. To his embarrassment, she was in the process of pulling off her shirt to put on a wool sweater of her own. 
 
    “You can look now,” Tess said almost sounding amused. “I’m all decent; dressed and everything.” 
 
    Glad the darkness hid his red face, Alec turned to look at his companion. She’d pulled her leather jacket over the wool sweater. The bulky clothing made her look frumpy, but he wisely kept his opinion to himself. Staying warm in the mountains was definitely more important than style. 
 
    “I’m guessing we’ve got about an hour until we reach the hunting cabin,” Alec said. “How are you doing on fuel?” 
 
    Tess looked down before replying, “I’ve got a quarter of a tank. Will that be enough?” 
 
    Alec nodded his head. “Plenty. Scott and I’ve made the trip loads of times on these four-wheelers over the years. I just wanted to make sure a stray bullet hadn’t hit your tank. We keep extra gas at the cabin, so we’ll fill them back up when we get there. The cabin’s accessible by jeep taking backroads, but it’s a good sixty miles of mountain trails to get there the back way. The four-wheelers are the best way we’ve found to go back and forth. It’s pretty much a straight shot for them.” 
 
    “Then I guess we need to get started,” said Tess as she slung her pack over her back. 
 
    “I guess,” Alec said. He slung his own pack over his shoulders before picking up his assault rifle. He checked to make sure the safety was on, then removed the magazine and looked inside. “You got any extra ammo? This one’s half-empty.” 
 
    Tess opened up a pouch on the belt around her waist, pulled out a magazine, and handed it to him. “There’s only two more besides this one, so go easy. I wish I’d grabbed the belt off the other guy, but uh, things were a little hectic at the time.” 
 
    Nodding his head to let her know he understood, Alec stuffed the extra magazine in the side pocket of his coat. “It’s just as well. We barely got out of the barn as it was. I saw two men heading our way when whatever that was exploded in the house. I don’t think we had any time to spare.” 
 
    As if silently agreeing not to mention the death of his grandmother, they started their engines and headed up the trail. Somewhere along the way, light rain changed to snow.  
 
    By the time they got to the cabin, it was just starting to get light as the morning sun peeked over the mountain top. They parked their four-wheelers under a lean-to, and Alec surveyed the cabin. The log building was a small two-room affair with an outside toilet. Rustic though it was, the structure did have running water from a well out back and a high-end generator for electricity. 
 
    As soon as they dismounted, the first thing Alec did was start the generator. Next, he showed Tess where the extra fuel for the four-wheelers was kept. Once they filled up the two vehicles, they went inside and turned on the lights. They looked at each other in white light for the first time since they’d left the farmhouse. Alec noticed that the front of Tess’s jacket was covered in blood. He forced himself not to think about the fact that at least some of it was his grandmother’s. Looking down at his pants, he saw blood stains covering them too. 
 
    “Maybe we should get cleaned up,” said Tess. “Is there a shower?” 
 
    The question brought Alec out of his temporary stupor. He pointed to a door at the rear of the cabin. “Yeah, a small one. There’s no hot water, but it’ll get the job done. The toilet’s out back if you need it.” He looked around. “Uh, if you want to get cleaned up first, I’ll get a fire started in the woodstove. I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty cold.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Tess grabbed a toilet kit out of her pack along with a pair of pants and headed for the shower. A few seconds after she closed the door, Alec heard a scream. 
 
    “Arrgh!” 
 
    Unable to control his laughter, he shouted, “I told you there wasn’t any hot water. Mountain water’s cold.” 
 
    By the time he had the woodstove going, Tess walked through the door drying her hair with a small towel. She smiled. “I figured the water would be cold, but that was like trying to shower in ice cubes.” 
 
    Alec forced a laugh. “City girls. You just can hang with us mountain boys, can you?” 
 
    “Laugh away,” said Tess grinning back at him as if sensing he was trying to keep from thinking about what had happened at the house. “Let’s see how tough you’re talking when you jump in that ice dispenser you call a shower.” 
 
    Alec tried not to laugh. In truth, he was dreading the next five minutes. He knew how cold the water was from using it in the past. Once he’d shut the door behind him, he heard Tess say, “And don’t forget to wash behind your ears. You don’t get any breakfast if you’re not clean.” 
 
    Breakfast was the last thing on Alec’s mind, but he knew they both needed to eat to keep their strength up. They had no idea what lay ahead of them, or even what they should do next. 
 
    Time enough to worry about that later, Alec thought as he removed his clothes. He dropped the bloodstained pants into the trash basket and the rest of his clothing on the sink. Turning on the shower, he braced for the inevitable. Here goes nothing. 
 
    “Argh! By all that’s holy that’s cold!” 
 
    Alec heard a loud laugh from the other side of the door. Thankfully, Tess kept any snide comments to herself. 
 
    Once his body was wet, Alec jumped out and lathered down before jumping back in to rinse off. He had to force himself to stand under the cold water long enough to get all the soap out of his hair. The moment he was satisfied all the suds were gone, he shut the water off, grabbed a towel, and began drying off as quickly as he could. Once he’d brushed his teeth, he put on the clean pair of jeans he’d found in his pack along with his wool sweater and coat. It wasn’t the most comfortable set of clothing he’d ever worn, but he knew his grandmother had chosen well. Wool stayed warm even when it got wet. 
 
    After he stepped back into the cabin’s common room, the smell of sausage drifted to his nostrils. Tess was stirring scrambled eggs in a pan over a propane camping stove. There were two empty foil packages on the table. 
 
    Tess glanced up, nodding approvingly. “You look a lot better. Now, how about getting us some plates and silverware? This freeze-dried stuff’s about done.” She sniffed the air. “It smells good. Maybe it’ll taste better than it looks.” 
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up,” Alec said having survived on freeze-dried food for days on end during hunting trips. 
 
    Walking to a storage box at the opposite side of the small room, Alec opened the lid and removed two plates and forks. Once he set the table, they ate quietly. They remained quiet long after the food was gone.  
 
    Tess was the one to finally break the silence. “I’m sorry about Grandma. I only knew her for a short time, but I really liked her.” 
 
    “She liked you too,” Alec said looking at Tess. “I’m sorry about your dad too.” He glanced down at his right hand before saying, “We’ve both lost a lot because of these stupid rings.” 
 
    Tess nodded. “Yes, we have. One thing the attack this morning proves is that Dad didn’t die in any accident. I know he was trying to keep the promise he’d made to me. He must’ve come home to cook supper and got jumped.” 
 
    She sniffed, but Alec didn’t see any tears in her eyes. 
 
    “I think he was trying to do right by me,” she continued. “They didn’t give him a chance.” 
 
    Alec stared at Tess, expecting her to break down. She didn’t. What he did see was minute flashes of yellow in her eyes mingled with their normal gold color. 
 
    “I swear they’re going to pay,” she said in an icy tone that made Alec cringe. “Whoever they are, I’m going to make them pay.” 
 
    Alec thought the room was getting noticeably warmer, so looked at the woodstove. He’d left the door open halfway and could see a nice bed of coals inside, but it wasn’t enough to account for the sudden warmth. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Alec asked. 
 
    Tess looked at him, frowning. “What do you mean what am I doing? I’m just talking.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Alec pointed at Tess’s right hand. “You’re doing more than talking. Look at your ring.” 
 
    “My ring?” said Tess as she looked down. 
 
    The yellow gem on the ring was glowing brighter than usual. Alec thought he could see small flashes of blue in the gemstone. 
 
    “Are you saying you can see my ring?” asked Tess. 
 
    “Oh, I can see it,” Alec replied. “I’m not sure why. Maybe because I’m wearing the other ring. That doesn’t explain it completely though, because Grandma couldn’t see your ring, so…” He held up his right hand. “Uh, can you see mine?” 
 
    “Dimly. I couldn’t see it before we started eating, but I can see it now.” 
 
    Alec drummed his fingers on the table a couple of times. “We need Aunt Mamie’s notebook. We’re operating in the blind. Everything’s moving way too fast. We need to get up with my aunt.” 
 
    “Agreed, but I told you Grandma said to stay here until Scott contacted us.” Tess glanced at the woodstove and then back at Alex. “Uh, why don’t you call Scott and see what’s happening?” 
 
    Reaching for his back pocket, Alec already knew what he’d find; nothing. He looked at Tess. “I can’t. My cellphone’s back on my nightstand. So are my billfold and keys, for that matter.” 
 
    Pulling out her cellphone, Tess glanced at the display. “I’m at seventy percent. What’s Scott’s number? I’ll give him a call.” 
 
    “Uh,” Alec said growing warm in the face. 
 
    “He’s your best friend. Are you trying to tell me you don’t know his number?” 
 
    “I know it. I just don’t remember it. Heck, I’ve got him on speed dial. Why would I need to memorize it?” 
 
