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PROLOGUE


  

  


  THE OLD MAN walked through the room, his gait slow but steady. “You know we should have killed her, don’t you?” he asked. He approached the small bar in his study and poured himself a bourbon.


  “Hindsight is pointless, Arnuff,” said the other man in the room, who was equally as old as the first. “Bring me one of those,” he said, referring to the drink Arnuff held.


  Arnuff poured another bourbon and brought it to the coffee table. The second man picked it up and drank from it, even though his fingers trembled with age.


  “Well, Emerson. What do you want to do?” asked Arnuff as he sat on the couch.


  Emerson thought about it. His forehead creased with wrinkles. “If we do it now, we’ll have to be careful. There’s a lot of attention on her.”


  “Hmm,” said Arnuff. “You’re probably right.” He placed his drink on the table. “Has Morgana assigned someone?”


  Emerson made a face of distaste. “Ramsey,” he said.


  “Really?”


  “Yes,” said Emerson. He joined Arnuff on the couch.


  “That could work to our advantage.”


  “It could also blow up in our face,” said Emerson. “He’s tenacious. If he knows something’s up—”


  “He won’t know a thing, provided we get to her soon enough. I’ll have Bright watch him.”


  “Bright? What about one of the boys?”


  “No. I don’t want them involved. They’re too close to this, and they lack control. Especially…” He swirled his drink.


  Emerson watched him, knowing what Arnuff thought. “You know he’s stronger than us. It’s just a matter of time…”


  Arnuff got to his feet. “We can handle him for now. We just need to keep him away until we can take care of her. After that, it will be too late.”


  “He’s attached to her. He’s watched her for years, waiting for this.”


  Arnuff paced the floor. “He knows the implications. We never promised him anything. We never thought she’d live this long in the first place.”


  Emerson thought about it. “You realize we could still wait. She could die during her Shift. That would solve all our problems.”


  “That’s a risk. And considering how well she’s done, she may get through it with flying colors. And if she does, and Ramsey learns who she is—”


  “Ramsey is not the concern here. He’s just a fly on the wall in this mess.”


  Arnuff studied a painting of a rolling seascape that hung over his mantel. “Maybe.”


  “Well, if we kill her now, we risk discovery by Morgana and her cohorts on the Council.”


  Arnuff held a hand to his head and rubbed his temples. “God, I hate that woman.” He dropped his hand. “Can we kill her too?” he asked.


  Emerson chuckled. “Tempting, I know, but ill-advised.” He took a sip of his drink.


  Arnuff returned to the couch. “So we’re agreed? Bright will watch Ramsey. When we get an idea of what’s going on with him and his plans for her, we’ll decide then when to strike.”


  Emerson finished his drink and stood, moving slowly as he straightened. He picked up his coat. “We must proceed with caution. It will have to look accidental.”


  “I’m not a fool,” said Arnuff. “I know how it needs to look. The last thing we want is that crone Morgana breathing down our necks.”


  He walked his friend to the door.


  Emerson turned to face him. “And be careful how you deal with the boys. When the older one learns of our deceit…”


  Arnuff stared back at Emerson. “Between the two of us, we can handle him. He knows who runs the show.”


  Emerson didn’t look convinced. “I hope you’re right.”


  “Stop worrying. I’ll talk to Bright. This will be over soon.”


  Emerson nodded and slipped on his coat. “Call me.”


  “Soon as I know something,” said Arnuff, and Emerson left.


  Arnuff locked the door and returned to his study. He ignored the aches in his legs as he took a seat. He was old, but still in good shape for his age. Despite some arthritis and the occasional sleepless night, he maintained decent health.


  He reached for his drink and drained it, enjoying the warmth in his belly and the satisfaction of having come to a decision. They were finally going to kill Sarah Randolph.


  After a few minutes of imagining how it could be done, he stood to get himself another drink when the doorbell rang. He reached out to feel for who was there, but felt a strange blankness. He waited for a moment, and the bell rang again. Curious, he wondered if perhaps Emerson had returned, but didn’t understand why he would feel the need to cloak himself.


  Approaching the door, Arnuff realized his mistake too late. The unlatched door flew open, and he found himself thrown backward, gasping for air. Managing a labored breath from his vantage point on the floor, he looked up to see his older boy in the front foyer, the man’s blue eyes looking sharp as needles. His son closed the door, adjusted his well-cut suit, and brushed a hand through his sandy-colored hair.


  He walked up to the elderly man and stared down at him. “Keeping secrets, Arnuff?” he asked.


  Arnuff backed away painfully on the floor, understanding then that he’d made a grave error. He and Emerson were no longer in control. His anger building over the unexpected confrontation, Arnuff closed his eyes, gathered his nerves, and prepared for battle.


  
CHAPTER ONE



  

  


  SARAH RANDOLPH SLAMMED the car door shut, threw her purse over her shoulder, grabbed her coffee and ran toward the door. She checked her watch. Damn, she thought, already five minutes late. She swung open the door to the employee entrance and headed inside. She dropped her purse in her locker, fluffed her hair in the mirror and strode out onto the main floor of the bookstore, coffee still in hand. The familiar circular kaleidoscope of shelves displaying books of every subject imaginable greeted her. She passed the elevator and escalator leading to a second-story children’s section, where bright colors and imaginative characters brightened the walls. Approaching the front counter, she took another swig of her drink and ignored the warning look from her friend and coworker, Rachel, as she placed her coffee cup beneath the counter and signed in to the register.


  “Don’t say it,” said Sarah.


  Rachel stared back. “Don’t say what?”


  “I’m late. I know I’m late.”


  “You look awful.”


  “Thanks.”


  “No sleep?” asked Rachel.


  “No, I slept,” said Sarah, pushing her hair off her face. “Till about three a.m.”


  “That long, huh?”


  Sarah sighed. “Yeah.” She could see her friend study her.


  “How long you plan on going on like this?” asked Rachel.


  “What do you mean?”


  “How many nights this week is it? Three?”


  Sarah grabbed at her coffee and took another sip. “Last night was officially four.”


  “You need to get some help.”


  “I’m fine. It’s insomnia. It will pass.”


  “Insomnia’s one thing. You keep coming in late, and Arnold will write you up.”


  “Yeah. Just what I need right now.”


  As if on cue, Arnold Tolliver, the store manager, veered out of an aisle and approached the counter. Both women quieted and made to look busy as he neared. They knew he did not like lengthy staff conversations.


  “Ladies,” said Arnold. “How are you this morning?”


  “Great, Arnold. Good morning,” said Rachel.


  Sarah worked to arrange a display of calendars already in place. “Morning, Arnold,” she said.


  Arnold eyed Sarah. “You okay this morning, Sarah? I noticed you were running a little late.”


  Sarah put down a day calendar depicting an array of kittens. “Sorry, Arnold. Didn’t sleep too well last night.”


  “Well, don’t make this a habit. I expect you here fifteen minutes before your shift. Another instance, and I’ll need to make a written report.”


  “I understand,” said Sarah. “It won’t happen again.”


  “See that it doesn’t.” He watched both women tinker with various items for sale on the counter. “Rachel, you work the computer this morning. Sarah, you take the floor.”


  “Really, Arnold?” asked Rachel. “The computer and I don’t exactly get along.”


  “All the more reason to do it. Practice makes perfect.”


  Rachel huffed, moved toward the register and signed Sarah out and herself in. She groaned when she got an invalid password error.


  “You two take the early lunch today,” said Arnold, turning to leave.


  “We will,” said Sarah, and she watched as he disappeared into a fiction aisle.


  “That man really needs to get la—” started Rachel.


  “Shhh…” interrupted Sarah.


  “He can’t hear me,” said Rachel. “He’s already headed over to bark at Ron and Larry. We’re clear.” She sighed again when the computer gave her another error message. “Damn computer.”


  “Just take your time with it. You’ll be fine,” said Sarah.


  ‘You’re the one with all the technical skills. I’m much better out on the floor.”


  “Believe me,” said Sarah. “If I could stick behind the counter and help you out, I would.”


  Rachel eyed her tired friend. “Not feeling up to customer assistance?” she asked. “I can’t imagine why not.”


  “That’s your strength. Not mine. Especially after these sleepless nights.”


  A customer entered the still-quiet bookstore. The door closed and he stopped and studied the aisles, as if debating where to go.


  Rachel leaned over and nudged Sarah. “My. He’s cute. Dark hair, broad shoulders. Just your type. And tall, too.”


  The customer looked around before his eyes fell on the women at the register. He stared for a brief moment at Sarah, who stared back, before he broke the look and moved farther into the bookstore, disappearing into one of the non-fiction aisles.


  “Talk about getting lai—” said Rachel.


  “Would you stop?” said Sarah.


  “He was checking you out.”


  “No, he wasn’t.”


  “Are you blind? Yes, he was.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Don’t be ignorant. You should go help him.”


  “Help him?”


  “Yes. You know, find a book or something? Maybe find something else?” Rachel smiled.


  “Would you please?”


  “Please what? You need a little social interaction. Get out there and meet someone. Have some fun.”


  “I’m not interested in social interaction. You’re about all I can handle right now.”


  “That’s not the type of interaction I’m talking about,” said Rachel. When Sarah didn’t answer, she continued. “It would do you some good. Get those juices flowing, if you get my drift?” She wiggled an eyebrow. “Maybe it will help you sleep.” She grinned as Sarah found her coffee behind the counter and finished it.


  “I get your drift,” said Sarah, putting her cup down. “But I’m not interested.”


  Rachel watched her friend and couldn’t ignore the sadness in her voice. “Listen,” she said. “I know you’ve had a hellish year, but you can’t keep wallowing in that. You need to get back out there. I’m not saying you need to get married, but a fling wouldn’t hurt, you know?”


  Sarah looked back at her. “I’m not interested in a fling, Rachel. That’s the last thing I need right now.” She stepped away from the register. “I’m way too depressing.”


  “That’s my point.” Rachel leaned over the counter. “You’ve been here five months now. You’re lucky you met me or you’d have never survived.”


  Sarah couldn’t help but smile. “I know. You’ve been my saving grace in the mess that’s my life. But I’m not interested in a fling. And don’t tell me you don’t understand. You’ve been with Todd for a year now. You’ve never been one to have a fling.”


  “I never said I was. I’m just saying you need to stir things up. Get back out there. I bet it would help.”


  A customer approached with a purchase and Sarah stepped back. “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’ll be fine. It’s a phase. It’ll pass.” Rachel didn’t look convinced as she took a book from the customer.


  “See you at lunch,” said Sarah and she disappeared with a wave into the aisles.


  **


  JOHN SHERLOCK RAMSEY turned into the non-fiction aisle and grabbed a book. He flipped through it but kept his attention on the women at the register. He knew both of them, but his attention was on Sarah. He watched them talk, and then Sarah walked away and moved deeper into the store. He’d studied her background and knew her coworkers, including their boss Arnold Tolliver. In Ramsey’s line of work, it served him well to be prepared. He put the book down and debated his next move. No time like the present, he thought to himself. He left the aisle and moved back out toward the entrance. When he saw Sarah engaged with a customer, he paused and grabbed another book, one which appeared to cover the migration patterns of wild geese.


  “Need any help, sir?”


  He turned and saw Rachel, Sarah’s coworker, standing behind him. Her blonde hair bounced, and her blue eyes exuded perkiness as she stood next to him. Although she was petite in stature, her personality made up for it.


  She stared at him when he didn’t answer. “Sir?”


  “No, thanks,” he answered. He waved his book. “Just reading about geese, you know, migrating and all.”


  She looked at the book and then back at him. He didn’t know how she’d snuck up on him, since she’d been behind the register when he’d left the aisle.


  “All right, well,” she said, “let me know if you need any help.” She gave him another look before she turned and headed back up to the front counter.


  “Sure,” he said. “Thanks.” He dropped his book onto the shelf and looked again for Sarah, who’d disappeared after finishing with her customer. He walked down the Fiction-Mystery aisle and cut across three others before turning left into the Self-Help section. He stopped short when he almost ran into a stooped elderly lady with silver-white hair who was talking with Sarah.


  “I don’t see the book I’m looking for, dear. My niece wants something about vampires and werewolves or something like that. Good grief. Why she reads that, I don’t know. Do you know where would I find something like that?”


  “Well, ma’am, we have several books on that topic. There’s a fiction section dedicated to the subject. You need to go to aisle nine. Just go to the end of this row and turn left. It’s two aisles down.”


  “Thank you, dear. I appreciate the help.” The older woman turned and glanced at Ramsey before heading down the aisle.


  Ramsey had grabbed another random book and was flipping through it as he listened to the exchange between the customer and his latest assignee. But he caught the look from the woman. He recognized the elderly lady immediately. He sighed as the reason for her appearance became apparent to him. Don’t have much faith in me, do you, Morgana? he thought.


  “You need anything, sir?” The voice came from behind, startling him out of his thoughts. He turned and faced the object of his interest. She stood at nearly his height. Her wavy dark brown hair dusted the tops of her shoulders, and her bangs rested just above her eyes. Her nametag sat pinned on her shoulder, and he noticed her necklace—a silver hummingbird that dangled from her neck. Her eyes watched him as she waited for his answer. He momentarily lost his train of thought. His normally smooth charm, which always helped during initial contact, deserted him now, and it bothered him that this assignment affected him so strangely.


  “Sir, do you need any help? Looking for something in particular?”


  He finally spoke. “No, doing just fine, thanks. Found what I was looking for.” He lifted the book and waved it at her before he took a moment to read the title - “The Single Woman’s Survival Guide.” He groaned inwardly. “Just trying to survive out there as a single woman, I suppose.” Jeez, he really needed to pay attention to the books he was picking.


  “You sure? “ She narrowed her eyes.


  “Yes, I’m fine. Thanks.” He turned and put the book back on the shelf.


  “Well, my name’s Sarah if you need anything.” She pointed to her nametag and then turned, heading back down the aisle.