    “Well, that sucks,” said Tess. “Then I guess we’re stuck here until old Scotty comes looking for us. There’s a week’s worth of food. Hopefully, we won’t need it.” 
 
    “I can pretty much guarantee you that I’m not going to stay stuck here for a week. They murdered Grandma. We’ve got to talk to the police.” 
 
    “What we’ve got to do is wait for Scott,” said Tess, her voice more than a little harsh. “We’ve got no idea what we’re up against. Whoever came after us is well-financed. Their gear wasn’t cheap. Plus, how’d they find us in the first place? If we try to go to the police before we know what’s going on, we might be walking into a trap.” 
 
    Although he knew everything she was saying was probably right, Alec refused to admit it. He wasn’t one of those people who didn’t mind sitting around doing nothing. Action, any action, was preferable to watching paint peel off the walls until something happened. 
 
    Tess turned in her seat to stare at the woodstove again. She studied it for several seconds before speaking. “Mrs. Walker, err, your aunt, told me I needed to practice. She implied that I’d learn more of the ring’s capabilities as I practiced. I used night vision during the attack and most of the ride here. Maybe that’s why I can see your ring now.” 
 
    Alec shrugged. He hated to shoot her theory down, but their lives were on the line. They had to be honest with each other. “Maybe, but I think there’s more to it than that.” He pointed at her eyes and then at her ring. “When you get emotional, your eyes flash yellow. They were flashing when I first noticed your ring. Maybe practice is a part of it. Maybe it makes the connection to your ring stronger. On the other hand, I also think your emotions have a lot to do with it.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    Alec gave a tight-lipped grin. “I guess I’m saying I’d hate to be around you when you get really pissed. I’ve got a feeling the connection to your ring might go nuclear. It’s hard telling what might happen.” 
 
    “I’ve been peeved before and nothing’s ever happened,” said Tess. 
 
    Alec glanced at his own ring. “Maybe so, but like I said, I think the connection to your ring is getting stronger. I think it’s easier for my ring to sense yours as the connection to your ring increases. I think that’s why I see it now.” 
 
    “I see your ring as well,” said Tess. “Your ring’s translucent, but I can still see it. You haven’t been practicing.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” Alec admitted. “I don’t even know how. That’s all the more reason we need my aunt’s notebook.” He drummed his fingers on the table again. “Show me how you practice.” 
 
    “Uh, now?” Tess asked turning away from the woodstove to look at him. 
 
    “Why not? We’ve got nothing else to do.” 
 
    Tess glanced down before looking him in the eyes. “I’m not sure I can. Mrs. Walker had her notebook when she had me practice. I used an image of the fire pentagram as a focal point. I don’t have that drawing with me.” 
 
    “Do you remember what it looked like? The drawing I mean?” 
 
    Tess shrugged her shoulders before looking away to stare at the woodstove again for several seconds. Finally, she nodded her head. “I’ve got an image in my mind. Whether it’s exactly the same or not is debatable. I’m smart, but I don’t exactly have a photographic memory.” 
 
    “Well, it’s all we’ve got at the moment,” Alec said. He looked around, spotting a candle on a shelf near the box with the eating utensils. “You said Aunt Mamie had you light a candle. Try lighting that one.” 
 
    “She had a lit candle nearby when I did it.” 
 
    Alec glanced around the room seeing no other candles. He vaguely remembered taking the last one out of its package during his and Scott’s previous hunting trip and placing it on the shelf. “Uh, you’ve got fire in the woodstove. Try using that. I mean, all you need to do is light one little candle, right?” 
 
    Tess looked at the candle before turning to frown at him. “If you think it’s so simple, why don’t you try it?” 
 
    Grinning, Alec spread his hands. “Hey, I’ve only got the Ring Defender. You’re the one with the Fire Ring.” He laughed trying to lighten the mood. “Each to their own is what I always say.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, if we find out your practice consists of having someone shoot you, I volunteer to be your practice buddy.” 
 
    The smile left Alec’s face. He wasn’t sure whether Tess was serious or not, but he did notice flashes of yellow appear in her eyes again. 
 
    “Uh, I tell you what,” Alec said. “Why don’t we just concentrate on your training for the time being? I think I’d prefer to wait until Aunt Mamie gives us a copy of her notebook before we start experimenting with mine.” 
 
    Tess smiled before patting the assault rifle leaning against the table next to her chair. “Your loss, but if you change your mind, just let me know.” When Alec remained quiet, Tess smiled again. “Relax. I was just joking.” 
 
    “Uh, I knew that.” 
 
    Turning back to the shelf, Tess stared at the candle. 
 
    Alec remained quiet not wanting to distract her. He wasn’t sure what he hoped to accomplish by insisting she practice, but with time on their hands, he figured it couldn’t hurt. 
 
    A drop of liquid ran into Alec’s eye. He reached up and wiped his forehead. The ring on his hand began tingling and growing warm. Looking down, he noticed flashes of yellow deep within the blue gem. He sensed more than saw a line of energy between his ring and Tess’s. As the line of energy became stronger, he sensed a buildup of energy in her ring. The energy in her Fire Ring reached out toward the woodstove before moving in the direction of the shelf. A stream of flame a foot in diameter shot out from the stove and struck the shelf, catching the wall on fire. 
 
    “What the—” Alec yelled as the fire continued to come out of the stove, licking the shelf and everything around it. “Stop it, Tess! You’re going to burn the place down!” 
 
    “I’m trying,” said Tess as she stood wide-eyed, staring at the burning wall. 
 
    Alec barely noticed the strain on her face as he grabbed a fire extinguisher next to the wood stove. The flames had stopped coming out of the stove, but the damage had been done. The shelf and half of the wall were engulfed in fire. He directed a stream of foam from the extinguisher at the wall. Even as he did, he knew the extinguisher was too small to control the flames. Within seconds, the foam stopped coming out of the extinguisher. The fire began creeping up the wall, onto the ceiling.  
 
    Throwing the useless extinguisher to the side, Alec started stuffing gear into his backpack. “We’ve got to get out of here,” he shouted. 
 
    Looking to his right, he noticed Tess standing stiff-backed in concentration on the fire. The furrows on her brow stood out. Her hands were balled into fists. He rushed to her side, pulling her toward the front door. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out!” he yelled again. 
 
    Tess shook free of his hold and took a step back toward the burning wall, then raised her right hand. Alec saw the yellow gem of her ring shining brighter than he’d ever seen it. What he saw was more than a visible brightness. Through his own ring he sensed the glow of Tess’s ring surrounding her before reaching out towards the wall. The energy from her ring seemed to merge with the fire, drawing it away from the wall and ceiling and back into the ring itself. Within seconds the fire was out. Only smoke and charred wood remained to give evidence it had ever been there. 
 
    Coughing, Alec grabbed hold of Tess’s shoulders and dragged her towards the door. She didn’t struggle against him. Once they were outside, he took several deep breaths of fresh air, coughing the whole time. He felt a warmth from his ring reach inside his chest and ease the irritation from the smoke. After his breathing was semi back to normal, he looked at Tess. It came to him that she hadn’t coughed even once. 
 
    Tess turned away from the house to look at him, gave a tired smile, then shrugged her shoulders. “I’m guessing that’s enough practice for today.” 
 
    Alec stared at her for several seconds, then gave a strained laugh. “I’m guessing you’re right. Remind me never to go visit an oil refinery with you.” 
 
    Tess’s eyes sparkled, flashing bits of yellow. She laughed. “Consider yourself reminded.” 
 
    Whether from pent-up energy or some other reason, they stood in the cold for a good two minutes laughing. Whenever one calmed down enough to stop laughing, the other would say something that started the cycle again. Finally, a cold breeze driving bits of loose snow in their faces put an end to the laughing spell. They both looked back at the cabin. No sign of the fire was visible from the outside. 
 
    Gesturing toward the cabin door, Alec said, “I suppose we’d better go clean the place up. We’re probably going to have to sleep there tonight.” 
 
    Tess nodded, growing serious. “I guess you’re right. Hard telling when Scott will get here.” She gave Alec a wink. “I’ll tell you what. Next time, you can be the one to practice.” 
 
    Remembering the foot-wide stream of fire coming out of the wood stove’s door, Alec wasn’t sure he ever wanted to practice with either of their rings again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 – Bad News 
 
    __________________________ 
 
    It was late afternoon before Scott arrived in a mud-splattered jeep. The small bit of snow that fell the night before had melted during the day, leaving behind a muddy mess. Pulling next to the cabin, Scott exited his vehicle.  
 
    Tess thought she noticed him avoiding their gaze. The big jock seemed to especially avoid looking at Alec. 
 
    “So, what’s the news?” asked Alec cutting right to the chase. 
 
    “Uh, I tried calling,” said Scott. “You never answered.” 
 
    “My phone’s back at the house,” said Alec shrugging. “You know me. Now, what’s the news?” 
 
    “Well, for starters, old buddy, there are cops everywhere,” said Scott. “Even the FBI showed up. They’ve got yellow crime-scene ribbon all over the place.” He glanced down before looking back up. “I saw them bring Grandma out. I’m really sorry. The whole town’s talking about what happened. I’m sorry to say there are rumors that she was involved in some kind of drug smuggling operation. Some of the locals are speculating that a cartel made a hit.” He glanced down at the ground again, moving a small stick to the side with the toe of his boot. Looking up he said, “So, what really happened?” 
 
    Tess saw Alec look at her. His question was obvious. She nodded her head. “We’ve got to trust somebody,” she told him. “Scott’s your friend. If you think we should tell him, I’m not going to stand in your way.” 
 
    The story of the rings came out over the next ten minutes. Alec and she knew little enough as it was. Between interruptions as the big jock asked questions, they told him what they could. A trip inside the cabin to show Alec’s friend the charred results of their practice attempt that morning convinced him more than anything that they were telling the truth. 
 
    “When Dad and I heard the shots last night,” said Scott, “we went outside to see what was going on. Before we knew it, someone was shooting at us. By the time Dad and I were able to go back in our house and get guns of our own, it was all over. Everyone was gone. We went inside your house. It was a mess. We found your grandma. She was… Uh, Dad tried CPR, but it was too late. We found several blood spots on the stairs and in the kitchen but no bodies. We tried to find you. I checked the barn. I knew you got away when I saw the four-wheelers were gone.” 
 
    “Did you tell the police where we were?” asked Alec. 
 
    Tess thought the answer should’ve been obvious. 
 
    Scott took the time to reply to his friend. Shaking his head, the big jock said, “No. I was interrogated for hours but just told them what I saw. They asked about the four-wheelers, of course, so I had to tell them we used them to go hunting. I told them we had lots of places in the mountains we used. I think they’d still be questioning me, but Dad got pissed and called our lawyer. Mr. Jacobs finally got us released.” 
 
    “I’m still surprised they let you go,” Tess said. “I’d at least think they’d try to follow you.” 
 
    Scott smiled. “Oh, they tried. Unfortunately for them, they weren’t in four-wheel drive jeeps. I think their car got stuck in the mud about twenty miles back. If I’m in a good mood on the way out, I’ll stop and give them a tow.” 
 
    For some reason, Tess got the distinct impression Scott wasn’t telling them everything. “What are you leaving out?” she asked point-blank, never much for subtleties. 
 
    Scott’s eyes turned shiny. He locked eyes with Tess before turning to Alec. “There is more. I’ve been kinda dreading telling you this part. There was a fire at the library last night. The building was destroyed. They, uh… I’m sorry, but they found several bodies inside. They hadn’t released the names before I left to come here, but I saw your aunt’s sedan in the library parking lot when we drove back from the police station. Dad went to her apartment to check on her, but she wasn’t there. A whole lot of police were. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    Placing her hand on Alec’s shoulder, Tess said, “Alec, I…” She stopped grasping for something to say, knowing nothing would help. 
 
    “Aunt Mamie?” whispered Alec. “Why her? Grandma and Tess had the rings. Why Aunt Mamie?” 
 
    The answer was obvious to Tess. “The notebook. Your aunt was making a copy of her notebook for us. Whoever attacked the farmhouse must’ve gone to the library as well. They’ve probably got the notebook now. In all likelihood, they started the fire to destroy any extra copies that might have been there.” 
 
    Shaking free of her hand, Alec walked over to the jeep and placed his head in his arms on the hood. Tess heard no sound, but she saw his shoulders shaking. The sight tore at her heart. She looked at Scott who shrugged, looking as helpless as she felt. 
 
    He’s got no more idea what to say or do than me, she thought. 
 
    After a few seconds, Tess walked next to Alec and wrapped an arm around his shoulder. A moment later, Scott’s big arm joined hers from the other side. The three of them stood that way until Alec’s shoulders stopped shaking. 
 
    Raising his head, Alec looked at the tall pines surrounding the cabin. “Then it’s hopeless. Whoever killed Grandma and Aunt Mamie has the notebook. The only thing for us to do now is go to the police and turn over these rings. What else can we do?” 
 
    A fiery heat rose in Tess from the pit of her stomach, and it wasn’t from her ring. “I’m not going to turn over on my belly and give up. They murdered Dad. They’re going to pay. I swear it.” 
 
    “I didn’t say give up,” said Alec. “What are we supposed to do? We’re still in high school. It’s not like we have the resources to track down whoever did this on our own. We need to go to the police.” 
 
    “Uh…” said Scott, his face turning pink. 
 
    “What?” snapped Alec. 
 
    Scott stared at both of them in turn before answering. “My dad said you might want to wait a couple of days before turning yourselves in. He’s trying to get some lawyers lined up for you.” 
 
    “What do you mean by turn ourselves in?” said Alec sounding suspicious. “We’re just going to the police to tell them what we know. They’ll question us, sure, just like they did you, but I hardly think we need a lawyer.” 
 
    Tess shook her head. Scott had hinted his friend could be a little on the naïve side at times. “We left the scene of a murder and haven’t been seen since. The police probably consider us suspects in the death of your grandmother.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” said Alec. “We’re talking about Grandma. I loved her!” 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Tess said. “I think we should let Scott’s dad get his team of lawyers assembled before turning ourselves over for questioning. It might be weeks or months before we see the light of day once the police get their hands on us. At a minimum, they’ll take our rings from us. I doubt we’ll ever see them again.” 
 
    “They can have them for all I care,” said Alec staring at his right hand. “All this ring has done for my family is cause a lot of grief.” 
 
    Tess looked at her own hand, knowing he was right. What’s this ring ever done for me? she thought. Mom and Dad were killed because of it. I’ll probably be next. Maybe the best thing to do is to let the police have it and be done with it once and for all. 
 
    An image of her dad as he lay on the cold metal table at the hospital’s morgue rose in Tess’s mind. It was followed by a memory of her mom shoving the ring onto her finger before telling her never to take it off. 
 
    “This is my ring,” Tess said. “My mother gave it to me. She gave it to me for a reason. I don’t know what the reason is, but I swear I’m going to find out.” She looked at Alec. “I’m going to do it with or without your help. If you want to go to the police, then go, but I’m going to find out who killed my parents, and I’m going to make them sorry they were ever born.” Tess glared at both Alec and Scott, daring either of them to contradict her. 
 
    “Uh,” said Alec turning to Scott. “I suppose it will be all right to wait for your dad to get those lawyers. We’ll spend the night here and then head down to the cave above Chimney Falls tomorrow. You can let us know what your dad’s found out when we get there.” 
 
    Scott nodded. “All right, if you say so. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.” He glanced up at the sky. “In the meantime, I’ve got to get a move on. I don’t want to be on the trail after it gets dark. It’s scary enough driving through the mountains on that dirt road during the day.” 
 
    “Understood,” said Alec. “How about helping us get the supplies out of the jeep and into the cabin? You can be on your way as soon as we’re finished.” 
 
    Alec reached out and placed a hand on Scott’s shoulder. “You’re a good friend. You have been ever since I got to Covington. Thanks.” 
 
    Slightly red, Scott said, “Hey, that’s what friends are for, right?” 
 
    Tess saw the big jock look at her. “Take care of Alec for me,” he said giving her a wink. “I’ve always been the brains of the outfit. He’s practically helpless without me.” 
 
    Alec snorted as Scott broke out laughing, then he began laughing too. Before long Tess found herself joining in. She let out all her emotions in the laugh. She had a sudden feeling it might be a long time before she ever laughed that way again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 – The Asset 
 
    _________________ 
 
    The pickup with the goose-necked trailer pulled up outside the house just as the sun began to set behind the distant mountain range. Once the truck’s engine shutoff, a man in a black robe got out. He glanced around before looking at the gray-robed man standing nearby with two heavily-armed guards at his side. 
 
    “Mr. Gray,” said the black-robed man. “I’m disappointed. Last night was a fiasco. I expected better from you.” 
 
    The gray-robed man spread his hands. “My dear Mr. Black, after two hundred years on this world, you should know nothing’s ever easy. At least we have the old woman’s notebook.” Mr. Gray smiled. “It’s too bad our operatives were forced to kill her. The old woman uncovered some interesting things even we didn’t know. She might have been useful.” 
 
    The black-robed man pursed his lips. “Her notebook will be enough. Ms. Red has the general location of the Fire Ring. Given time, she will pinpoint its exact location.” 
 
    “I’ve no doubt she could do so given enough time,” agreed Mr. Gray. “Fortunately, that won’t be necessary. The girl has been using her ring. Her connection to the ring is growing stronger by the hour. We now know her exact location.” 
 