  “Well, damn,” he whispered to himself as she walked away. “How much worse could that have been?” He watched her turn the corner and disappear from view. He glanced at his watch, considered the events of the morning, made a few decisions, and headed toward the exit.


  
CHAPTER TWO


  

  


  FOUR HOURS LATER, Sarah and Rachel sat in the sandwich shop across the street, getting a quick lunch before returning to the bookstore for the afternoon shift. The morning had remained boring and uneventful. Rachel had dealt with only one computer glitch, which was a personal record, and Sarah had dealt with relatively few customers, which pleased her a great deal.


  Sarah took a sip of her large coffee, thinking about possibly getting another before heading back to work.


  “You know, you should try a sleeping pill or something,” said Rachel. “You’re still looking a little rough.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate the honesty,” said Sarah.


  “Well, if your friend can’t tell you, who can?” asked Rachel, sipping her lemonade. “Drinking all that caffeine can’t be good for sleeping tonight, you know?”


  “Yeah, well, it’s doing a good job at keeping me awake at the moment,” said Sarah, taking another sip.


  “Well, then, please consider some sort of remedy tonight. You could stop by the drugstore on your way home. Buy something over the counter.”


  “I don’t like taking pills. Makes me feel weird. Like I’m not myself. Then I’m groggy in the morning.”


  “Well, I hate to tell you this, but feeling groggy can’t be any worse than looking like you’ve got ten-pound sandbags under your eyes.”


  “I’m fine,” said Sarah. “It won’t last forever. Everyone has bouts of insomnia.” Sarah sighed, knowing her friend was unconvinced.


  “Hope so, for your sake,” said Rachel. She took a second before asking the next question. “So, did you talk to him?”


  “Who?” asked Sarah.


  “The guy. You know, I mentioned him earlier. The cute one? I managed to speak to him for a second. Definitely your type, especially with those smoldering eyes.”


  “Smoldering eyes?”


  “Don’t tell me you didn’t notice. I saw you two with your heads together over in Self-Help,” said Rachel, smiling.


  “With our heads together? What are you talking about? I asked him if he needed any help. About as exciting as having a conversation with Arnie.” Sarah snorted but didn’t admit she’d noticed his eyes. “Besides, he was a little odd. He was looking at a book about single women.”


  “How coincidental! That’s exactly what you are! Sounds promising, if you ask me. I think it’s a sign,” Rachel replied.


  “Sign?” said Sarah. “Yeah, I’m sure it’s a sign. Reading a book about single women obviously means he’s my dream guy.” Sarah rolled her eyes.


  “Hey, I’m just saying. It’s the perfect story to tell your kids one day…” Rachel said as she looked off into space. “I met your Dad in a bookstore. He was reading about single women, and of course, since I was one, we fell madly in love…” Her voice drifted off in reverie. She sighed and looked back at Sarah.


  “You’re being ridiculous,” said Sarah. “Your imagination is a little over utilized. There are no signs, no fireworks, and no future kids. Come back down to earth, please.”


  Rachel said nothing, which surprised Sarah, because her friend rarely shut up about anything, especially this topic. She glanced up to see Rachel’s gaze directed toward the front door. She followed it to see what had her attention and Sarah almost dropped her coffee cup when in walked the same man they were currently discussing. He was whistling, had a paper tucked under his arm, and was headed over to the lunch counter.


  “Well, then,” said Rachel, watching the new arrival enter the restaurant, “I think now’s about time to start believing in signs, because if that isn’t one, then I don’t know what is.”


  **


  RAMSEY KNEW HE had to take this gradually. He had made the initial contact, which was all he had intended to do that day. Granted, the idea he’d formulated in his mind as to how it would play out was vastly different from how it had actually gone, but he felt he had made progress.


  That belief was dashed as he rounded the corner after leaving the bookstore and found the elderly lady, whom Sarah had directed toward aisle nine a short time ago, leaning against his car. He stopped and eyed her warily.


  “Morgana. What a not-so-pleasant surprise. What brings you to my neck of the woods?” he asked.


  “Don’t ask stupid questions, Ramsey. You know why I’m here,” retorted the stately older woman, no longer stooped.


  “Direct as usual,” he replied. A steely tone entered his voice as he approached her. “I’ve been on plenty of assignments, Morgana, and as far as I can recall, this is the first time I’ve ever encountered you joining me. Will you be helping with the transition on this one, or just hanging out and being the general pain in the rear end that you naturally are?”


  She stared at him, measuring her thoughts before responding. “If you did your job without screw-ups, I wouldn’t have to be the pain in your backside. In case you’ve forgotten, your last assignment was a failure. The Council was not in agreement that you should handle this case. I, for some foolish reason, convinced them that you could. Therefore my rear end, and yours for that matter, are on the line. I want to ensure that you’re handling this one with the proper care it requires. She’s important. It’s critical that you don’t screw this up.” Morgana stared hard at him. “Did you see her? It won’t be much longer.”


  He ignored her last comment. “For the record, Morgana, that last assignee was a moron, and he deserves as much blame as I do. I told him to stay put, and he chose to sneak out, get drunk and go play cops and robbers with two idiots he met in a bar. What the hell did you expect from me? Did you want me to chain him down?”


  “If that’s what’s required, then yes. You were responsible for him, and his discovery could have revealed our presence and put us at great risk. You should have known better. His grandfather is a member of the Council whose grandson, idiot or not, is regarded as an advanced member of the Community and should have been treated as such.” Her gray eyes never wavered from his.


  Ramsey steadied himself before responding. “I’ve been doing this a long time,” he replied with a measured clip in his voice. “I hardly think any member of our group with the slightest amount of common sense would have considered him to be ‘advanced,’ and I use that word under protest, no matter who he was. The guy was less interesting than a cardboard box and about as smart as one. It would not have been a great loss if he’d bought it in the accident.” Ramsey worked at controlling his impatience with her.


  Morgana eyed him with obvious irritation. “Don’t be stupid. I don’t care if he has the mental capacity of a four-year-old. He is the grandson of a Councilor. Whether or not you liked him or whether he measured up to your expectations is not your concern, and your opinion of his importance or lack of it matters not in the slightest. You merely had to get him through the transition smoothly and without incident. Both of which you failed at miserably.”


  She stared at him, waiting for him to respond in defense of his actions. He remained quiet, though, and instead just stared back at her, as if knowing that defending himself was pointless. She took the silence as an invitation to continue the conversation.


  “And speaking of failing, based on that initial intervention back at the bookstore, I’m beginning to wonder if you’re the right person for this job. Are you losing your touch?”


  He laughed, but with little amusement. He matched her intense gaze and spoke in a tone that did not invite discussion. “I know how and when to make contact and when to take the necessary actions that are required, despite your opinion of me or my past decision-making skills. And yes, I think I also know when a subject is close to their Shift.” He tried hard to keep the anger out of his voice. “Obviously you would not have picked me for this if you thought otherwise. Which begs the question, my Divine Ms. M, why are you really here?”


  She stared back, saying nothing, but then regained her focus. “Like I said, Ramsey, my ass is on the line, and as much it annoys you, I happen to be quite fond of it.” She shifted away from the car and faced him. “That being the case, I’m going to be keeping my eye on this one.” Her gaze drilled through him. “This is the last chance for you. Mess this up and you can work in a bookstore as well. Provided, of course, that you’re still employable.”


  That last sentence surprised him. “Threats, Morgana?” he asked as she turned to walk away. “That’s not your style.”


  She stopped and turned back. “You have no idea what my style is, Ramsey,” she said as she turned back toward the street, no longer looking like the frail elderly lady that she had presented herself as in the bookstore. “No idea at all,” she said, walking away.


  Ramsey watched her turn the corner and disappear from sight. His gut twitched, which in his experience never boded well. As he was known to say in his line of work, something smelled, and it wasn’t a bouquet of flowers. He didn’t know what was off, but it was something. If it had pulled Morgana back out on the street, then this assignment must be unlike any other that he had handled before, botched jobs or not, and it was attracting the attention of the Council. And it wasn’t about anybody’s grandkid either.


  He pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number.


  “Sherlock? What’s wrong?” asked the deep voice that picked up on the other end of the line. Ramsey barely noticed the use of his middle name, which his friend preferred to use since meeting Ramsey six years ago.


  “Nothing’s wrong, Leroy. And thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  “You’re calling me in the middle of the day while you’re on assignment. The last time you did that—”


  “Never mind the last time I did that,” said Ramsey, interrupting. He remembered the incident Leroy spoke of, and he didn’t need to be reminded of it now.


  “And so, I repeat, what’s wrong?”


  Ramsey paused for a moment before answering. He could picture his tall dark-skinned friend, Sampson Leroy, sitting in his home office, looking out the large picture window surrounded by his potted plants, and rubbing his hand over his shaved head. “I’m not sure at the moment,” Ramsey said. “That’s the reason I’m calling. I think something’s up. I smell something I don’t like smelling.”


  “And it’s not a bouquet of flowers, I’m guessing?”


  “No, it isn’t. More like something died and a few hot days have passed.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Ramsey had met Leroy after his first assignment as a Protector and they found that they worked well together as a team. Leroy had helped Ramsey through some difficult past cases, including his most recent, and Ramsey had supported Leroy after Leroy had met and married one of his past assignees, an act frowned upon by the Council and one that had resulted in Leroy taking a supervisory role and moving out of field work. They shared a close bond and a mutual fondness for each other, even though Ramsey rarely befriended anyone.


  “Something’s up on this one,” said Ramsey. “Morgana just showed up, checking on me.”


  “Morgana? What does she want? It’s not like her to bother with field assignments.”


  “Exactly. My ears have perked up and my radar’s going off. You heard anything?”


  “I know the Council’s watching this one. They want to see how you do. Don’t know anything about the assignee, though.”


  “Yeah, well, do me a favor,” said Ramsey. “See what you can find out, will you? I’m curious. Don’t need to find myself in deep water without a life jacket.”


  “I’ll look into it. See what I can find. Have you made contact?” Leroy asked.


  “Yes and no.”


  “What does that mean, or should I even ask? Did you embarrass yourself, Sherlock?” His chuckle traveled over the line.


  “Let’s just say I’ve had better introductions.”


  “They’ve never been your strength,” said Leroy. “Remember that bar in New Orleans? The young guy, Randal was his name, I think, that you were assigned to? Now that was a memorable first contact.”


  Ramsey sighed into the phone. “He was a cross-dresser. How the hell else was I supposed to get to know him?”


  “Did I ever tell you, you look great in heels?” Deep laughter carried through the phone.


  “You never forget to remind me. Just let me know when you’ve got some info for me.” He hung up before his friend could respond.


  He stood by his car, debating his next move. If there was more to this story than he was aware of, then maybe he should move his timetable up a bit, be a little more aggressive. If Sarah Randolph had some mystery about her, then he should figure it out sooner rather than later.


  He looked at the time, thought for a moment, and made up his mind. He had a few hours to kill, but he headed back down the street.


  
CHAPTER THREE


  

  


  AFTER ENTERING THE diner, Ramsey approached the counter and perused the menu on the wall. He wasn’t hungry, but he figured he should order something. He’d already appeared a little strange in the bookstore. He could at least try to appear less awkward in the diner.


  “Um, let’s see. Can I have the tuna salad on wheat? And a cup of coffee, please?” he asked the cashier behind the counter. She rang up his order and gave him a number. He paid and went to find a seat. He didn’t look around, just took a seat nearby. He pulled out his paper, opened it up, and started to read.


  Two tables down, Rachel elbowed Sarah. “You should go talk to him.”


  “What? What for?” asked Sarah.


  “Because you should! Heck, you talked to him this morning. It’s the perfect icebreaker.”


  “He was a customer! Of course I talked to him. That doesn’t mean I should talk to him now. I don’t know him.”


  “But you should. Look at him. He’s cute. So what if he was a little odd before. He seems perfectly normal now. I think he likes you.”


  “You think he likes me?” said Sarah, keeping her voice down. “What are you talking about? He doesn’t know me. He doesn’t even see us. I doubt he would recognize me from this morning.”


  “I bet he would,” said Rachel. “Go get some more coffee and make eye contact. I bet he’ll say something to you, and then you can go from there. What’s the harm in that?”


  “I told you I’m not interested in meeting anyone. Come on, let’s go. We’ll be late if we don’t.” Sarah started to gather her things.


  “We’ve got a few minutes. Don’t be a fuddy-duddy. Go for it!” said Rachel with impatience. “I’m here to back you up if you need it.”


  “Back me up?” asked Sarah. “What are you going to do? Punch him if he rejects me? Please be serious. Can we go now?” She started to stand, but ducked back down as the cashier called a number and the man they were discussing got up and grabbed his sandwich from the counter. He walked back to his table and sat down to eat. He never looked up.


  “Fine,” said Rachel. “I can see when you’ve put your foot down. You know I’m just thinking of you. I want you to find some happiness, you know? You’ve been so down lately.”


  Sarah relaxed a little, accepting her friend’s concern for her. She tried to be a little less defensive. “Thank you, Rachel. I know you’re trying to help. I’m just not feeling the need to start anything new right now. To be honest, it scares the hell out of me. I just want to finish my day, go home, and go to bed.”


  Rachel sighed. “Well, I won’t push you then. Do me a favor, though, and go get yourself another cup of coffee. You look like you’ll need it.”


  Sarah eyed Rachel suspiciously.


  “You don’t have to talk to him or even look at him,” said Rachel. “Just go get a refill, and we’ll head out.” She put her chin in her hand. “Party pooper.”


  Sarah did want a little more coffee. She figured she could safely get a refill without having to bump into her prior customer, considering how his nose was buried in his paper as he munched on his sandwich. She decided she could walk by his table without being noticed.


  “I’ll be right back.” She stood and swung her purse over her shoulder. Rachel stood as well and headed for the door as Sarah walked to the counter. She passed his table without looking down.