    The pickup’s passenger door opened. Out stepped Ms. Red, her hood flying back to reveal her long green hair. “You do? How? Even my scrying spells haven’t been able to determine her position within ten miles.” 
 
    Mr. Gray smiled. “You have never embraced this world’s technology, Ms. Red. You should learn to use it to supplement your spells. As it so happens, our operatives placed a tracker on the neighbor’s jeep.” The gray-robed man’s smile grew wider. “Actually, I had them place trackers on the vehicles at every house in the neighborhood. The boy’s friend drove to the location of the ring bearers this afternoon. One of our drones followed him. We’ve located the boy and girl in a cabin up in the mountains. Two of our imps are there even now keeping an eye on them.” 
 
    The red-robed woman looked back at the trailer and then up in the sky. “It will be dark soon. When are we going to go get the rings?” 
 
    Mr. Gray glanced at a watch on his left wrist, then looked back to address the black-robed man seemingly ignoring the green-haired woman. “We can launch an assault anytime you want. Colonel Harrison has a helicopter standing by. We can have a team at the cabin in thirty minutes. Do you want me to accompany them?” 
 
    The red-robed woman snarled, baring her fangs. “I should be the one to go. I have been cooped up in this conveyance for three days. I need fresh blood.” 
 
    “And that, Ms. Red,” said the black-robed man, “is precisely why you will be staying here. You have a tendency to let your hunger get in the way of performing your missions. Mr. Gray will lead the assault.” 
 
    “What about you?” asked Mr. Gray. “Will you be accompanying the asset?” 
 
    “No,” said Mr. Black. “Our adversaries press us in other places. I have spent too long on this part of the planet as it is. I am needed elsewhere.” 
 
    The gray-robed man frowned. 
 
    “You disapprove?” asked the black-robed man. 
 
    Mr. Gray shrugged. “I was merely thinking that one of us must accompany the asset back to home base. Only a color can control it. I am scheduled to be overseas in two days’ time.” 
 
    “As you shall be,” said Mr. Black. “Our dear Ms. Red will take the asset back to base.” 
 
    The gray-robed man snorted, not bothering to even look at the red-robed woman. “She doesn’t even know how to drive.” 
 
    The black-robed man’s face grew red. “Then send an operative with her to drive. Do not bother me with details.” 
 
    Apparently nonplussed, Mr. Gray said, “Unfortunately, Ms. Red sucked every drop of blood from the last man that was alone with her. Most of our operatives know that.” 
 
    “Then have Colonel Harrison assign two operatives,” said Mr. Black turning to the woman in red. “I want you to leave the drivers alone. You will ride in the trailer with the asset. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
    The red-robed woman smiled showing her long fangs. “I hear you, Mr. Black.” 
 
    The black-robed man stared at the woman.  
 
    Slowly her smile faded until her long fangs receded out of sight. 
 
    “Do not push me, Ms. Red. You are a valuable addition to our team, but you are far from indispensable. Now, do I make myself clear?” 
 
    “I understand you perfectly,” said the woman. “Naturally, I shall do as you say. The Council placed you in charge.” 
 
    “Yes,” said the black-robed man. “I am in charge. It would be best if you remembered that in the future.” He turned his gaze back on Mr. Gray. “What about our dear colonel? Are you leaving him in charge after last night?” 
 
    Mr. Gray gave a tight-lipped smile. The points of his razor-like teeth barely protruded past his lips. “For now. He’ll be going on the helicopter with me to recover the rings. If he fails us again, I have an alternate leader in mind.” 
 
    “Then I’ll leave that up to you,” said Mr. Black. “Don’t disappoint me again.” 
 
    The gray-robed man nodded. “Oh, I won’t, Mr. Black. The rings will be ours before the night is over.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 – Something This Way Comes 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The last rays of the sun disappeared from the tops of the trees. Alec sat on the log bench near the left of the cabin’s door. Tess sat next to him snuggling close against his side for warmth. She shivered. The air was already growing cold with the setting of the sun. 
 
    “Do you want to go back inside?” Alec asked. “It’s bound to be a lot warmer inside than it is out here. It’s actually colder than I would’ve thought.” 
 
    With a shake of her head, Tess snuggled even closer.  
 
    Alec instinctively wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “I like it just fine here,” said Tess. “It smells like smoke in there. I know we’ve got to go in eventually to sleep, but I’m content sitting out here for now. Besides, the scenery’s peaceful. I’ve got a lot to think about.” 
 
    Pointing to the sky with his free hand, Alec traced a shooting star just visible in the evening sky. “Make a wish.” He noticed Tess close her eyes. He went ahead and made a wish of his own for good measure. 
 
    Once Tess opened her eyes, she remained silent for several seconds. When she turned away from the sky to look at him, Alec thought he saw flashes of soft yellow. The flashes were nothing like the angry color he’d seen earlier that morning when the fire had gotten out of control. 
 
    “What’d you wish for?” asked Tess beating him to the punch. 
 
    Gazing into her golden eyes, Alec felt as if his soul was getting lost in their depths. He decided not to fight the feeling and continued delving deep into her eyes for several seconds before replying. “I wished that last night was all a dream. I also wished this moment sitting here with you, with everything being so peaceful, that it could last forever.” 
 
    Tess’s eyes became shiny. She turned and stared at the darkening night sky for several seconds. 
 
    “What about you?” Alec asked trying to take her mind off the troubles that undoubtedly lay ahead of them. 
 
    After a couple of seconds, Tess turned to look at him. “You know, it’s funny. A week ago, the biggest thing on my mind was getting a good grade in Mr. Jenkins’s class. Then I met you, and things changed all of a sudden.” 
 
    “I didn’t change them,” Alec said growing a little defensive. “It was the rings.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Tess reached out and touched his cheek with her left hand. “That’s not the change I was talking about.” 
 
    Eyes growing even shinier, Tess began caressing his cheek. Alec noticed the yellow flashes in her eyes grow brighter. The flashes remained soft, but they were definitely brighter. 
 
    “When I saw you get shot last night,” she said, “I…” She stopped speaking, dropped her hand, and looked away. 
 
    Cupping Tess’s chin with his free hand, Alec gently turned her head to look at him. “I’m all right. The ring healed me.” 
 
    “This time,” said Tess. “I… You asked what my wish was. I wished for you to be safe. I’ve lost everyone I’ve ever cared about. I don’t want to lose you too.” 
 
    “You won’t,” Alec promised trying to sound confident. “Look, I don’t know what’s ahead of us, but one thing I know for sure, whatever happens, wherever these crazy rings of ours take us, we’re going to be together. Our rings are connected.” He smiled. “Face it; you’re stuck with me. You might as well get used to having me around.” 
 
    “I want your promise that you’ll be careful,” said Tess drawing so close their lips almost but not quite touched. 
 
    “I promise,” Alec whispered as he closed the remaining distance between them. 
 
    Their kiss was gentle at first, growing more heated with each passing second. Tess pulled him close as he wrapped both arms around her back and squeezed her tightly to his chest. 
 
    Alec felt a warmth in his right hand flowing up his arm and throughout his entire body. He sensed a corresponding warmth in Tess’s ring do the same. The link that he’d sensed earlier connecting the two rings became stronger. As the connection grew, Alec felt his senses expanding. He sensed the world around him—a rabbit in the brush on the other side of the four-wheelers; a bear asleep in its den halfway down the mountain; a deer in a clearing near a mountain stream. He sensed something else, something far more sinister. The something was quite a distance away, but it was heading in their direction. Whatever it was, Alec felt sure it was something out of his worst nightmare. His heightened senses told him that whatever was coming was evil incarnate. 
 
    Pulling away from Tess, Alec stared into her eyes. The soft yellow color was beginning to fade even as he watched, and his sense of the world around him was fading as well. The sensation of the rabbit, bear, and deer disappeared altogether, but the nightmare something he’d sensed was still vividly clear. Whatever the creature was, Alec knew with a certainty that it was still heading in their direction and closing the distance fast. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked Tess. “What is it?” 
 
    “Something’s coming,” Alec said unsure how to explain what he sensed. He looked in the direction of the something, seeing nothing in the dark sky, and pointed in the direction he knew the creature was coming from. 
 
    Standing and looking where he pointed, Tess said, “What? I don’t see anything?” 
 
    Alec strained to see in the night. It had grown too dark. He thought of the night-vision goggles in his pack inside the cabin but had a feeling he didn’t have time to go get them. Before he could decide what to do, a strange noise in the sky broke the silence of the night. 
 
    Whop, whop, whop. 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Alec asked. 
 
    Tess nodded, staring into the blackness of the night in the direction of the sound. Alec saw her eyes flash yellow. 
 