  “Can I get a refill, please?” she asked the cashier. The lady took her cup, refilled it, and handed it back to her. Sarah grabbed a lid and covered the drink. As she turned to leave, the busboy approached to clean a table behind her. Sweeping at a mess of spilled chips, he arced the broom out, and Sarah’s foot caught on the bristles just enough to upset her balance and cause her to fall forward. Instinctively, she moved to stop herself on the chair in front of her to slow her forward momentum. Successful in preventing an embarrassing fall, she unavoidably let the coffee cup slip from her fingers. She stared in mute horror as her mind processed in mere microseconds where the coffee would fall - right at the feet of the man she was trying so hard to avoid.


  The coffee hit hard, the lid flew off, and dark brown liquid spewed out in a wide spray. The man jumped up, yelping in the process. The hot liquid splattered up on him, and his pant leg took a direct hit. He looked down at the mess, assessing the damage. Then he looked up, directly at Sarah.


  Sarah stared back, completely frozen, at the scene before her. She didn’t know what to say. Rachel, seeing the scene unfold from across the room, also stood in shock. For what seemed like several seconds, no one said a word. The moment was broken, though, by the agitated busboy, who exclaimed how sorry he was as he moved to clean up the mess.


  Finally, Sarah’s vocal cords released. “Oops.” She could feel her cheeks redden.


  “Oops?” said Ramsey. He broke his eye contact with her and made to blot the liquid from his pants. He couldn’t believe his luck. He’d been about to stand and deliberately bump into her when the perfectly timed coffee spill had occurred.


  “I mean I’m sorry! I’m so sorry,” said Sarah, still tongue-tied. “I’m such a klutz. Did you get burned?”


  He swiped at his pants again with a napkin. “I’ll live. No permanent harm done,” he replied. “Were you aiming for me?”


  “What?” she asked, confused.


  “That was a hell of a shot. Guess I should be glad it didn’t end up in my lap. That would have been unpleasant for a variety of reasons,” he said, sounding lighthearted. He noted her stricken face. “Are you okay?” he asked her.


  “Um, what? What do you mean?” she asked.


  “Well, you look a little ashen. You’re not going to faint on me, are you?”


  “Faint on you?” Sarah asked, finally getting her voice back. “No, I’m not going to faint on you. I’m just so embarrassed. God, I just spilled hot coffee on you. You’re sure you’re not hurt?”


  “I’m fine. But does this mean I get a free book?” he asked, unleashing his most charming grin.


  “A free book? Why…?” She surmised then that he remembered her from the bookstore. “Oh, sure,” she retorted, surprising herself by playing along. “I’ll buy you a book on homemade remedies. I’m sure there’s something I can find about treating burns.” She finally unfroze and moved out of the way as the busboy returned with a mop and began cleaning the floor. “Or I’ll at least buy you something about avoiding klutzy women.”


  Ramsey had moved out of the way as well, and now they stood across from each other. “I prefer the book on home remedies,” he said.


  She was unsure how to interpret his answer. She didn’t have to wonder long, though, as Rachel walked up and broke the moment.


  “Oh, my! Everybody okay? Sarah, you’re lucky you didn’t fall on your face! Sir, how are you?” she asked with animated concern. “Wait a minute.” She stared at Ramsey in mock surprise. “You were in the bookstore this morning, weren’t you? I thought I recognized you. Sarah, remember?” Rachel grinned at her, while Sarah stared back as only a friend can when they want to strangle you.


  “Yes,” said Sarah, flustered. “Yes, I remember him, Rachel. Speaking of the bookstore, we really need to get back, or we’re going to be late. You ready?” she asked with warning in her eyes.


  “Yes, I’m ready. You ready? Said all your apologies?” She turned to Ramsey. “You really need to forgive her. She hasn’t been sleeping well.” She avoided Sarah’s look and continued to address him. “It’s no wonder she almost tripped and fell. You’re lucky she and the coffee both didn’t end up in your lap.”


  Ramsey smiled. “I think I could have endured it.”


  Sarah wanted to melt into the floor. “We really need to go. Sorry again about the coffee. Let’s go.” She took her friend by the arm, but Rachel wasn’t swayed easily.


  “This is Sarah, by the way,” she said, “and I’m Rachel.”


  “Ramsey. John Ramsey,” he replied. “I’ll stop by the bookstore later to pick up my book, Sarah.”


  Sarah looked back at him as she pulled Rachel away. “Your book?” she asked.


  “Yes, on home remedies? I believe you offered to buy it for me.” He watched her, waiting for her reaction.


  Sarah started to object, wanting to say she wasn’t serious, that he shouldn’t bother stopping by later, but she didn’t. She just looked back and found herself agreeing to it. “I’ll see what I can find for those burns,” she said as they walked out the door.


  Ramsey watched them leave. They crossed the street and headed toward the bookstore a few shops down. Something in him stirred. Something he didn’t expect. Silent warnings flared as unexpected emotions surfaced. He stood for a moment, staring, but then he turned and walked back to his table. Leaving the rest of his lunch uneaten, he gathered his things and left.


  And at the counter, unnoticed as he sat amid the others patrons and ate his lunch, a gray-bearded gentleman turned and watched him leave.


  
CHAPTER FOUR


  

  


  RAMSEY HEADED BACK to his car, planning on returning to the bookstore around closing, giving him the opportunity to see Sarah again after work if things went according to plan. At the moment, though, he needed some time to sort things out. This assignment was dredging up some long-submerged memories he’d put aside and rarely recalled without absolute necessity. He sat in his car for a while, lost in thought until the ringing of the phone interrupted him.


  “Sherlock?” asked the voice on the other end when he answered.


  “Leroy. What’s up?” asked Ramsey.


  “I need to speak with you privately.”


  Ramsey sat up in his seat. “What’d you find out?”


  “Not on the phone. Meet me at the house, soon as you can.” And with that, Leroy disconnected the line. Ramsey sighed and looked down the street toward the bookstore and then at his watch. Making up his mind, he started the car and drove off.


  **


  RACHEL COULD NOT contain her excitement. “I knew it. He likes you! He’s coming by later. You have to be ready.” She signed back in to the register, apparently too distracted to even complain when the computer gave her another error message.


  “Ready for what?” asked Sarah as she hung out by the counter with Rachel. She knew Arnie would be watching to see that they were back from lunch on time. She felt hesitant as she prepared to return to the aisles. She had not expected so much to happen during a one-hour lunch break and wasn’t sure what to think about the unexpected turn of events.


  “Ready for him to show up, of course,” responded Rachel. “He’ll probably ask you out, get your phone number. What are you thinking? What will you say? He should take you to dinner, someplace nice. Or maybe you two should do lunch, or a coffee break together. That would be good. Help you get to know him a bit. Or dancing! He should take you dancing! That would be great. You need to get out and have some fun. Oh, my God, this is so exciting!” Rachel exclaimed while Sarah looked at her like she’d lost her mind.


  “Who’s going out with him?” Sarah asked. “You or me?” She rolled her eyes. “You’re getting a little ahead of yourself, don’t you think? Let’s see if he even shows up.”


  “Shows up?” asked Rachel. “Did you hear him? He was flirting with you. And he wasn’t shy about it either. Oh, he’ll show up. You can count on that. And you better not screw it up when he does.”


  “Screw it up?” asked Sarah. “What are you talking about?”


  “I mean Ms. Negative Nelly better not appear. Tell him that ‘Oh, it’s not good timing for me. There’s too much going on in my life. I’m not ready to date right now.’ You know, all that crap you come up with when you talk yourself out of something,” Rachel rattled on.


  “Well, it’s true. I’m not really ready to date,” said Sarah, but she wondered at the same time if that was accurate. She had not anticipated this, but now that it was here, she couldn’t help but feel a sliver of eagerness. Bits of butterflies stirred in her stomach. She’d almost forgotten that feeling existed. A man had shown interest in her, and a nice-looking one at that. Her mind began to whirl with thoughts. Was this a good idea? Did he really like her? What should she say when he showed up?


  “Ladies,” Arnie said as he arrived on the scene. “Glad you’re back from lunch, but it’s time to get back to work please. We have afternoon customers arriving, and they need assistance.”


  Both women were startled out of their enthusiastic talk, and reluctantly, they returned to their tasks. Rachel realized that a customer was patiently waiting to complete a purchase and Sarah headed back into the aisles, ready to help where needed, but with thoughts of John Ramsey flipping through her head. She glanced at the clock on the wall. Two hours until her fifteen-minute break, then another two hours before her shift was over. Would he show up? Should she look for him, or let him find her? She made a mental note to head over to the Health section at some point to look for a home remedies book. She sighed and shook her head, trying to clear her brain. It was going to be a long afternoon.


  **


  AN HOUR AWAY, Ramsey pulled up the driveway of the safe house, hit the button on his visor, and pulled his car into the garage. The house was one of many owned and used by the Council when certain jobs or meetings necessitated a private place to meet. This particular one had frequently been used by Ramsey and Leroy in the past, and it remained their back-up meeting place when conditions warranted.


  He opened his door and got out, hitting the button again to close the garage door. He would normally park in the circular driveway, but there were certain instances where parking in the garage provided necessary cover when he preferred not to be noticeable to anyone driving by. And judging by the tone in Leroy’s voice, this could be one of those times.


  He walked in through the garage door. Leroy sat at the kitchen table, not doing anything in particular except sitting and watching out the window. His narrow-cut shirt emphasized his large frame and muscular arms and torso, a feature which consistently irritated Ramsey since he’d never once seen Leroy set foot in a gym or do an ounce of exercise.


  “Leroy,” he said as he came into the room and sat down next to his friend.


  “Sherlock,” Leroy responded.


  “Wow, is it that serious?” asked Ramsey. “You’re not your usual vivacious self, my friend.”


  Leroy’s expression didn’t change. “I did some digging on your assignment for you. I may have an idea as to why Morgana is so interested in this case. Why all of the councilors are interested.”


  “Well, don’t keep me in suspense,” said Ramsey. “Lay it on me. What is it that’s got you and Morgana so squirrely?” Sitting there, he could feel Leroy’s ambivalence. They had been friends for a long time, and he couldn’t recall when he’d seen his friend this concerned. Well, there had been one previous time, but that had been a long time ago.


  “What did they tell you about her?” asked Leroy.


  Ramsey thought about it. “She’s a Gray-Line human, so I’m going to have to be careful not to reveal too much. The Council thinks she could experience some unusual symptoms.” He recalled Sarah’s past from her file. “As expected, her year’s been difficult. Her mother died eight months ago. She lost her corporate job and the family home not long after. For the past five months, she’s been working at the bookstore where her aunt helped her find work. It’s the typical upheaval for anyone about to transition.” He paused. “I was planning on playing this by ear. She could be a simple case, or I might have to get more involved. I’ll have to wait and see.”


  He waited for Leroy to say something. “Well?” he asked. “What is it?”


  “She’s a Shifter,” said Leroy.


  Ramsey stared dumbly at his friend. “Please tell me you’ve got more than that, Leroy, and that I didn’t just drive an hour for you to tell me something you could have told me on the phone. I know that. Why else would the C squad want me on this, when they could have easily gone with another Protector.”


  “It’s more than that.” Leroy stopped for a moment, as if unsure what to say, before finally deciding to be direct. “I think she might be a Red-Line.”


  Ramsey didn’t say anything. After a moment, his smile broke out, his posture relaxed, and he chuckled. “Leroy, what are you talking about? There hasn’t been a Red-Line in over sixty years. It’s not possible. You know that.”


  Leroy did not respond in kind, his expression remaining sober. “It’s possible,” he said. “I haven’t figured it all out yet. Don’t know the how or why, but I think that’s what she is.”


  Ramsey sat still, judging whether or not his friend had taken some sort of behaviorally altering substance. He knew of Red-Lines because two of them still lived and were on the current council, although how much longer they would last was questionable. They weren’t spring chickens, so to speak. He tried to imagine how such a thing could happen, but he couldn’t wrap his mind around it. The two still alive were the only ones who’d survived, leaving only Gray-Lines to exist on the planet. Even now, the reason for the untimely deaths of the Red-Lines years ago remained a mystery.


  “You’re not making sense, Leroy. If that were the case, the Council would’ve taken her off the streets months ago. They’d be handling it personally. They sure as hell wouldn’t give her to me. That’s the last thing they’d do.”


  “Is it?” asked Leroy, leaning forward. “Think about it, Sherlock. They don’t want to draw attention to her. If she is what I think, she’s the first female Red-Line in a very long time. We don’t know what she’s capable of, and likely neither does the Council. The two Reds left remember little from the past and are basically figureheads now. She may be the key to answering questions about our people we wouldn’t even think of asking. If they bring her in and handle it themselves, then likely the word will get out, and then she potentially becomes a target for any loon who wants to see, study, or even use her. It puts her in danger and exposes them as well, especially if they botch it. And why would they handle it? None of them are under sixty-five years of age. Most of them haven’t handled anyone in three decades, and certainly no one like her. They need someone with experience, someone with a background in difficult shifts, and who has a history of stirring up trouble. Someone who…” He stopped and looked at Ramsey.


  Ramsey understood. “Someone who won’t get personally involved due to past circumstances, is that it?” He stared back at his friend.


  Neither of them said anything until Leroy answered him. “It’s certainly an added bonus in a case like this. You know they’ll have plans for her, and they’ll want as little interference as possible.”


  “Then I guess I’m their man.” Ramsey sat still, trying to process everything Leroy said. “And if I botch it, I’m the perfect scapegoat. Is that what you’re saying?”


  “That pretty well sums it up.”


  Ramsey shifted back in his seat. “You certainly know how to tell it like it is, Leroy.”


  “I don’t beat around the bush, my friend. You know that.”


  “Yeah, I know that. It’s why I trust you.” Ramsey thought for a moment before continuing. “You’re sure about this?” he asked, still uncertain. “If you’re right, I could be walking into one big mess.”


  “There’s too much secrecy about this one. When I went to pull her file, something that should be accessible by me, it was off-limits. When I asked around, I was basically told to mind my own business. The kicker was Morgana and the Council. You said she was there today? Out in the field? When I tried to reach her, they were in their Connection ceremony. She literally got back from speaking with you, and they went straight into their meeting. They rarely get together more than once a month nowadays. I know when something’s up.”


  “Yes, but none of that is proof that she’s a Red-Line.”


  “No, it isn’t, but when you put it together with the Mirror, then I knew it was big.”


  “The Mirror? What do you mean?”


  “The Eudoran Mirror? You’ve heard of it, right?” asked Leroy.


  “Well, yes, but I thought that was myth, old-timer musings. It’s never been real.” Ramsey struggled to remember the stories his grandmother had told him when he was little.


  “I didn’t think so either, at first. But when I couldn’t reach Morgana, I went to see her personally, thinking I could get her to tell me something face to face. When I got there, her sniveling assistant, Jenkins, told me she was in council, something I doubt she would have wanted me to know. When I turned to leave, his phone rang. Based on what I heard him say, I’m sure it was Morgana, but he played dumb. As I walked out, I heard him mention a mirror. Something about that made me perk up, so when I left the office, I stopped just outside the room, where I could hear him. He talked with her about removing it from the Council’s private vault. I didn’t hear any more than that. Now that’s either one expensive cosmetic mirror, or the stories are true.”


  Ramsey let it percolate. “It’s still a stretch. This could be one giant misunderstanding. She may be just another difficult Shift about to happen.”


  “Maybe.” Leroy stared and waited. “But what’s your gut tell you? You called me, remember?”


  Ramsey couldn’t deny that, but this was turning out to be bigger than he had anticipated. Even so, and despite the evidence Leroy presented, he still thought it was unlikely. But he couldn’t help but wonder. If it were true, then the repercussions—well, the repercussions were greater than he could imagine. How would he handle a Red-Line Shift? How would she handle it? What would he tell her? Was she in danger? Why didn’t the Council reveal what they knew? There were so many unknowns.


  “I don’t know a damn thing about Red-Lines, Leroy.”


  “Neither do I, but if that’s what she is, then we have a lot to talk about. We need to make some arrangements.” He paused. “But you need to be sure.”


  “To be sure?”


  “That you want to do this. You still have a way out, especially after your altercation with Morgana this afternoon. And I know you. If you commit to this, you’ll be there till the end, wherever it leads. You ready for that?”


  Ramsey nodded his head in acknowledgement, already knowing his answer. “Regardless of whatever the Council’s got up their sleeve, there’s still the issue of Sarah, who’s about to walk into a much bigger mess than I am, if you’re right. And for some reason, I already feel obligated to her. So yes, I’m in.”


  “Then let’s get started.” And without tracking the time, they began the long conversation, comparing what they each knew about Sarah, the Council, Red-Lines, the Mirror, and what steps to take next. Ramsey’s usual style of flying by the seat of pants would not work in this case. If he ever needed a plan, it was right now.


  
CHAPTER FIVE


  

  


  THE NEXT MORNING, Sarah sat at the kitchen table in her apartment, looking out the window. A gentle rain fell against the pane, making soft splatters against the glass. It was gray outside, with rain forecasted for the rest of the day. She wasn’t focused on anything in particular, even though her computer was open in front of her. It showed only a blank page, with the cursor blinking its typical monotonous rhythmic pulse. A moment later, the page winked out and a screen saver of space scenes took its place. The earth, as pictured from the moon, came into view on the screen.


  She paid no attention. She’d sat this way for the last hour as her mind wandered. She would occasionally start typing, but then delete what she wrote. Her lethargy plagued her. She was normally a focused person, had her schedule planned, stayed on task, met her deadlines, never wavered from a job until it was completed. But these last few months, she’d found herself procrastinating, putting her work off till later. She would daydream, often finding that several minutes would go by without realizing it. Her lack of sleep worried her. She’d had a bad dream last night and hadn’t slept since. That, combined with the fact that he hadn’t showed yesterday, hadn’t come to see her at the bookstore as he said he would, had tipped her scales in a bad direction. She’d called in sick. She knew Arnie would be displeased and that Rachel would worry, but she didn’t care. She hated to admit it, but he’d gotten to her, and she had been hoping to see him.


  She sighed and looked back at her computer. She thought she would write Aunt Gerry in hopes of getting her mind off things. She didn’t want to call, because she knew Gerry would ask too many questions that she did not want to answer. She resisted actually bringing her fingers to the keyboard, though, and eventually closed the computer in frustration. She was tired. Her eyes hurt. She was depressed. She wanted to go back to bed, but she knew that was pointless. Even though she still sat in her robe, had not showered, and her nutritional intake for the day had been only two cups of coffee, she would not throw in the towel. She had to accomplish something before she got up from the chair. She took a deep breath, opened the computer, and started typing again.


  “Dear Aunt Gerry, I wanted to write and say, ‘Hi.’ Things here are…” She paused for a moment, thinking, and took her fingers off the keyboard. Her eyes wandered back to the window, back to the rain’s pitter-patter on the glass. She rested her chin in her palm. Her eyes stared off and her mind drifted, back to the quiet space she had left just moments before.


  The phone rang. The noise startled her, and she jumped. Looking back at her computer, she saw pictures of stars and supernovas floating slowly across the screen. She looked at the clock on the display. Thirty-five minutes. Crap. Thirty-five minutes had passed since she’d started her letter for the umpteenth time. What was the matter with her? How could she have been sitting here for so long, staring off into space?


  Her frustration escalated. The last two months had been the most unproductive of her life. Today should have been a shopping day. She had thought with her sick day that she would not sit around and feel sorry for herself. She should be at the grocery store, filling her cart with food right about now, with her shopping list in hand and her meals all planned for the week ahead. Instead, her refrigerator was almost empty because she had not bothered to shop last week. She’d believed that this was just a funk and that it would pass eventually, but days had turned into weeks and now months. She gave in and made a mental note to call her doctor.


  The phone continued to ring. She leaned over and snatched it up from where it hung on the wall near the kitchen counter. It was probably Rachel, calling on her break to check up on her.


  “Hello?” she said.


  “Sarah? It’s Rachel. How are you?”


  Sarah tried to sound upbeat. ”I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. Is Arnie pissed?”


  “Don’t worry about him. He’ll get over it. I told him you weren’t feeling well when you left yesterday.”


  “Not entirely untrue, I suppose.”


  “I’m sorry, Sarah. That guy from yesterday’s a jerk. I totally thought he was the real deal. It stinks that he turned out otherwise. You’re not too bummed, are you? Is that why you called in sick?” asked Rachel.


  “No,” said Sarah. “I didn’t call in sick because of him, but the situation didn’t help my insomnia any. Thought I could catch some z’s this morning, but so far, no luck.” Sarah knew she was downplaying her feelings, but she didn’t want Rachel to worry about her any more than she already was.


  “That’s it, then,” said Rachel. “I’m stopping by the drug store after work today, and I’m getting something to help you sleep. I’ll come by and bring it to you. You can’t keep going on like this.”


  “I’ll take a nap this afternoon. I’ll be fine,” said Sarah.


  “Yeah, I’ve heard that before. I’ll see you after work. And don’t argue with me. I’ve got to go now. Try to get some rest, and I’ll see you later.” With that, Rachel hung up. Sarah was too tired to argue anyway. She hung up the phone and resumed her mental wandering.


  The phone rang again. She reached over and picked it back up. “I’m not arguing with you,” she said. “You want to stop by later, that’s fine.”


  There was a brief silence on the other end. Then a masculine voice replied, “Excellent. I’ll take you up on that offer. You mind if I come by a little sooner, though?”


  She was completely taken off guard. “Who is this?”


  “I’m the guy you tried to take out yesterday with your coffee. Remember me?”


  She froze and found herself at a loss for words.


  “Hello? You there?” he asked from the other end of the line.


  She finally found her voice. “How did you get my number?”


  “It’s not that hard, really. I know your name, know where you work. I just did some investigating,” he replied.


  “Some investigating? What are you, a cop?”


  “Hardly,” he answered. “No, I’m not a cop. I just wanted to apologize for standing you up yesterday. I was hoping I could make it up to you.”


  She did not miss the change in subject. “Actually,” she said with hesitation, “I don’t think that’s a good idea. It’s probably better if we just go our separate ways.” She had to admit that she was a little unnerved by his phone call, and she was still bothered by the fact that he’d left her hanging yesterday.


  He didn’t let her waywardness stop him. “I know you’re upset with me. I apologize. I got unavoidably delayed and couldn’t get back in time. How about a cup of coffee? I’ll pick you up and we’ll get you some caffeine. I know you like coffee. I’ll replace the cup you dropped on me.”


  His charm dripped through the phone, and she found herself softening. Her anger flared, though, when she realized what she was doing.


  “Thank you so much…um… What was your name again?”


  She heard him chuckle. “That would be Ramsey, John Ramsey.”


  “Yes, Ramsey. That’s right,” she said, irritated that he was laughing. “Sorry, but it’s not a good time. I’m busy. I have a lot of things planned for the day.”


  “No, you don’t.” he replied.


  That irritated her even more. “Excuse me? You have no idea what my plans are. I’m not available to see you right now,” she said with insistence.


  “How about this?” he asked, completely ignoring her reply. “I pick you up in five minutes, we go for a quick cup, we talk, get to know each other a bit, and if you don’t want to see me any more after that, I’ll leave you alone and you’ll never see me again. How’s that sound?” He still sounded irritatingly charming.


  Her nerves were just about frayed to the edge at this point. Her arguing skills were dulled by her lack of sleep, and she just didn’t have the energy for it.


  “Five minutes, huh? You don’t even know where I live,” she said with satisfaction. She’d outsmarted him on that one.


  A knock on the door almost scared her out of her seat.


  “Uh, actually, I do,” said Ramsey from the other end of the phone.


  The realization dawned on her that he did know where she lived. “Is that you at my door?” It couldn’t be him, she thought.


  “Turns out when I got your phone number, I got your address, too. You don’t mind, do you?”


  “What are you doing outside my door?” she asked.


  “I want to take you for coffee. I thought I was pretty clear on that.”


  “Are you some sort of stalker?”


  “No, I’m not a stalker, either. I just want to sit down and talk. That’s it. In public. With other people around. Lots of people. Many witnesses to observe us having coffee.” He was trying to be patient with her, she could tell, but this was still outside the bounds of normalcy.


  She didn’t know what to do. She’d always had a knack for reading people and knowing whether she could trust them. Her mother had called her a human lie detector. Blessed with her own gifts of insight, her mom had always taught Sarah to rely on her instincts. Sarah thought of her now and tuned in to the man at the door. She closed her eyes and tried to relax. Even though her mind was dulled from fatigue, she recognized the familiar vibe that told her he could be trusted. Despite the fact that he acted differently from anyone she’d met before, she decided to just wing it and let the chips fall where they may.


  “Fine, “she said over the phone. “You win. There’s a coffee shop two blocks north called ‘Pat’s Coffee.’ I’ll meet you there in forty-five minutes.”


  “Meet you there?” he said. “I’m right outside your door.”


  “Well, then, I suggest you start walking.” And with that she hung up the phone.


  “You’re not going to stand me up, are you?” said a voice from the other side of the door.


  She walked up to her door and yelled, “Let me tell you one thing. If I open this door in forty minutes and you’re standing out there, the coffee date is cancelled. You got that?’


  She heard that same annoying chuckle. “I hear you. I’ll see you at Pat’s in forty-five minutes, Sarah.” She looked out the peephole and saw a blurry image of the man she had met yesterday. He stood at the door, but then turned and walked away.


  Before she could talk herself out of it, she decided to get up, jump into a quick shower, and go meet him. For some reason, she knew she had to do it.


  
CHAPTER SIX


  

  


  FORTY MINUTES LATER, she ran through her apartment, hastily throwing on a pair of earrings, ruffling her still-damp hair, and putting on some lipstick.


  Thinking she should have given herself an hour, she grabbed her phone, wallet, jacket, and keys and opened the door. She expected to see him despite her warning, but he was not there. She wondered if she would have actually cancelled if he had been waiting for her. She decided that since it hadn’t happened, she didn’t have to think about it. She went down two flights of stairs and headed out the front of the building and out onto the street. The day was cool and crisp, with bright sunlight shining down on her. At some point, the clouds had cleared and it had become a beautiful day. So much for the forecast, she thought. The damp streets were slowly drying in the bright sunshine. She turned left and headed to the corner.


  “Nice day, isn’t it?” said a voice behind her.


  She whirled around to see him standing on the curb. He wore casual black pants and a long-sleeved fitted brown cotton shirt. He looked good standing there as a slight breeze tossed his hair, and she made an effort not to appear that she noticed.


  “I guess I should not be surprised,” she said. “Waiting in the coffee shop was too much to ask?”


  He rewarded her with a crooked grin. “I suppose I felt like there could be a slight chance you may not come. I didn’t want to waste the trip if you changed your mind.” He gave her an appraising look as she stood before him in slim jeans and a collared button-down green shirt. Her hair was still damp but already in waves, and she could smell the perfume she’d sprayed on her skin.


  “Sure,” she said, not buying a word. “Five minutes more and you’d have been back at my door, right?”


  His grin grew. “More likely three minutes. You’re late as it is.”


  “Don’t take no for an answer?”


  “Not when it’s important to me, I don’t.” They continued to stand on the street as the conversation paused.


  She thought for a moment before continuing. “Then let’s go have you buy me that coffee.” She turned and headed down the sidewalk.


  “Would you rather have lunch? It’s close to noon. I haven’t eaten yet. Have you?”


  She stopped and looked at him. “You said just coffee.”


  “I did. But now I’m asking about lunch. Just thought you might be hungry.” As Ramsey watched her consider his offer, he stayed relaxed, even though he felt the uncertainty from her. He didn’t want to scare her off, but he suspected she had not been eating much lately, and she needed to keep up some strength. She would need it. Plus it might give him some more time with her.