    “I see it,” said Tess. “It’s a helicopter. Its lights are out, but I can tell it’s heading straight for our cabin.” Turning her gaze overhead, she said, “I see something else circling high above us. I think it’s a drone of some kind. I can barely see it.” 
 
    “Then we’re busted,” Alec said regretting they hadn’t moved to a new location as soon as Scott left. 
 
    “Do you think it’s the police?” asked Tess. “Or maybe the FBI?” 
 
    Alec shook his head. The connection he’d felt earlier with Tess was fading as had most of the yellow in her eyes. He wasn’t sure why the color in her eyes came and went but didn’t have time to figure it out now. He tried reaching out with his mind, but with the fading connection to Tess, he’d lost his ability to sense his surroundings. That is, he’d lost the sense of everything except for the nightmare creature. The sense of approaching evil was stronger than ever. He pointed to the east, in the direction of the something. 
 
    “Do you see anything there? Up in the sky? Maybe three or four miles away?” 
 
    Tess looked in the indicated direction, scanning low at first, then working her way higher. She stopped scanning and stared at one particular spot for several heartbeats. “I see a couple of what might be large bats, but they’re only a couple of hundred yards away. Is that what you’re talking about?” 
 
    Alec shook his head. “It’s too cold up here for bats. Doesn’t matter. What I’m sensing is about three miles away now.” 
 
    Tess looked again. Her eyes grew wide. “Oh, God,” she cried showing fear for the first time Alec could remember. “We’ve got to go. We’ve got to go now!” Even before the words were out of her mouth, Tess was bolting for the cabin door.  
 
    Alec ran inside and grabbed his pack and one of the assault rifles. “Could you tell what it was?” he asked following Tess back out the door. 
 
    Running toward the four-wheelers, Tess hopped on one and started the engine as she shoved a helmet on her head. Alec started to get on the second four-wheeler. 
 
    “No!” snapped Tess making the word sound like a command. “Get behind me. I can see in the dark, you can’t. You’d just slow us down or give away our position with your headlight.” 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “Do it,” ordered Tess. She pointed at his assault rifle. “If that thing catches up with us, you can shoot while I’m driving.” 
 
    Not sure what that thing was but knowing he didn’t want it to catch up with them, Alec made no further attempts at arguing. He jumped onto the back of Tess’s four-wheeler. He barely had time to get an arm around her before the engine roared, lifting the front wheels off the ground as the vehicle took off down the dirt trail, into the nearly pitch-black night. 
 
    Alec remembered he hadn’t grabbed the helmet or goggles that had been hanging on the handlebars of the other four-wheeler. Tossing thoughts of the helmet aside, he held on for dear life as Tess drove full speed down the twisting dirt trail. To make matters worse, she was doing it in the dark with only a few stars to illuminate their way. Although he had no doubt she could see, the knowledge made the ride no less terrifying. 
 
    Whop, whop, whop. 
 
    A stream of red tracers reached out from the sky in their direction. Tess shifted to the left side of the trail as geysers of mud flew into the air a couple of feet to the right side of the four-wheeler. The tracer rounds were so close Alec thought he could’ve reached out and touched them. The tracers stopped as the helicopter passed overhead at tree-top level. 
 
    “You’ve got a gun,” yelled Tess over her shoulder sounding more angry than scared. “Try using it next time.” 
 
    Too embarrassed to say anything in his defense, Alec positioned the assault rifle in his free hand and made sure the safety was off. He heard the helicopter turning around for what was obviously going to be another strafing run. 
 
    “We’re sitting ducks on the trail,” yelled Tess. “We’ve got to get into those trees and use them for cover.” 
 
    Hitting the brake, Tess slowed enough to traverse the ditch on the side of the trail without flipping the four-wheeler. Alec’s spine took a bruising, but he was able to hang on. The bright red of the brake light momentarily illuminated their surroundings, allowing Alec to see what seemed like an animal trail weaving between the trees. Tess slipped the four-wheeler between two trees, ducking branches as she went. One branch glanced off her helmet and lashed across his face, leaving a line of white-hot fire. He instinctively raised a hand to his face just as Tess twisted the four-wheeler to avoid another tree. The maneuver caught him by surprise. At the same moment, something slammed into Alec’s head. He had a vision of short, leathery wings as he fell off the back of the four-wheeler and tumbled until he came to a halt against the trunk of a large tree. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    An explosion of pain in his left shoulder told Alec he’d just broken his collar bone. He saw the red brake lights of the four-wheeler come on again, then realized he’d managed to hold onto the assault rifle. 
 
    Whop, whop, whop. 
 
    They’re going to see her, Alec thought. Fear for Tess passed over him. “Jump off!” he yelled.  
 
    He raised his rifle one-handed in the direction of the helicopter, but a hissing sound and the flapping of wings caused him to turn. He had a split-second impression of a foot-high creature with purple skin, leathery wings, red-flamed eyes, and razor-sharp fangs flying straight at his face. 
 
    “Your blood is mine,” hissed the creature, clawed hands outstretched. “Die! Die now!” 
 
    Dodging to the side, Alec made a wild swing with his rifle, catching the nightmarish creature’s left wing and knocking the miniature demon to the ground. The word ‘imp’ popped into his mind, seeming to come from his ring more than from his own thoughts. 
 
    Hissing and snapping its razor-like teeth, the imp flapped its wings and launched itself into the air heading straight for Alec’s face again. Hate like he’d never felt before flooded his emotions along with a bone-chilling cold. Making a desperate attempt to bring his assault rifle to bear, Alec pulled the trigger and caught the imp in the chest with a burst of rounds. The demon was blown back spewing black goo in the air before hitting the ground. The creature’s legs twitched a few times and then grew still. 
 
    Twisting back in the direction of the helicopter, Alec tried to bring his weapon to bear but was a heartbeat too late. A stream of tracers came out of the sky, arcing toward the now stationary four-wheeler. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The four-wheeler exploded, sending a blast of fire into the treetops. 
 
    “No!” Alec yelled struggling to his feet as a wave of fear and anger threatened to overcome him.  
 
    Warmth from his ring traveled throughout his entire body. He let it; no, he begged the warmth to come. The sensation of his surroundings once again became vivid in his mind but clearer than it had been earlier. He knew exactly where the helicopter was. He knew exactly where it was going to be in three seconds. He fired his assault rifle at that futuristic point, holding the trigger down until the weapon fired no more. The helicopter flew past, wobbling as smoke and fire erupted from its engine compartment. 
 
    Rushing toward the burning wreckage of the four-wheeler, Alec tripped over a log and hit the ground hard. A white-flash of agony from his collar bone told him the ring’s healing ability hadn’t yet taken full effect. He kicked back at the log trying to untangle his feet. Instead of hitting hard wood, he felt something soft. Looking back, he saw a pair of legs in blue jeans. 
 
    “Tess!” Alec said crawling next to her.  
 
    Her head was lodged against the base of a large tree. From the flames of the burning four-wheeler a dozen yards away, he saw that her helmet was cracked in multiple places. He heard a moan. 
 
    She’s alive, he thought, relief flooding through him. She must’ve jumped off before the rounds hit. 
 
    Before he could try to help her, Alec heard a loud crash followed by an explosion. 
 
    The helicopter, he thought. Serves them right. I hope they’re all dead. 
 
    A cry of rage resembling a cross between a scream and a roar echoed in the night air. It was accompanied by a wave of evil that sent shivers running through Alec’s body. An unnatural chill filled the air. 
 
    Oh, God! It’s here. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 – Demon 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    Alec didn’t waste time panicking. Using the newfound ability of his ring, he reached out to sense the location of the creature. It was close; too close. Removing the empty magazine from the assault rifle, Alec took out the full one he’d stuffed in his coat pocket. He shoved the magazine into position and cocked the rifle to chamber a fresh round. Branches in the nearby trees blew wildly as a gust of air stirred loose debris all around. Then the something he’d been dreading appeared. 
 
    Alec’s worst nightmares hadn’t produced a creature as monstrous as the one standing before him now. The beast stood on four massive armored legs with bat-like wings stretched high over its head. The monster’s reptilian skin was orange. It was thirty feet long from its horned nose to the tip of its spiked tail. Its muscular shoulders were at the height of a tall man. The creature rose on its back legs and stretched its front claws into the air as it gave another battle roar.  
 
    Alec didn’t have to be told the monstrosity before him was a demon from the deepest pit of hell. His muscles tightened as fear froze him in place. 
 
    Coming back down to earth on all fours, the demon roared again and charged, flapping its wings as it came. The resulting windstorm whipped loose debris all around in a blast of frigid air.  
 
    The thought of Tess lying helpless behind him drove Alec’s fear from his mind, replacing it with anger and determination. Standing, he charged forward firing the assault rifle at the creature’s eyes, more than willing to trade his life for the girl he knew he loved. 
 