  She hesitated for a moment, but as if on cue, her stomach growled. “I guess I could eat something.”


  “Terrific. How about the sandwich shop down the street? Sound good?”


  Suddenly, she felt ravenous. “Sure, why not? We can go there.”


  They turned and headed down the street, and when they got to the corner, turned left. They spoke little, other than the usual pleasantries. He kept his eyes open to the surroundings, looking for anything unusual, as he kept up the light conversation. She just hoped her eye concealer was hiding the circles under her eyes, and she wondered if the restaurant had a dark corner they could sit in.


  Three minutes later, they walked into “The Little Sandwich Shop.” The doorbell chimed as they walked in, and a young girl approached them. She wore big jewelry, heavy make-up, chunky sandals, and a tight t-shirt with the “The Little Sandwich Shop” emblazoned on it.


  “How many?” she asked, eyeing Ramsey with more than casual interest.


  “Two, please,” said Ramsey.


  “Booth or table?”


  “Booth?” said Ramsey, looking at Sarah.


  “In the corner, please,” said Sarah, pointing at the back of the restaurant. At least she had some luck in finding a fairly dark place to sit.


  Ramsey liked it too. It was away from the windows and situated in a place where he could see the shop. They walked back and sat down. The hostess handed them their menus and headed back to her post. Sarah opened hers and began to study it. Ramsey smiled to himself, scanned the shop, opened his menu, and did the same. Now that he had actually gotten her here, he sat back and relaxed.


  Their lunch proceeded smoothly. They kept the conversation light, with neither one of them getting too specific about their lives. She found it hard to focus anyway, because her mind was muddled, and thinking seemed overly stressful. She didn’t want to talk about her depressing existence the last few months anyway and assumed he’d run for the doors the moment she did.


  As they finished their sandwiches, she started to feel a bit better, with some fuel in her, and he decided it might be a good time to probe a bit deeper and test the waters.


  “How are you feeling?” he asked with as much innocence as he could put on his face.


  She gave him an uneasy look. “I feel great,” she lied. “Why?” She projected as much confidence as she could into the question, but now her inner voice chimed in, telling her she looked terrible, that she should never have left her apartment, and that he was kicking himself for coming to see her.


  “How have you been sleeping?” Ramsey decided to be a little more direct. Skirting around the issue would only draw this out, and he didn’t have the time. If he thought he could get away with a few more dates with her and get to know her a bit more, he would. But after lunch, and feeling her fogginess during the meal, he knew he would have to act faster than he had planned to. He clung to the hope that she would listen and cooperate long enough for him to explain everything.


  She reacted to the question with surprise. “Why do you ask? Do I look that bad?” She felt like crying. God, what was the matter with her?


  “Sarah,” he said, trying to go slow, “I might have some insight as to why you are not sleeping well.” He paused. “But you might also have a hard time understanding it.”


  She stared back at him. “What are you talking about? It’s just insomnia. Everybody goes through it. It will pass. And how do you know I’m not sleeping?”


  “Sarah…” He felt her hesitation and thought for a moment, unsure of how to proceed. “It’s sort of what I do. I recognize certain symptoms in a person and can assist in helping someone get through this phase.” He didn’t know how else to put it. He’d never been in this position before.


  “Phase? What are you, a doctor? Do you think I’m sick?” Her body posture tensed and he knew she was uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation.


  He searched for the right words. He could sense her energy fire up and her increasing discomfort, but he kept talking. “I’m not a doctor, Sarah. Just consider me a trained…um…what should I say here…trained professional. I recognize symptoms in you that I have dealt with before and that you will need help with as they get worse.”


  As soon as he’d said it, he knew he’d chosen the wrong word. Her eyes narrowed, and her body language changed. She stiffened and sat up straighter.


  He tried to fix it. “Sorry, not worse. Bad word. Progress. Better word. Progress.”


  Sarah’s alarm bells sounded as Ramsey continued to talk to her. “Who the hell are you?” she asked. “Symptoms? What symptoms? Have you been watching me? I thought you were just a guy I met in a bookstore.”


  Ramsey was losing her fast, and he knew it. “Well, I am botching this. Let me try again. Don’t get mad, please. Just give me a chance to explain.”


  “Better talk fast, ’cause I’m about to find the exit, my friend.”


  He noticed she bunched her napkin in her hand and prayed she’d sit still long enough to hear him out. “Let me try again.” He took a breath, and started. “Sarah, this may sound strange, and I know we just met, but bear with me, please.” He tried to convey his sincerity. He paused a moment to think about where to start and then decided there was no easy way to explain it, so he just started from the top. He met her eyes and focused on her and his next words. “There are many people who experience a profound transformation at a certain point in their lives. For most, when it starts, it manifests as discomfort or dissatisfaction and not knowing why, unhappiness with their circumstances, their job, their marriage, or just a general questioning of who they are and why they’re here. Some have insomnia, others headaches, some get both. There are those who leave their spouse, leave their job, and change everything, because they can do nothing less. Others get physically ill. They get aches, pains, skin problems, lethargy, depression, you name it. There are numerous illnesses that anyone can manifest as they transition through this period. They question everything, and as a result, create experiences for themselves that help them ask the questions they’ve been avoiding. Most get through it as best they can. They come to terms with where they are or they change their lives and do something new. Either way, they usually find ways to cope with it or to feel better.”


  He stopped for a second before continuing, and she didn’t interrupt. Taking that as a cue, he kept going. “But there are others, Sarah, who have a much harder time. They lose family members, significant others, lose their homes, jobs, and frequently find themselves somewhere they never thought they’d be. They are usually alone or on their own. They question everything, suffer intense depression, get sick, sometimes very sick. They know there is something more, something yet to discover, something just within their grasp. Sometimes they find it, and sometimes they don’t.” He watched her, waiting for her reaction.


  She just looked at him. “Are you telling me that I’m sick? That I’m part of the latter group?” she asked.


  “Actually, no,” he said, trying hard to figure out what to say next. “That latter group, despite all their struggles, will usually find their way on their own. Some won’t make it, but most will. They’ll find the answers they need to move forward. What I’m saying, Sarah, is that you’re part of the group that comes after that.” He hesitated in order to give her some time.


  “And what group is that, Ramsey?” she asked.


  He noticed that she used his last name, and he found it interesting that she chose now to use it. Her energy was coiled, like she was preparing to flee, and he proceeded slowly. “There is another group, for reasons I won’t go into now, that go through an even more profound change. They experience all of what the first two groups go through, but they…uh, how shall I say it? They change.”


  “Change?” She had no idea how to interpret this.


  “Yes, change. And that’s where I come in.”


  “Whoa, let’s go back to that change part. What do you mean, change?”


  Her skepticism was intensifying, and he knew it, but he couldn’t back down now. He pushed forward, trusting he would find the right words. “There’s an actual physical change which can result in some…uh…unusual manifestations, for lack of a better word.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “What, are you saying that I’m going to turn into a monkey or something? Or no, wait; I’m going to get taller or shorter, fatter or thinner? Oh, how about this, am I going to turn green whenever I get mad?”


  He tried to explain. “Sarah, I know this sounds strange, but—”


  “No, you’ve had your shot, and I’m leaving now.” She stood up. She had listened and decided she’d heard enough. “I don’t know who you are or why you showed up, but I want you to leave me alone. You go help whoever you need to help, but I will be just fine without you rushing in to save me.”


  “Sarah, please, just let me finish. This will make perfect sense if you’ll just sit and...”


  “Ramsey, I’m tired and I want to go home. Thank you for the food, but not the company.” She turned away and headed for the door.


  “Damn it.” Ramsey reached into his jacket pocket and grabbed some cash. He threw it on the table and went to follow her out. The hostess stopped him, though, as he tried to leave.


  “Troubles with your lady friend?” she asked as she blocked his exit.


  “Excuse me?” he asked, trying to move around her. She was persistent, though.


  “If you’re available, I’d love it if you’d call me.” She smiled and slipped a matchbook into his hand.


  He looked at it. She had written her phone number on the inside cover.


  “I’ll keep that in mind. Excuse me.” He finally dodged around her and headed out the door.


  Sarah hurried out of the restaurant, feeling like a complete idiot. Hot tears burned the back of her eyes. He was a nut job and he’d somehow made it past her radar. He had to be some sort of con artist or something, preying on her in her vulnerable state. He wanted something from her—that was clear. She had no idea what. She had nothing to give him. Why would he say all those odd things to her? Was he trying to be her savior or something? None of it made sense. Her emotions were in total disarray. She felt hot, and she realized she was sweating.


  Great, she thought, now I really am sick. Just what she needed right now.


  She kept walking down the sidewalk, heading home at a fast pace, hoping he wouldn’t follow her or try to stop her. Her vision spun for a moment before it righted itself. She slowed down and put her hand on an outside brick wall to find her balance and let the dizzy spell pass.


  “Are you all right, miss?” An elderly gentleman with a gray beard and kind eyes walked up to her. He placed a gentle hand on her back. “You’re looking a bit pale. Can I help?”


  Sarah struggled to clear her head. Her lunch churned in her stomach. She took a deep breath to settle herself. “I’m fine. Thank you. Just felt a little dizzy for a second.” She stood up straight and took her weight off the wall. “I think I’m all right now.”


  “I insist on helping, madam. You look like you could pass out any moment. Can I call someone?”


  “No, I’m fine. I’m just around the corner.”


  “Well, then, let me drive you. My car is right here.”


  She glanced at him. He must have been in his seventies, with gray eyes. He wore an expensive suit and carried a cane made from a dark burnished wood.


  Something in her stirred, and it didn’t feel pleasant. His hand remained on her back, and she wanted him to remove it. “You’re kind to offer, but no, thank you. I’m better now.”


  She moved to walk away, but a sudden burst of heat coursed through her back and inflamed her chest and belly. Grabbing at her midsection, she gasped and doubled over.


  “Of course I’ll help you, Sarah, my dear girl. Let me get you to the car.”


  Before she could object, he had placed an iron grip around her middle, revealing a strength she did not expect, and lifted her off her feet. He began to carry her toward a dark SUV sitting at the curb. The heat on her back was so intense that it hurt to move. She wanted to scream, but her lungs felt closed. Frozen in fear, she could only watch as a complete stranger grabbed her off the street and prepared to put her in his car. The word kidnapping did not compute to her. Why would anyone want to kidnap her?


  The answer to her question never came, as a loud snap sounded in her ears and she felt herself falling. She had no strength to stop her descent, and she braced for the hard hit as the cement ground loomed toward her. She never felt it, though, as her vision blurred, and all went black.


  
CHAPTER SEVEN


  

  


  WHEN RAMSEY LEFT the sandwich shop, he headed down the sidewalk, looking for Sarah. He was surprised he couldn’t see her. She apparently moved fast when she was angry. He knew he had revealed too much information too fast, but he didn’t have the luxury of time. These were uncharted waters for him, and all he could do was trust his instincts.


  He felt a flare of unease in his stomach. He picked up his pace and started a slow jog as something nagged at him. The streets were more crowded now, since the sun had made its appearance. Joggers trotted by, and mothers with young children pushed their strollers as they headed toward their destinations. People were headed out to lunch, intent on enjoying the now pretty day. He tried to see around them but had little success. He crossed the last street before reaching Sarah’s corner, thinking he should have caught up to her by now.


  He stopped as he felt an odd heat fluctuation on his left. He turned and saw that what he had overlooked as an older man accompanying a young woman to her car was actually Sarah being unwillingly carried toward a parked vehicle. He had nearly walked right by them. A flare of hot emotion lit up inside him. He’d never had to resort to violence to protect someone before, but that was about to change.


  He swiveled to his left and came up behind the man, who had Sarah in his arms and was reaching for the car door. The man never saw Ramsey coming. He’d managed to open the car door partially as Ramsey kicked out hard, slamming the door back shut again. The elderly man looked up just as Ramsey yanked the walking stick out of his hand, snapped it in two and jabbed the sharp end right into the man’s abdomen, not hard enough to penetrate, but enough to make him double over and lose his breath.


  “Going somewhere?” asked Ramsey as the man lost his grip on Sarah and she slipped out of his grasp and fell limply forward, apparently losing consciousness. Anger coursed through Ramsey and he grabbed the back of the man’s jacket, pulled him backward, and opened the car door again. The man, still doubled over but recovering much faster than Ramsey expected for a man of his age, reached out and touched Ramsey’s side. Ramsey felt the heat flare immediately. It shocked and surprised him. He lessened his hold on the unexpected attacker and the older man attempted to pull away, but Ramsey recovered and tightened his grip. With his free hand, he sent his own counterattack measures right back into the midsection of the man trying to escape. The man stilled as the heat shock rippled through him.


  “Right back at ya, Grandpa,” he said in the man’s ear. “You’re not the only one who plays with fire.”


  Ramsey managed to swing the car door open and dump the now quieter man on the back seat. He figured it would take the man some time to recover from the zap he’d given him.


  “You rest right there, Granddad,” he said as he noticed this little scuffle on the street was starting to draw attention. “You know you’re not supposed to be overexerting yourself this way. I’m going to have to take you to Dr. Oldman now, and he won’t be happy with you wearing yourself out like this.”


  He closed the car door and dropped next to Sarah, who lay on her side on the sidewalk. He kneeled on one knee and checked her condition. She was pale and unresponsive.


  “How is she? Should I call an ambulance?” A middle-aged woman holding a coffee cup and wearing a jogging suit had stopped to help. A couple of other people stood behind her.


  Ramsey thought fast. He put on his most solemn face. “Actually, no. She’s got the flu. I’m her brother, and I told her to take it easy, but she won’t listen to me. You know how it is with family.” He rolled his eyes to emphasize his point. The bystander continued to look at him with no change in expression.


  He changed tactics when he realized she might call the cops if he picked Sarah up right now and tried to carry her off. He needed to get the woman on his side. He couldn’t afford a parade of law enforcement.


  “Actually,” he said in a whispered tone, moving closer to her as she instinctively leaned in and crouched down to hear him. “It’s kind of embarrassing.” He paused for effect. “She ran off with Granddad in here.” He banged the car door with the flat of his palm, and the lady jumped with the noise. “And, well…” He hesitated, as if deciding whether to share the information he was about to give. “Well, she got pregnant.”


  The bystander’s eyes widened into circles with that information.


  Bull’s-eye, thought Ramsey. He knew he had her now. “He’s got money,” he whispered, looking at the woman with disgust in his eyes. “You know how that is.”


  The woman’s head moved up and down in understanding. “Poor dear. She should have known better.”


  “Exactly,” Ramsey continued, conveying displeasure. “She decided to leave him when he didn’t want the baby.”


  “Oh, no.” The woman was fully invested now as she looked down at Sarah with pity.


  “We encouraged her to do it. He doesn’t love her, just loves, well, you know…” He looked at her with knowingness in his eyes.


  She shook her head. “Unbelievable.” The woman watched Sarah with concern.


  “He’s not taking it too well, as you can see. Thankfully, I got here just in time. I just need to get her back to her room. I’m sure she’s fainted from the stress and pregnancy, and she probably has a bump on her head from the fall.” He moved to pick her up.


  “What about him?” The woman rose from her crouch and looked into the car to see the man slumped over in the back seat.


  “Him?” Ramsey snorted. “Please. He’s fine. Just had too much to drink as usual and tried to pull her into his car. He’s not handling the situation too well.” Ramsey had managed to pick Sarah up at this point. She began to stir, and her fingers found his shirt and held onto him.


  “That’s terrible. I hope she’s okay.”


  “She’ll be fine. She’s already starting to come around. Thank you for your help. You’ve been very kind.” Ramsey looked at her with soft eyes. Funny how easy it was for people to believe the crazy stories and not the boring ones.


  “Are you sure you don’t need to call a doctor? She looks so pale.”


  “Oh, I will. I’ll get her upstairs and call immediately. I’ll call someone to come pick up Grandpa, too. We’re trying to keep this under the radar, if you understand what I mean. Ambulances and police would upset her even more.”


  “Yes, of course.” She nodded in understanding. By now, the small crowd had begun to disperse. They had left the matter to the concerned citizen who appeared willing to help.


  Ramsey turned toward Sarah’s building, carrying Sarah in his arms. He looked back at the woman. “Thank you again.”


  “You’re welcome. Good luck with everything.”


  She watched the kind man nod and walk away. Carrying his sister, he headed up the stairs of the nearby apartments and disappeared into the building.


  She looked at the man slumped over in his car in the back seat. “Jerk,” she said with distaste, and she turned and walked away, eager to tell her new, exciting story to her friends over coffee.


  **


  RAMSEY KICKED SARAH’S apartment door open with his foot after he’d managed some fancy maneuvering to get her keys out of her pocket and unlock the door. He closed the door behind him and carried her to the couch. She was still groggy but apparently aware enough to know she was in safe hands. He tried to get her to lie back on the couch so he could look her over, but she wouldn’t let go of him.


  “Sarah? Hey, let go. I need to get a look at you.” He gently pried her hands loose from his shoulders. She made a moaning sound he didn’t like, but he managed to get her settled back on the couch. He rested her head on the pillows and took a good look at her. Her head had a nice bump on it and she had a scrape on her cheek, but no other outward damage that he could tell. She was hot, likely feverish, but she wasn’t sweating. Not a good sign. Her eyes were open, but unfocused, like she didn’t know where she was or what was happening.


  He got up from her side and headed to the kitchen. He went through the pantry and drawers until he found two dish towels and a sealable plastic bag. He grabbed some ice, put it in the bag, and wrapped a towel around it. He wet the other towel in the sink and wrung out the excess water. He brought both over and wiped her face to cool her, then placed the ice on the bump on her head. He rested the wet towel on her forehead.


  “Sarah, can you hear me?” He tried to get her to focus. He needed her to be able to respond to him, but she continued with that glazed look and the occasional moan. He didn’t know why she remained dazed and semi-conscious. The bump on her head appeared minor. She should be pissed, scared, upset, something more communicative than this. Despite being grabbed and almost thrown into a car, she had escaped relatively unscathed. What else could cause this? Was she in shock?


  He went to grab his phone, but stopped. He thought for a moment, reviewing the incident in his mind. Stupid that he hadn’t considered it. He looked over her exposed skin and saw nothing on her arms or legs. He lifted her shirt and saw nothing on her stomach. He gently rolled her over so that he could lift her shirt from behind, and that was when his suspicions were confirmed. Angry red lines flared out from a center point on her back.


  “Damn,” he said. Apparently, Grandpa had hit her with a good jolt in order to subdue her. As a result, she couldn’t stay conscious and her other symptoms were escalating as well. He couldn’t keep her here. The danger was evident. He couldn’t be sure, either, if the Good Samaritan on the street wouldn’t change her mind and call the cops anyway. Plus, Grandpa wouldn’t be out of it for much longer.


  He picked up the phone and dialed Leroy’s number.


  “Sherlock? How’s it going? Having fun yet?” said the voice that picked up the line.


  “You have no idea how much. You at the house?”


  “No, why?” asked Leroy.


  “I’ve got a patient, and I need to bring her in. Now.”


  There was a brief pause and Ramsey imagined all the questions likely running through Leroy’s head. “I’m on my way,” said Leroy, apparently opting to wait for answers until later. The line went dead.


  Ramsey put the phone back in his pocket and went to the bed and grabbed a blanket. He wrapped Sarah in it as best he could. Then he inspected the apartment for the items he would need. He found a bag and threw some essentials into it. Anything he thought she would take if she left on a short trip. He went to the bathroom and grabbed some toiletries. He made her bed and took out the trash, being careful not to be noticed in case there were any nosy neighbors. Finding her phone, he turned it off and grabbed her charger. He packed her laptop and the book by the side of her bed. He threw all the dishes in the dishwasher and turned it on.


  Finally, he looked around the place and examined everything he had done. Not bad, especially since he had accomplished it all in about fifteen minutes. He grabbed her bag, ran downstairs, and put it in the car, then got in and drove around to the back alley. It wasn’t perfect, but he was going to try and get her out without being seen. He went back upstairs, grabbed her keys, did a double-check of her place and determined it was as good as it was going to get, picked her up, and started out the door. He looked down the hall and saw no one. Closing the door behind him, he turned and locked it with one hand, then headed down the back stairs that were used primarily as a secondary exit in case of fire. He stayed alert to any presence on the stairwell, but no one appeared. He went down the two flights and down the back hall, passing the quiet laundry rooms and maintenance closets. He headed out the back door marked with an exit sign and made it to the alleyway. Luckily, he saw no one there either. He opened the car door and slid her into the front seat, dropping the seat back and fastening her seat belt, getting her as comfortable as possible. He closed the passenger door and headed around to the driver side. Getting in, he started up the car and drove off.


  **


  INSIDE THE BLACK SUV on the corner, a phone rang. It rang several times before the call went to voicemail and the ringing stopped. A few seconds later, however, the phone started to ring again. The man inside stirred. He heard the phone and knew who was calling. He attempted to sit up, but fingers of heat slid through his midsection. It had lessened, though, and he managed to right himself despite the discomfort. He had to accept that, unfortunately, his younger days were behind him. In the past, he would have handled the situation better and with greater ease. He recognized now that he had acted too soon and that he should have anticipated Ramsey’s actions. Ramsey obviously knew more than they had presumed. They should have prepared for that. The Community had been smart to keep it low key, to pretend that this was a typical, if not complicated, Shift. But somewhere along the way, their Protector had discovered that there was more at stake. And if he wasn’t sure before, then he was clearly seeing it now.


  The phone continued to ring its monotonous tone. He groaned, shook off the lingering effects of the heat assailing his midsection, and answered it. “I’m here,” he said.


  “What happened?” asked a stern voice.


  He spoke without pretense. “She’s gone. I lost her. Ramsey knows now.”


  There was a brief silence on the other end.


  “Where would he take her?” asked the voice.


  “Maybe to the house, but if he suspects more, he might find another place to hide her.”


  The voice on the other end remained quiet for a moment. “No, he’ll take her to the house.” There was another pause on the line. “Go take care of it. You know what to do.” The line cut out abruptly.


  He listened to the empty air and then put the phone down. He sat and watched the cars drive by on the street. And as the pain in his belly receded, he picked up his phone again and dialed another number.


  
CHAPTER EIGHT


  

  


  SIXTY MINUTES LATER, after a quiet but angst-filled drive, Ramsey’s car pulled into the driveway of the house. He hit the garage button and the door opened, allowing him access. He pulled the car forward and hit the button again, closing the door behind him. Jumping out, he went to the passenger side and opened the car door. Sarah lay against the seat, unmoving, her eyes closed. He unsnapped her seat belt and slid his arms underneath her and picked her up. She remained quiet and did not react. He got the back door open and brought her into the house, kicking the door shut behind him. Taking her into the master bedroom, he laid her down gently on the bed, pulling off the blanket that he had wrapped her in and covering her with it. She felt hot to the touch. He rolled her over again to look at her back, glad to see that the red marks were much less visible now. He rolled her back and tucked the blanket around her. Grabbing the damp towel, he entered the bathroom and wet it again. Wringing it out and returning to the bedside, he blotted her face some more and put the towel back on her forehead.


  “Sarah, can you hear me?” He sat on the bed next to her and watched her with worry as he ran his fingers over her face, moving away some loose strands of hair. She didn’t stir.


  At the front of the house, he heard his name. “Sherlock?”


  “Back here.”


  A few seconds later, Leroy entered the room and looked at both its occupants, assessing the situation. “What happened?”


  “What happened?” Ramsey answered. “Someone tried to grab her off the street. And they almost succeeded. Damn near got her.”


  “Who?” Leroy asked.


  Ramsey continued to aid Sarah. “Older man with a gray beard. He was strong, too. Not your average elderly gentleman.”


  “How is she?” Leroy asked.


  “Hard to say. She’s feverish. She’s been unconscious since it happened.” Ramsey continued to study her, wishing she would at least open her eyes and look at him. That clenched feeling in his gut might ease up a little if she did.


  Leroy observed Sarah, who lay still on the bed. Realizing they would need to make some decisions, he tried to get Ramsey’s attention.


  “Sherlock.” He addressed his friend and waited, but got no response. Ramsey’s focus remained on Sarah, and Leroy could sense his concern. “Sherlock,” he said again, but with more force.


  “What, Leroy?” Ramsey responded.


  “Come with me. We need to talk.”


  “So talk. I need to stay here. She can’t hear anything,”


  Leroy knew what had Ramsey on edge. “You know you can’t be sure of that,” he said. “Let her rest. She needs it. Come on. She’s okay for now.” He waited for a moment, but then turned and left the room.


  Ramsey examined Sarah, looking for any signs of trouble, but she appeared to be comfortable. He agreed that she definitely needed the rest. He took a deep sigh, closed his eyes, and made himself relax. A small degree of tension moved out of his shoulders and his stomach unclenched a little, and he felt a little better. He got up from the bed, tucked in the covers around her, looked around to ensure the curtains were drawn and the windows locked, and reluctantly left the room after checking on her one more time.


  He walked into the kitchen, where Leroy was popping a one-serving sized filter into the coffee machine. He pulled the lever down, and it began its quiet whirring as hot liquid began to fill his waiting mug.


  “Want one?” Leroy asked his friend as he came into the kitchen.


  “Got anything stronger?” said Ramsey, sitting down at the table. He stared into space for a moment and then rubbed at his eyes. “Damn, Leroy. He almost took her,” he said as Leroy sat down across from him.


  They exchanged knowing glances, but neither spoke. Leroy broke the silence first. “But he didn’t. You stopped him.”


  “This time, I did.” Ramsey looked away then.


  “And nothing else beyond that matters, Sherlock.”


  “No. I guess it doesn’t. Not anymore.”


  Leroy watched his friend with concern. “This is a different time and place. Different circumstances. Don’t let something that happened years ago mess with your head right now.”


  “Different circumstances, maybe. But right now, it doesn’t feel all that different.”


  Leroy attempted to encourage him. “This has stirred memories for you. That’s unavoidable and not surprising. But don’t let it get to you, John. You’ve got a job to do.”


  Ramsey heard his friend’s advice. “I guess by actually using my first name, you’re trying to snap me out of my present state of melancholy?”


  “Is it working?” asked Leroy.


  “Ask me in a few minutes, Sampson,” Ramsey replied.


  Leroy snorted. “Touché.”


  Ramsey sighed, settled into his seat, and shook off the ghosts of the past. “So let’s review our present situation here.” He held up his hand to count on his fingers. “One, I’m assigned to protect a possible Red-Line.”


  “Probable,” said Leroy.


  “Fine. Whatever. Probable. Two—” He held up another finger. “—Morgana and the Council are watching this closely, although they are acting like they’re not. Three, Sarah has no idea who she is or what she’s about to go through. Four, we have no idea what we’re dealing with or who to trust, and five, somebody out there knows about Sarah and tried to take her today.” He paused. “Anything else?”


  “Don’t forget the Mirror,” said Leroy.


  “Ah, yes. Six, the mysterious Eudoran Mirror. The one we didn’t realize even existed up until now, and if it does, what its significance is, but may somehow come into play somewhere in all of this.”


  “Correct,” replied Leroy.


  “So we know a whole lot of nothing. Does that seem accurate to you?”


  “Well, when you put it that way, it doesn’t sound good.” Leroy took a sip of his drink as Ramsey agreed with a nod of his head.


  **


  SEVERAL MILES AWAY, Morgana walked through the stately rooms of her home with her usual athletic grace. Her elegance and style were unmatched by most women her age. Her silver-white hair was swept up into a smooth chignon, and she wore black satin pants with a matching jacket. Her striking gray eyes missed nothing as she moved. She was tall and carried her height gracefully. It had served her well in her position as a councilor these past many years. She was a well-respected member of the Community. Her counsel had always been sought and heeded by her peers and, usually, her subordinates. There were always exceptions to the rules, though, as she thought about her latest endeavor.