    The monster roared, spewing a stream of liquid fire out of its mouth. 
 
    Alec dodged to the side but not before the sleeve of his coat caught fire. He dove for the ground and rolled to smother the flames, then came up firing his assault rifle point-blank into the demon’s head. 
 
    The rounds glanced off without doing any discernable damage. 
 
    One of the demon’s massive feet with six-inch claws headed straight for Alec’s chest. He turned away in an attempt to avoid the attack but was a hair too slow. The tip of a single claw raked across his back. The blow was partially absorbed by his pack, but the claw still tore through his coat and ripped into his shoulder and back. 
 
    “Argh!” Alec screamed as the force of the blow threw him into the air, then slammed him into the trunk of a large pine. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The sound of breaking bones was accompanied by a wave of pain in Alec’s right side. He tried to scream but the air had been knocked out of his lungs. Face to the ground, Alec rolled over to see the demon walking slowly toward him, wings still flapping. Fiery streams of saliva dripped onto the ground, setting the moist pine straw on fire. Fed by the artificial breeze of the monster’s wings, the demonic fire spread rapidly to the tops of nearby trees, setting them afire. The demon opened its mouth and revealed an opening filled with flames. Fangs of red fire foretold Alec’s death. 
 
    “Pathetic human,” said the demon in a voice more growl than words. “I will suck the life force from your body as I rip your flesh to shreds. I will take your soul with me when I return to hell and savor your screams for all eternity.” 
 
    “No!” came a shout from Alec’s right. 
 
    Despite his pain, Alec forced himself to twist in the direction of the shout. Tess stood twenty yards away, facing the demon. She was no longer wearing her cracked helmet. Her honey-blonde hair flew in the breeze created by the demon’s wings. Tess’s eyes blazed yellow. A circle of fire flickered at her feet, its red and yellow flames licking up her legs and arms but doing her no harm. Her otherworldly look sent a shiver of primordial fear down Alec’s spine. 
 
    As the demon turned to face Tess, a realization came over Alec that the connection he’d sensed earlier was back in full force, flaring with energy. He could feel Tess’s ring full of power and a corresponding energy from his own ring as warmth wrapped around his injuries attempting to heal his torn flesh and broken bones. 
 
    A stream of fire shot out from the demon’s mouth encompassing Tess in a wave of fire. The flames set more of the surrounding pine straw and brush on fire but appeared to do her no harm. Even her clothing failed to burn. Alec sensed her draw energy from her ring and form it into a ball of hot energy in her hand. With a flick of her wrist, the ball shot out and caught the demon in the chest. When the ball of energy hit, it erupted in a massive explosion that blew two nearby trees down. Alec felt the heat roll over him, singeing his hair and blistering his skin. He gritted his teeth to bite back a scream. 
 
    The demon rose on its hind legs and laughed at Tess. “Fool! I am a creature of fire. You can do nothing to harm me. I will eat both you and the pathetic boy you’re trying to protect.” 
 
    Painful though it was to move, Alec turned to look for a weapon. He spotted his assault rifle ten yards away. Its stock was broken and the barrel was bent. In desperation, he eased the pack off his back and reached inside to pull out the hunting knife his grandmother had placed inside. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had. 
 
    I swear I’ll go down fighting, he thought, determined to help Tess any way he could. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The power of the ring flowed inside Tess, filling her with white-hot energy. She willed the ground beneath the demon’s feet to burst into flames. The ground obeyed, sending fingers of red and yellow licking up to cover the orange-skinned demon in fire. The demon laughed, seeming to revel in the heat of the flames. 
 
    “I am fire incarnate,” growled the demon lowering itself to all fours. “My fire may not harm you, girl, any more than yours does me, but I have other weapons at my disposal.” The demon raised a massive front foot to display its razor-sharp claws. 
 
    Tess drew more energy from the ring and sent a ball of fire at the demon’s head. The ball exploded in red and yellow flames, doing no harm. As the flames receded, the nightmare creature charged forward with murderous intent evident in its fiery eyes. 
 
    In the heartbeat before her pending doom arrived, Tess glanced to her left and took a final look at Alec lying on the ground. For some reason, he was fumbling inside his pack. She wasn’t sure why, but at least it proved he was still alive. Through the connection her ring shared with his, she sensed the Ring Defender healing him. 
 
    It won’t do any good, she thought. The demon is a creature of fire. I can’t fight fire with fire. It will kill me first, then turn its attention to Alec. I can do nothing to stop it. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Alec saw the demon charging toward Tess. Instead of shrinking away in fear, she stood her ground and sent another one of her fireballs at the monster’s head. The explosion did no more harm to the demon than had the earlier blast. With Alec’s heightened awareness of his surroundings, he sensed that the demon was fire based. He also sensed a core of condensed fire deep inside the demon with lines of fire reaching out to all parts of its body. He sensed that the lines of fire were creating the flesh and sinew allowing the nightmare creature to exist in the world of the physical. 
 
    A thought came to Alec almost as if his ring was telling him that the demon’s strength was also its weakness. He sent an image of the demon’s fiery core through the connection between his ring and Tess’s. 
 
    “The demon is fire!” Alec shouted. “You control fire!” 
 
    * * * 
 
    An image of a condensed ball of fire deep inside the charging demon popped into Tess’s mind. 
 
    “The demon is fire!” shouted Alec. “You control fire!” 
 
    The realization of what he was trying to tell her gave Tess a spark of hope. She reached inside the demon’s body with the power of her ring. At the same time, she pictured the image of the fire pentagram in Mrs. Walker’s notebook and grabbed onto the connection between her ring and Alec’s Ring Defender as she commanded the demon’s fiery core to come to her. 
 
    The demon screamed and stumbled before falling to the ground writhing in agony. Brush and trees alike burst into flames as the monster rolled on the ground. 
 
    Picturing the two candles Alec’s aunt had placed in the box by the river, Tess imagined the demon was the lit candle and she was the unlit. She began drawing the fire from the first candle toward the second. The demon roared in agony as it tried to resist her. Letting the heat of her ring fill her completely, Tess continued pulling the fire from the first candle to the second. In her mind, she pictured the flame of the first candle reach out to the second candle and light it ablaze, pulling the flames until the first candle was spent; burnt down to a nub. 
 
    The screams of the demon stopped. The flames surrounding Tess threatened to expand as the demonic fire hungered for the entire forest and everything within it. An image of Alec lying helpless on the ground only yards away gave Tess the strength of will to force the fire back upon itself. The demon fire tried to resist, but ever so slowly, she gained the upper hand until only smoldering coals of red lay around her. Even the flames in the tops of the trees were extinguished, leaving smoking branches of blackened wood. 
 
    A wave of weakness came over Tess, driving her to her knees. The warmth of her ring disappeared as if cut off like a light switch. A feeling of intense cold penetrated her very soul. She looked at the demon, suspecting an attack, but it lay unmoving on the ground to her front and already decomposing into an orange sludge before her very eyes. She glanced to her right. Alec was lying among blackened pine straw and smoldering ashes. As she looked, his eyes opened. For a split second, he locked eyes with her as if astonished they were both still alive. 
 
    Tess felt the cold within her intensify. White crystals began forming on the ground around her as well as all over her body. She tried to rise, but a thickening layer of ice appeared on her arms and legs, preventing movement of any kind. The ice crawled across her chest and up her neck until it began covering her face. Tess tried to breathe but the ice prevented even that simple act. Just before the ice closed across her eyes, she saw a man in a gray robe hobble into view using a branch as a makeshift crutch. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” came the voice of the man, barely discernible through the ever-thickening ice. “You’ve done something those much more experienced than you have failed to do. You have destroyed one of our assets. No matter. We have many more at our disposal.” 
 
    Struggling to draw a breath, Tess tried to pull warmth from her ring. The connection she had felt before was gone, or at the very least, blocked. She had a sudden realization that she was totally helpless. Darkness appeared before her eyes interrupted by flashes of red. She knew only too well the symptoms of oxygen deprivation, having nearly drowned when she was young. She had no doubt her time on Earth was almost gone. Tess thought of Alec. Too late, she knew for sure she loved him. She tried holding onto his image with the hope of making it her last conscious thought. 
 
    “You were stronger than we expected,” she heard the man say from far away. “My spell has blocked the connection to your ring. If you had been trained, perhaps you could’ve stopped me, but your inexperience is your doom. As my ice spell draws the last spark of life from your body, I want you to know that you are supplying us with the first of the elemental rings. We will have them all before we are through. You can die knowing that the death of your parents and you were all for not. We will win. It is ordained.” 
 
    * * * 
 
    The power of Alec’s ring healed the last of his burns and broken bones. He clutched the handle of the hunting knife in his right hand. With the fires out, the night was once again dark except for the glow from the red coals on the ground. He could just make out the shadow of a robed man taunting Tess, then was astonished to see her covered in a thick layer of ice. 
 
    “You can die knowing that the death of your parents and you were all for not,” said the robed man. “We will win. It is ordained.” 
 
    Red rage took over Alec. He’d never knowingly killed a man before, but his burning hatred wanted to destroy this man who threatened the woman he loved. Jumping to his feet, Alec ran straight for the robed man. At the sound of breaking branches, the man began to turn but was too late. Alec plowed his shoulder into the man’s chest, driving him to the ground. Alec thrust his blade deep into the man’s throat, forcing the tip up into his skull. The look of shock in the man’s eyes faded quickly as the light in his eyes went out. The moment the man’s eyes dulled, Alec sensed his connection to Tess’s ring come back. The connection was very weak, but it was there. 
 
    Wasting no more time on the dead man, Alec jerked his knife free and rushed over to the block of ice that was Tess’s prison. Using the butt end of the knife, he began beating on the ice in an attempt to free her head. Logic told him that he was going to be too late, but he had to try nonetheless. As he raised his hand to strike another blow, he saw something yellow in the ice, then two yellows. At the same moment, he felt the connection between his ring and Tess’s grow stronger. The two yellow somethings became clearer as the ice began to melt. Within seconds, he could see Tess’s eyes blazing with yellow fire through the rapidly thinning ice. Heat drove him back as the ice continued to melt, sending rivulets of water flowing onto the muddy ashes around them. The heat increased even more until every last bit of the ice was gone. Tess closed her eyes and slumped forward onto the ground face first. The heat Alec had been feeling quickly dissipated.  
 
    Rushing to Tess’s side, Alec turned her over. She wasn’t breathing. He forced her mouth open and cleared her airway before pinching her nose shut with his left hand. Placing his mouth over hers, Alec breathed air into her lungs the way he’d been taught during CPR training the previous summer when he’d been a lifeguard at the local gym. After a dozen breaths, Tess coughed and rolled onto her side. She gulped in air, coughing all the more. When the worst of her coughing was over, she tried to sit up but fell back onto her side. 
 
    Supporting Tess with his arms, Alec raised her to a sitting position. “I-I thought I’d lost you. I…” 
 
    Tess glanced at him. There was no longer any hint of yellow in her eyes. Alec followed her gaze as she turned and looked where the man had fallen. The man wasn’t there. All that remained was smoking brown-sludge and an empty gray robe. 
 
    “Where’d he go?” Alec said looking this way and that into the darkness. “I don’t understand. I killed him. I know I did.” 
 
    Appearing to take the disappearance of the man in stride, Tess pointed in the direction of the rapidly decaying demon. From what Alec could tell, the creature was slowly melting into the same sludge he’d seen around the gray robe. 
 
    “I suspect,” said Tess, “that the man is from the same place as that creature over there. He kept talking about spells. And as far as I’m concerned, that monster decomposing over there had to be a demon.” 
 
    Alec nodded, not knowing what to say. He knew as well as Tess that they were up against forces well beyond anything either of them had ever imagined. 
 
    “We’ve got to get moving,” said Tess struggling to her feet. “It’s a long walk back to the cabin.” 
 
    An image of the remaining four-wheeler came to Alec’s mind. He knew she was right. They needed to get transportation before someone else arrived. 
 
    “What we really need,” said Tess as she picked up what remained of Alec’s pack and handed it to him, “is your aunt’s notebook. Whoever those guys are who attacked the house must have gotten the notebook before they killed…” 
 
    “Before they killed my aunt?” finished Alec. “Go ahead, you can say it. I know she’s dead; so is Grandma. Avoiding the subject won’t change the facts. They probably got the notebook and burned the library to destroy any copies. Only…” 
 
    “Only what?” said Tess. 
 
    “Only maybe they didn’t get all the copies,” Alec said, his brain going a hundred miles an hour. “We need to get back to the farmhouse. I’ve got a hunch.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 – Major Jager 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The drone continued to circle overhead, following the two targets as they walked down the trail in the direction of the cabin. The red-robed woman looked over the shoulder of the drone’s operator at the computer screen. Mick scrunched down as if trying to protect his neck. 
 
    “Is that thing armed?” asked the red-robed woman. 
 
    “No,” said Mick. “It’s one of our smaller drones. It’s only designed for surveillance.” 
 
    “Do you want me to try and get another team up there?” asked a female voice from the other side of the drone operator. 
 
    Ms. Red looked at the redheaded woman in the black uniform and licked her lips. The woman smelled delicious. Both of the humans in the trailer smelled delicious. The warning from Mr. Black came to mind, shoving her thoughts of a light snack to the side. 
 
    “No,” the red-robed woman said. “The two humans would be long gone. We missed our chance, but there are six more rings. All we need to do is capture one to foil their plans.” 
 
    The woman in the black uniform nodded. “Mr. Gray told me it will be three months before the next ring begins to activate. What should we do in the meantime?” 
 
    Ms. Red looked around the dingy horse-trailer they’d converted into a holding place for the asset. How two teenagers could’ve so easily beaten the demon was beyond her, but they had. There was no longer a need for her to remain with the trailer. “The two of you shall close out the safe house and dispose of the truck and trailer,” she said. 
 
    “And you?” asked the uniformed woman. 
 
    Ms. Red looked closer at the redhead, noting the major’s insignia on the lapel of her uniform. “What is your name again?” 
 
    “Jager,” said the woman. “Major Cynthia Jager.” She jerked a thumb at the drone operator. “This is Mick.” 
 
    Ms. Red had no interest in the large man other than as a potential food source. The major was a different story. “You do not seem frightened in my presence, Major. Why is that?” 
 
    The redhead looked at her for two pulses of her neck artery. “I’m leery, respectful of your err, capabilities, but I’m a soldier, an agent. I plan on making myself useful. I don’t think you’d kill someone who is useful, at least not for the mere sake of hunger.” 
 
    Ms. Red smiled, revealing her long eyeteeth. She was definitely beginning to like the woman. “Once Mr. Gray is returned, we will have to have a long talk, Major. In the meantime, the death of our late Colonel Harrison in the helicopter crash has left an opening for a project leader. Are you interested in the job?” 
 
    Cynthia Jager smiled. “I’m always interested in serving the Council.” She nodded her head toward a foot-high orange imp in a cage near the front of the trailer. “Our friend here has tasted the girl’s blood. He’s got her scent and can find her wherever she goes. Do you want me to assemble a new team and go after them?” 
 
    Ms. Red gauged the woman. This major’s got initiative, she thought. Maybe for once we can work with someone who isn’t a fool. I mustn’t waste her. 
 
    Turning her gaze to the large man still hunkered in front of the drone’s control panel, Ms. Red licked her lips. The warmth flowing through the man’s neck drew her closer before the warning from Mr. Black came back to her. She rose to her full height and turned back to the redheaded woman. 
 
    Pulling the hood of her robe over her head, Ms. Red said, “No. I have no doubt the Alliance will be arriving in force soon. Close down the safe house, gather the remaining imps, and return to base.” She smiled at the major. “As you say, our orange friend has tasted the girl’s blood. He can find her when the time comes. Where the girl is, I have no doubt the boy will also be. We will kill them and capture the rings at our leisure. First, Mr. Black and I must see to the retrieval of our dear Mr. Gray. It will take both of us to summon him back to this plane of existence.” 
 
    Major Cynthia Jager smiled. “I don’t think Mr. Gray is going to be very happy with those two teenagers when he gets back.” 
 
    The red-robed woman returned the major’s smile, exposing her fangs. “No, I do not suppose he will be.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 – The Alliance 
 
    ____________________ 
 
    The white farmhouse was surrounded by multiple yellow ribbons bearing the words ‘CRIME SCENE DO NOT CROSS.’ Even the barn had the yellow ribbon around it. Two figures crept forward in the morning light, staying behind bushes as much as possible. When they reached the side of the house, one of them lifted a flower pot and removed a key hidden underneath. 
 
    The first thing Alec noticed when he entered the kitchen was the blood stains on the floor. There were no bodies. He hadn’t expected any since he was pretty sure the police weren’t in the habit of leaving bodies lying around. 
 
    Come to think of it, he thought, Scott said Grandma’s was the only body they saw when they entered. Whoever attacked the house must’ve taken their dead with them. 
 
    “You know this is crazy,” whispered Tess. “We should’ve just ran and figured things out later.” 
 
    “Maybe you should’ve said something before now,” Alec whispered back. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Actually, Alec knew she had voiced her opinion loud and often. He also knew the only reason she was there was because he’d insisted on returning for his cellphone. 
 
    Creeping through the doorway to the living room, he noticed the blown-out windows exposing the room to the outdoors. The inside walls were blackened as if by fire, yet the walls and scattered furniture weren’t burned. 
 