  She walked through the high-ceilinged foyer of her home and into her office. She passed a dark-paneled wall of books, approached her large oak desk, and sat down. She ignored the pile of work waiting to be reviewed. She regarded the view outside her window instead, recalling her latest confrontation with John Ramsey.


  It had been unpleasant, as usual. She knew that her position would always carry with it the need to be a tough-as-nails, no-nonsense lady. People either loved or hated her, and most often it was the latter. She accepted it, though, as all do in positions of high authority. She had been rough with Ramsey from the start, and he resented her for it. She knew it. But beneath all their past conflicts, difficult encounters, and angry disagreements, they respected each other. Without that respect, there was no way they would still be working together. It was one of the reasons she’d chosen him for this job. It had not been a popular decision with the others, but she had refused to yield. She knew it had to be him, and she knew why. Using her considerable influence, she’d called in a few favors, and had made it happen. Now, as she sat at her desk and looked out over the small pond in her side yard, she pondered her decision and the ramifications of it.


  Her valet appeared at the door, interrupting her thoughts. “May I get you something, madam? Glass of port, perhaps?”


  Morgana looked up. “That’s an absolutely divine idea, Ronald. Thank you.”


  “Straight away, madam.” The occupied doorway became empty again.


  Morgana returned to her thoughts. There was so much at stake here. Had she made the right choice in not revealing to Ramsey all that she knew? At the time, she had believed that it was, but now, she couldn’t help but reconsider. One of her most valuable traits was her decisiveness. Once she made a choice, she never looked back. She hoped this trait served her well now and that she would not live to regret it. The future of their people depended on it. She sighed as she sat back farther in her chair and looked out her window, seeing nothing.


  **


  “WE’RE NOT COMPLETELY in the dark,” said Leroy.


  “How do you mean?” asked Ramsey. The two continued to sit at the kitchen table in the secluded house. By now, Ramsey had helped himself to his own cup of coffee.


  “The man who tried to take her. Describe him.”


  Ramsey reflected for a moment. “Elderly. Looked to be around seventyish, graying hair, gray beard, thin, strong…” He paused for a moment, thinking.


  “What is it?” asked Leroy.


  “Very strong. Hell, I’m an idiot. He used heat on her….” He paused again. His eyebrows furrowed.


  “What? He used heat on her?” Leroy asked.


  “Yes, to subdue her.”


  They both paused, realizing the implications.


  “He’s one of us?” asked Leroy.


  “He’s one of us,” confirmed Ramsey.


  “Damn.”


  “Damn.”


  As members of the Eudoran community living on Earth, both Ramsey and Leroy enjoyed the basic abilities of heightened sensitivities, advanced intelligence, an instinctual need to protect their species, and an overall desire for peaceful coexistence. But there were others with more developed skills and training, whose tasks involved ensuring that any potential threats to their people were handled as efficiently and easily as possible. Although Eudorans disliked violence, and as a group, rejected it, they did have the ability to manipulate energy and direct it as needed. It was a special skill cultivated by those who would use it responsibly, if necessary. This group was small, but both Leroy and Ramsey were both members, and now, apparently, so was a thin, well-dressed, grey-bearded, seventy-year-old man.


  “Who, though?” asked Leroy. “How could we not know this person? Who would benefit from taking her?”


  “Think about it.” Ramsey sat up in his seat. “If they got to her before her Shift, they could potentially mold her, control her, and use her. For their benefit.”


  “But they couldn’t hide that for long. At some point, they would be discovered. You can’t hide a Red-Line without someone sensing her after a certain point.”


  “Unless they know better. How much do we know about Red-Lines anyway? If they have an inside source…” Ramsey’s voice trailed away.


  “What?” asked Leroy. “What are you thinking?”


  Ramsey looked at him with concern. “What if they have an inside source? Someone we know. Someone we trust.”


  “That doesn’t make sense, Sherlock. We’re already on their side. We have her. She’s with us. Once she shifts, then we’re out of the picture. There’s no need to kidnap her.”


  Ramsey sat back, putting his mug down. “Then we don’t know everything. There’s a reason to take her now, a valuable reason. We just don’t know what it is.” Ramsey’s earlier weariness now quickly faded.


  “We don’t know anything, Sherlock. You’re just coming up with scenarios. You have no idea if there’s an inside source. Hell, we don’t know if there’s a source, period. This guy could just be some strong old man with good genes and a penchant for pretty, vulnerable women. Don’t get too carried away. Let’s just stick with the facts as we know them.”


  “I am sticking to the facts, Leroy,” said Ramsey. “The facts are adding up to some scary possibilities. We’ve had conflicts in the past with various factions who’ve not had the best intentions for us.”


  “The past is right. That was years ago. If those factions were a threat to us, you know the Council would make us aware of it. I’ve not heard a whiff of anything to suggest that could even remotely be a possibility. The Council would not make us sitting ducks, and they certainly wouldn’t put Sarah at risk.”


  “Maybe they don’t know, either.” Ramsey’s inner alarm bells rang.


  Leroy was done with this line of thought. He stood up and went into the kitchen. “Come on, Sherlock. You can’t whistle a show tune without the Council knowing it’s from your favorite musical. It’s preposterous.”


  Ramsey eyed his friend with annoyance. “Is it?”


  “Yes, it is.” Leroy looked around the kitchen. “You’re right, we need something stronger.”


  “Then what’s your theory, if mine’s so preposterous?”


  Leroy straightened after looking under a kitchen cabinet. “My theory? Hmmm. I’ll tell you what my theory is, my friend. Somebody talked. That’s all. Somebody spilled the beans, told somebody something or somebody overheard something, and now the secret’s out that there’s a Red-Line about to shift. Naturally, there’s curiosity. They want to know more, like who it is, what does it mean, get the scoop, tell their friends. Somebody figures out it’s you who’s protecting her. Not a big leap. You do happen to get some of the bigger cases. So they follow you. Watch you. See where you go and whom you see. They figure out you’re protecting Sarah. They get a little carried away. Think ‘How cool would it be to see a Red-Line?’ Maybe Grandpa heard the story. Maybe he’s pissed over some perceived slight that got handed to him by the Council somewhere down the line, and he volunteers to get to the bottom of it and find out the truth. He watches you, sees you with Sarah, gets an overactive imagination, and thinks he can protect her, get her through her Shift, and then bring her in and get all the praise. There.” Leroy put his hands on the counter and looked at Ramsey. “Now that’s a theory.”


  Sherlock rolled his eyes. “It’s ridiculous is what it is.”


  “It’s not as ridiculous as having some inside source turning on us and going after Sarah to use her as some sort of weapon against us.” He turned back around, still searching through the kitchen.


  “Weapon? I never used the word ‘weapon.’” Ramsey eyed his now-empty cup and pondered the word.


  “It’s what you implied,” replied Leroy. He gave up on his search and decided on a glass of water.


  “Weapon,” said Ramsey. “Could that be possible?”


  Leroy stared at his friend in frustration. “Dear God, man. I’m sorry I said it.”


  “Don’t be. It’s a good word, and entirely realistic. Don’t you get it? That’s exactly what they could use her for.” Ramsey stood and faced his friend from across the kitchen.


  “Sherlock, they can’t use her as a weapon.”


  “Can’t they? Think about what you just said. Somebody talked or overheard something. It gets to somebody who’s peeved at the Council for some reason probably long forgotten. It’s no longer on their radar. But this guy’s got it on his. He hears the rumors, does a little investigating, finds us, and makes a move. A bit of a novice act, but he tries it and almost succeeds. But now, he’s really pissed. He’s angry I took her back, made him look foolish. Weapon? Maybe not in the ‘kaboom’ kind of way, but it certainly would make the Council look stupid if he got a hold of her, used her for ransom, or worse, killed her. You said it yourself. It’s a theory.”


  Leroy held his glass of water but didn’t drink it. He studied his friend. Outside, the shadows grew longer as the sun made its descent. He would have to leave soon. His absence would be noticed, especially if Ramsey was missing, too. They had to keep a low profile. He considered Ramsey’s comments.


  “I admit it’s a plausible theory,” he conceded.


  Ramsey continued to look at him, but not with the satisfied grin Leroy was expecting. “Now what’s going on in that head of yours?”


  Ramsey’s mind was racing. He was thinking through his actions the preceding days, and his conclusions were making him uncomfortable.


  “First of all,” said Ramsey, “it’s over there. Bottom right cabinet, near the stove.”


  “What is?” asked Leroy.


  “The hard stuff. Secondly…” He paused and sighed, considering his next words before saying them. “If this guy’s been watching me, then he knows where this house is. “ He thought again and looked at Leroy. “He knows where we’re keeping her.”


  
CHAPTER NINE


  

  


  THE FIRST INDICATION that she still lived was the throbbing in her head. She could tell she was lying down on a soft surface and was covered by what felt like a blanket. She was warm. No, she was hot. She wanted to kick the blanket off, but the energy required to do so was more than she was willing to summon at the moment. She didn’t even have the strength to open her eyes. Slowly, though, as she regained consciousness, thoughts began to emerge from her brain fog and coalesce into a somewhat ordered stream of coherent understanding.


  She’d been having lunch. She had been with someone. Ramsey. John Ramsey. They’d eaten and she’d left angry, but she couldn’t quite recall well enough to remember why. It was a blur. She attempted to move her body but groaned at the effort. She hurt everywhere. Angry sparks of pain assailed her midsection. God, what did she have for lunch? Did it make her sick? She could feel the sweat trickle down from her belly. She had to get this blanket off before she burned to death. She moved her arms despite the soreness she felt and began to wiggle free, managing to get her upper body out from under the covering. It was a small measure of relief. She opened her eyes into a squint, expecting to see her own bedroom, thinking she had somehow managed to get home, get into bed, and sleep off whatever miserable bug she’d contracted. A trickle of fear coursed through her when she did not recognize where she was convalescing. It was a bedroom, but it wasn’t hers.


  The fear gave her strength, and she kicked off the remaining covers. She tried to sit up but moaned again when she could barely move, and any movement she did make managed only to increase the pain in her head. She let herself fall back into a horizontal position as she tried to assess the situation. Where the hell was she? There must be a reason she was here. She tried to relax and just think for a moment. She’d left lunch, and she’d been walking home. She’d stopped. Had she stopped? No. Her eyes flew wide open at the memory. A man. He’d tried to help her on the street. But he’d grabbed her instead and pulled her toward a car.


  Now she did sit up, despite her body’s protests. She looked around the room, attempting to focus on her surroundings. She tried not to panic, although her heart clearly ignored her. She recognized nothing, and no one appeared to be around. Where was she?


  She swung her legs around and off the bed. If she could find a phone, she could call for help. But she didn’t see one. She wondered if she should yell or keep quiet when she finally heard noises from another part of the house. She listened, now really feeling afraid. It was two men. She couldn’t make out what they were saying. She had no idea what to do or where to go. She didn’t know what time of day it was, and the curtains were pulled closed. She looked at the curtains. Windows. She could get out a window. If she’d been kidnapped, she could go to a neighboring house and get help.


  She steadied herself for a moment before attempting to stand. Her heart knocked and her head ached, but the adrenaline running through her gave her added strength. She stood up and held on to the nightstand as a dizzy spell passed. She took a deep lungful of air to calm down. When she felt balanced enough, she took a few steps toward the windows. She shook with a combination of fear and illness, but she steadied herself as she reached for the curtains. Another wave of dizziness hit her at the same time as a lancing pain tore through her midsection. The force of it caused her to unintentionally cry out. Her precarious balance deserted her, and she reached to find something to stop her fall but could only grab at the curtain. The curtain ripped as it took her weight, and the rod dislodged and hit the floor hard. All she could do at that point was prevent her head from hitting the floor. She succeeded at that, at least. She hit the ground with her side taking the brunt of the force, and she lay still and curled inward as the lance of pain worked its way through her torso and then was gone as fast as it came.


  Running footsteps echoed from the hall. They’d heard. She resigned herself to her fate. There was nowhere for her to go, and worse, she had no strength to get there.


  “Sarah.” She heard her name called. The footsteps grew loud as they entered the room.


  “Stay away from me.” She tried to move away but didn’t get far. She closed her eyes again because the indirect light from the unobstructed window felt blinding to her.


  “Sarah, are you okay?” She felt a hand on her shoulder.


  “Leave me alone. Don’t touch me.” The strong voice she’d hoped to use came out more as a whimper.


  “Sherlock, she doesn’t know where she is. Give her some space.” It was the second man’s voice. The voice was strong, but she detected no malice in it.


  “Sarah, can you hear me? It’s Ramsey. You’re safe.”


  The mention of his name and his last two words managed to penetrate her frozen state. She struggled to open her eyes, despite the light, to look at him.


  He looked down at her with his own combination of fear and anxiety. He didn’t look too great either, in her opinion. “Where am I?” she managed to ask.


  “Sarah, listen. I know there’s a lot to explain, but you have to trust me. I had to bring you here to keep you safe. Before we get into all of that, though, how are you? How do you feel?”


  Sarah hugged her belly. “I feel terrible,” she said. “I want to go home. Just take me home.”


  “I can’t do that, Sarah. I’ll explain it all, I promise, but first, let’s get you more comfortable.”


  Ramsey moved behind her and put his arms under her and lifted her up. She moaned with the movement even though he was gentle with her.


  “Easy. Take it easy. You’ll feel better in a second.” He carried her back over to the bed and laid her back down in her previous position. He covered her back up with the blanket.


  “I don’t want the blanket. I’m too hot. Leave it off.” She tried feebly to push it down.


  “Leave it on. You’re feverish.” Ramsey pulled it back up again.


  “I need a doctor, Ramsey. It’s just the flu or something. Just take me home and I’ll be fine. I’ll call my aunt. She’ll take care of me.” Sarah acted as if she wanted to get up, although she made little progress.