    “Be careful,” whispered Tess. “The place is liable to come down around our ears.” 
 
    “The walls are a foot thick. They’ll hold. But I’ll be care—” started Alec before his eyes were drawn to a chalk outline of a body with a large brownish-red stain around it near the stairs. He froze staring at the spot, then felt a hand touch his shoulder. 
 
    “It’s all right,” said Tess. “You can’t help her. She’s at peace now. We need to get upstairs and get your phone before someone shows up.” When he didn’t move, she said, “I put the eighteen hundred dollars I got from Dad’s stuff in a book in my room. I’m anxious to see if it’s still there. We’re going to need all the money we can get if we’re going to get to Texas.” 
 
    Tearing his gaze away from the outline, Alec nodded his head. He forced himself to concentrate on the reason they’d returned to the farmhouse. “I left my cellphone on my nightstand. I believe Aunt Mamie might have texted me pictures of the notebook. She was a lot more high tech than she let on.” 
 
    “Maybe,” replied Tess sounding far from convinced. “Even if she did, I’m betting the police confiscated your phone as evidence.” 
 
    “We’ll know soon enough,” Alec said as he started up the stairs making sure he avoided the two steps that creaked. He pointed them out to Tess so she bypassed them as well. His head had just gotten even with the top step when he heard a deep male voice. 
 
    “The two of you are going to need a lot more than eighteen hundred dollars to do what needs to be done.” 
 
    Alec groaned. Sitting in a chair at the end of the upstairs hall was a pot-bellied man in a sheriff’s deputy uniform. The man had his gun drawn, but the barrel was pointed at the floor. 
 
    “Deputy Stewart,” said Tess stepping up even with Alec. “Uh… We…” 
 
    The sheriff’s deputy raised his left hand, displaying a cellphone. “Is this what you’re looking for, son?” 
 
    “Look,” Alec said finding his voice. “We’re the victims here. Those people tried to kill us. We—” 
 
    “And there’s going to be a lot more of them trying to kill you,” said Deputy Stewart rising out of his chair and walking towards them. 
 
    When the deputy got close, he motioned them up the rest of the stairs and then raised his left hand, seemingly offering the cellphone to Alec. “This is yours. I was the first one on the crime scene the night of the attack. I was able to slip this into my pocket along with your wallet.” He turned to Tess. “Sorry, but the FBI confiscated your money. Trust me. That’s the least of your worries.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Alec said accepting the proffered phone. “Why are you giving me this? Why are you even here?” 
 
    The deputy smiled. “I’m here because I figured both of you were naïve enough to think you could come waltzing back into a crime scene without being caught. I’m giving you the phone because your aunt sent pictures of her notebook to you. My compatriots have already made copies of the images. Another team is working to delete the evidence from the phone company’s servers. That’s not going to be an easy task, I can tell you. Once something’s in the cloud, it’s virtually impossible to get rid of.” 
 
    Alec looked at the deputy open-mouthed.  
 
    Fortunately, Tess was a little quicker on her feet. “What do you mean your compatriots? Do you mean the FBI?” 
 
    Deputy Stewart laughed. “Not hardly. I don’t mean any other law enforcement agency either. I work for a, uh, different type of organization.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” said Tess. “Who are you?” 
 
    The sheriff’s deputy smiled again. “I was assigned here last summer shortly before you arrived. Before that, I was in Texas working with Iva. She sent me here to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “Iva?” asked Tess. “Are you talking about my Great-Aunt Iva? She’s like a hundred years old.” 
 
    Deputy Stewart winked. “Actually, she’s a hundred and two, but she’s still got more smarts than most people half her age. She’s the one who coordinated for you to come to Covington in the first place. We knew you had the Fire Ring, of course, so we hoped to use it to find the bearer of the Ring Defender in order to make contact. Our diviners suspected the Ring Defender was near Covington, but we didn’t know who had it.” 
 
    “We?” Alec asked growing more confused by the second. “Who is this we you’re talking about?” 
 
    The deputy smiled. “Who are we? That’s difficult to explain. If you need a name, we’re known as the Alliance. We’ve been waiting for two hundred years for the elemental rings to activate. My father was a member before me, as his was before him. The Alliance was created to help the bearers of the rings complete their task.” He pointed at Alec. “You’re the bearer of the Ring Defender now. Only you can find the other six elemental rings before the Council does. The only reason we knew Tess had the Fire Ring was because of Iva. She and Tess’s mother were close.” 
 
    “The Council?” asked Tess. “Mrs. Walker mentioned them. Is that who tried to kill us?” 
 
    “One and the same,” said Deputy Stewart. “They want the rings same as us, but for entirely different reasons. They want to destroy our world as we know it. You’re going to need our help to prevent that from happening.” 
 
    “Uh, wait a minute,” Alec said. “We’re not trying to prevent anything. Tess and I are in high school. We just want our lives back.” 
 
    Tess nodded her agreement. 
 
    “I’m sorry, kids,” said the deputy, “but that’s not going to happen. If you stay here, the Council will be on you before you know it. There’ll be more of them when they come next time. To be honest, I’m surprised you’re still alive as it is.” He looked at Tess. “Your ring was activated sooner than we expected. We hadn’t put our teams in place yet. The Council beat us to the punch.” 
 
    Alec glanced at Tess before looking back at the deputy and pointing at the gun in the deputy’s hand. “So, what happens now? Are you hauling us off to jail?” 
 
    Deputy Stewart gave a half-smile before putting his pistol back in its holster. “No, I’m not taking you to jail. To be honest, I’m not sure I could force you to go unless you let me.” He locked eyes with both of them. “Look, kids, like I said, I’m sorry, but the life you knew is gone. One way or the other you’re going to have to come to grips with that. Your task, whether you want it or not, is to find the other rings.” 
 
    “Why are the rings so important?” asked Tess. 
 
    Alec looked intently to the deputy for the same answer. 
 
    Deputy Stewart smiled. “That’s way above my pay grade. My task is to help you get things settled here and then send you on your way.” 
 
    “Send us where?” Alec asked. 
 
    The deputy pointed at Tess. “To her Aunt Iva’s. She’s the brains of the Alliance. But first things first. We’ve got a lot of things to do here before you leave. Our legal teams are already working on smoothing things over with the police and the FBI.” He pointed at Alec. “You’ll need to get the paperwork started on your grandmother’s estate and all that, of course.” 
 
    “Will we be able to finish high school?” asked Tess. 
 
    Alec remembered her confiding to him how important it was for her to graduate and go to college. He had a feeling both of their expectations in that area were going to be put on hold. 
 
    “No,” said Deputy Stewart. “The Council has temporarily pulled out with the arrival of our teams, but they’ll be back in force. You can be here a month at most, then you’ll need to be on your way.” He looked at Tess. “Your ring activated a month early; that’s why our teams weren’t in place. Once the rings start activating, they’re designed to activate in sequence three months apart. You’ll need to be ready to go when the next one starts to activate.” 
 
    “Go?” Alec asked. “Go where?” 
 
    The deputy pointed at Alec’s right hand. “You’re the one wearing the Ring Defender, so you tell me.” 
 
    The enormity of what the deputy was asking threatened to overwhelm Alec. “You’re asking the impossible. These other rings your talking about could be anywhere in the world. I’m only eighteen. Heck, I don’t even have a passport, or money, for that matter.” 
 
    “We’ll get you a passport,” said Deputy Stewart. “As for money, the Alliance will supply you with all you need, equipment too. The Alliance has been waiting to help the bearer of the Ring Defender for two hundred years. Trust me, you won’t be alone.” 
 
    A soft, warm hand wrapped around Alec’s. He looked over, meeting Tess’s eyes. 
 
    “No, you definitely won’t be alone,” said Tess. “You wear the Ring Defender. I wear the Fire Ring. Whatever you need to do, we’ll do it together. Agreed?” 
 
    A warmth flowed up Alec’s right hand, moving through his arm and out to his whole body. He sensed his connection to Tess begin glowing with energy. He looked at Deputy Stewart before turning his gaze back to Tess. Points of yellow were flashing in the depths of her golden eyes. He smiled. 
 
    “Agreed,” Alec said. “As long as you and I are together, that’s all that matters.” 
 
    Tess turned away to look at Deputy Stewart. “So once we leave Covington, we head to Texas to see Aunt Iva. Then what? Then where do we go?” 
 
    A vision of a large mountain came into Alec’s mind. The mountain looked familiar. He remembered seeing the famous mountain on TV. The name of the mountain came to him. 
 
    “I think I know where the next ring is going to be,” Alec said. 
 
    Deputy Stewart and Tess both turned to him and spoke at the same time. “Where?” 
 
    Alec smiled, saying one word, “Everest.” 
 
    The End. 
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