  Ramsey looked for Leroy, who stood watching. “Can you go get her some water?” he asked. Leroy nodded and left the room.


  Ramsey looked back at Sarah. “Sit still, Sarah. I’ll be right back.” He grabbed the wet cloth and headed into the bathroom, where he rewet it and brought it back to wipe her forehead.


  “Ramsey, is that you?” she asked.


  He smiled. “Yeah, it’s still me. I’m not going anywhere.”


  “Why not? Why are you fixated on playing nursemaid?” She watched him as he rested the wet cloth above her eyes.


  “Sarah.” He sat back down on the bed, trying to think of where to start, when he was interrupted by Leroy returning to the room with a large glass of water.


  “Thanks.” He took the water. “Sarah, I’m going to sit you up and give you something to drink. You thirsty?”


  “Very.”


  He brought a hand up under her neck and lifted her far enough for her to get a few gulps of water. He laid her back down when she was done and put the water on the nightstand. “Feel better?”


  She closed her eyes and swallowed. “Throat hurts, too. Damn, what doesn’t hurt?” She opened her eyes and shifted her gaze over to Leroy, who stood beside the bed, watching and saying nothing.


  “Who’s the big guy?”


  Ramsey met Leroy’s gaze, and Leroy shrugged and answered, “Sampson Leroy, my dear. Pleasure to make your acquaintance. Unfortunate that it could not be under better circumstances.”


  “Don’t mind him,” said Ramsey. “I just keep him around for company.”


  She scrutinized them both as her body, aching from head to toe, shook with chills and her head throbbed. She’d awakened after an apparent kidnap attempt to find herself in a strange place with a man she’d known twenty-four hours and another man she didn’t know at all. Intuitively, she felt they meant her no harm, but on the other hand, could she afford the risk of trusting them? Considering her condition, she didn’t have many options.


  “Okay. I’m not stupid.” She took a labored breath and coughed. “What’s going on? Why am I here? How do I know you two didn’t kidnap me?” She wanted to ask more, but those questions alone wore her out.


  Leroy answered first, pointing at Ramsey. “Theoretically speaking, he did all the kidnapping.”


  “Leroy,” Ramsey responded.


  “Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood a bit. It’s getting a little too serious in here.” His gaze settled on Sarah, and he addressed her again. “You have nothing to worry about from us. He did need to move you quickly, though. Someone else apparently has an interest in you, and Sherlock here was able to stop him.” He paused, considering what next to say. “We know you have questions, and we will answer all of them. Right now, though, you need to sleep. You’ve been through a lot today.”


  She didn’t say anything, but sleeping was the last thing on her mind.


  Leroy turned to Ramsey when he realized Sarah didn’t have plans to rest. “I think she’d like to hear the rest from you,” he said. “I’ll be in the kitchen, figuring out what to do next.”


  Ramsey glanced up. “Sure. Thanks, Leroy. I’ll be out in a minute.”


  “Take your time.” Leroy turned and left.


  Ramsey turned back to Sarah, who still watched him, waiting.


  He cleared his throat, not sure where to begin. Deciding to start where he’d left off earlier, he asked, “Do you remember our conversation at lunch?” He couldn’t believe that was just a few hours ago.


  “You mean the whole change thing? Yes, that part is quite vivid. Are you still suggesting that’s what’s happening to me?”


  “Very simplified, yes.” He saw her roll her eyes. “Listen,” he started, “I know this sounds ridiculous to you and that what I’m about to say is going to sound crazy, but please believe me, everything I’m saying is true.” When he got no response from her, he kept going. “That man who tried to take you today, he was real, Sarah. There is a reason I brought you here and there is a reason why you are sick right now. And it’s not the flu.”


  Sarah knitted her brow. She adjusted herself on the bed, but didn’t look comfortable.


  “You okay?” asked Ramsey.


  “No, I’m not okay.” She sighed. “Just tell me.”


  Ramsey appreciated her directness. Many of his regular assignments already knew most of the information he was about to give her, or they knew nothing at all and never would. But even for those who knew, their Shift could be difficult to experience. Considering everything, he felt she deserved to know the truth, even though if she resisted, it could make her transition that much more difficult for the both of them.


  He considered where to start. “Sarah,” he said, pausing and reconsidering his next words. “I told you that you were going to experience some changes.”


  “No,” she corrected him, “you told me I was going to change.” Even though she felt terrible and her head still pounded, she managed to remember that little tidbit.


  “Well, then, yes, if you want to get technical, you’re going to do both.”


  “Why?”


  “Why?”


  “Look, Ramsey, apparently you’re having some trouble with this, but the fact is, I need to hear the truth or I’m going to lose it. I’m trying really hard to keep it together here, so stop treating me like an eggshell and spill it or find me a phone, and I’ll call someone to come get me. Because right now, I’m thinking you’re some sort of nutcase and I’m your next victim. And I’m trying really hard not to believe that. So please convince me.” Her words wore her out, and she took a breath to steady herself. Even lying down, her vision spun briefly.


  He studied her for a second, measuring her tolerance for the truth, decided it was now or never, and then said bluntly, “All right, here it is. You’re not human.”


  
CHAPTER TEN


  

  


  SHE DIDN’T RESPOND to his statement. She just looked at him as she absorbed the information. Finally, she said, “Excuse me? Just how am I supposed to respond to that?”


  “With disbelief, I’m sure.”


  “To put it mildly. Now before I go off the deep end here, please explain that absurd statement.”


  He shifted on the bed to face her more directly. “Sarah, just listen to everything I have to say before you start to ask questions, okay?”


  After a brief hesitation, she nodded her consent.


  “Thank you. I know this will sound strange, but bear with me.” He took a second to think. “Very simply, you and I are from an extraterrestrial community that has lived here on Earth for many years. We are originally from a planet called Eudora, which is not too far outside this solar system, relatively speaking. We came here for a variety of reasons, but mainly because we happen to share many similar characteristics with humans, one of which includes our physical appearance, which allows us to blend in quite nicely.”


  He eyed her as he spoke, but she said nothing. “We’ve lived among humans for a very long time, quite peacefully and with absolutely no problems whatsoever. However, we are still a different species living on a different planet, and as such, we have to adapt to the world in which we live. I can go into more detail on that later. But for right now, as it pertains to you, all I need to tell you is that you are experiencing what all Eudorans experience at some point after what humans would call adolescence. At a certain point in our lives, we begin to manifest physical changes and shifts in our bodies as we transition to…to…” He wasn’t sure how to describe it. “To another level of being, I suppose is one way to say it. Living on another planet affects us as we move through this transition. If we were on our home planet, there would be a multitude of resources to assist us as we move through this phase, but on Earth, we have to do our best with what we have at our disposal. We have adapted quite well, and most of us handle this change with relatively minor difficulties. Some of us need a little extra help, though, and that’s where I come in. I assist in cases that may be more difficult or compromising. One of our main principles as Eudorans is not to reveal our existence to humans or to affect human evolution in any way. Now, although it would be unlikely that our extraterrestrial nature—”


  “Whoa, whoa, whoa…” Sarah said. “That’s it for me. I can’t listen to any more of this.”


  “You wanted me to spill it. You want the truth, right?”


  “Who are you, and what do you want with me? I just want to go home. Please just take me home. Call my Aunt Gerry.” Physically exhausted and mentally drained, she tried to get up but couldn’t muster the strength.


  He could feel her confusion and anxiety, but he didn’t have any way of lessening it. “Let me finish first. If I get through this and you still want to leave, I’ll take you.” He hoped that he wouldn’t have to honor that, but he had to find a way to get her to stay still and listen. She needed to hear everything.


  She quieted for a moment. “You promise me? You finish this crazy talk, and if I want to go home, you’ll take me?”


  “Sarah, if it doesn’t compromise your health in any way, I’ll take you. I promise.”


  He met her gaze and held it. It seemed to be enough, as she appeared to relax a little. He took that as an invitation to continue.


  “As I was saying, our extraterrestrial biochemistry is close enough to humans that it prevents us from being discovered through any sort of medical exam on this planet. The doctors here don’t know what to look for yet. But when someone is changing, or “shifting,” as we call it, there can be some unusual manifestations that occur, and if under the care of a typical MD, matters could be made much worse, considering the treatment that is often prescribed by humans. If that is a possibility, then my services can help prevent that from happening.”


  “What are you? An alien doctor?” She chuckled.


  “Hardly. I’d have a horrible bedside manner. My official term is a “Protector.” I assist in transitions and protect those who are shifting, from themselves and from humans, to ensure that neither of them gets in the way of the process. There’s more to it than that, but you get the idea.”


  “Absolutely. Clear as a bell,” she scoffed.


  He ignored her sarcasm. “So that’s why I am here. You are about to experience your own Shift, Sarah. That’s why you are sick. You are at the beginning of a very big transition in your life, and I’m here to help you through it.”


  He watched her as she processed the information. There was more to tell, but he wanted that much to sink in first. “Sarah, how are you doing so far?” he asked.


  She stared blankly at him. “How am I doing? You’re telling me this ridiculous story and I’m supposed to believe you? How do you think I’m doing? I have a mother and father, Ramsey. I was born on Earth, in a hospital, to human parents, and you’re telling me I’m from some other planet? You’re my ‘Protector?’ What you are is certifiably insane. What is happening to me?”


  He looked away from her and stared at the wall. He knew how it sounded. Even to his own ears, he sounded nuts. He didn’t know how to convince her, though. There was no physical way to prove to her that what he said was true. At this rate, he was going to have to honor his promise and take her to her aunt’s.


  “Are you done now?” she asked. “Is that it? Because if you are, I’m ready for that ride home.”


  “No, Sarah, I’m not done yet.”


  “Of course you’re not.” She sighed. “What’s next? When do the little green men come in?”


  He snickered. “Science fiction hogwash, at least in my experience to date. We are by no means little, and we are certainly not green.”


  She said nothing. In fact, she began to withdraw from him. She was slowly trying to inch away and move closer to the far side of the bed. He was losing her, and he knew he better say something convincing fast if he was going to get her to see his side of things.


  “All right, then. Let me finish.” He stopped again, searching for his next words. “You are a special case, Sarah. I don’t quite have all the details yet, but we’re working on figuring out how you were born to Earth parents, but are in fact Eudoran. As soon as I know how or why it happened, you’ll be the first to know.”


  He watched as she continued to increase her distance from him. He didn’t know where she thought she was going, because pretty soon, she was going to fall off the edge of the bed.


  He decided to take a different approach. “Let me tell you a little about us.” He tried to catch her eye, but she wouldn’t look at him. He straightened himself and faced her, making himself relax. His shoulders were almost attached to his ears. He quieted his mind and continued.


  “At one point, thousands of years ago, this planet was a central hub of activity for many extraterrestrials. In fact, human DNA can trace its roots to far more than just the human race. It’s a hybrid variety. It contains the DNA of other extraterrestrial species, without which their species would have never evolved to the humans they are today. It’s the reason all humans go through their own personal shifts, just not to the extreme that you’re going through. The fact that there are species that exist on other planets is not the oddity here, Sarah. The fact that humans think that they are the only species that exists in the Universe is the oddity. There are forms of life on a multitude of planets that all manage to coexist with each other, and Earth is but one of several that have yet to become aware of this fact. That’s not a judgment. In time, when humans are ready, they’ll come around to the idea that they’re not alone. But because of the life humans live and the darkness they choose to experience, they are an object of interest to many outside of their solar system.”


  He paused for a moment, giving her time to absorb what he was saying. She appeared to be listening, so he continued. “Eudorans are naturally curious and are scientists at heart. We can’t resist a good sociological study, and Earth is the perfect habitat for us. We have coexisted with humans for years. We’ve come and gone on this planet without humans having any knowledge of our existence. We enjoy observing and living among them. As a species, they are unique. They have created many limitations for themselves. They experience extreme highs and lows, are in constant conflict with each other and have come close to destroying the only life and planet they think exists. And yet they are a very emotional species, capable of immense love and kindness. Human polarity and dichotomy is a fascinating study. We, on the other hand, do not experience such extremes. We value balance, harmony, and stability. We accept and appreciate our unique gifts and talents and treasure the planet on which we live. We rarely struggle with the level of instability that humans are commonly exposed to as they mature. We grow up with the sole purpose of studying and learning, and because of this, we travel to various locations and live and research among the people we find there. It can be very challenging, but also quite invigorating. It is a rite of passage to leave our planet and live amongst others for years at a time. Many of us on Earth have raised our families here. Some have married humans and made the choice to stay. We are born, we age, mate, have families, grow old and die, just like humans. We do not need, desire, or require anyone from our host planet to be aware of our presence. We are aware of humans’ uncertainty regarding life on other planets, and we do not judge or interfere with it.”


  He stopped again and watched her. “Are you understanding what I’m saying, Sarah?”


  She continued to hover near the edge of the bed.


  When she didn’t answer, he thought for a moment before continuing. “As Eudorans, one of our greatest gifts is our sensitivity. We can feel the energy of others. We are highly empathic and can sense others’ emotions and feelings, especially the feelings of those close to us. Some of us who are more advanced can connect on a non-physical level to communicate with each other and even with objects. It’s more common on our planet, but it can happen here as well. Humans have these capabilities, too, and some are beginning to realize that. But for the moment, most don’t recognize or even allow themselves the possibility of believing in it.” He felt his emotions getting to him, but he kept going. “I know I sound crazy, Sarah. I know you don’t believe a word I’m saying, but what I’m asking for you to do is to tap into that part of you that contains that heightened sensitivity. It’s there. You are one of us, so I suspect it’s been a part of you since you were a child. You knew things you didn’t know how you knew. You felt things you didn’t understand. I want you to tap into that now. Feel it in your gut and listen to what you know to be true, and then tell me that I’m lying.”


  He stopped speaking and waited. She didn’t look at him and gave no reaction to what he’d said. She had stopped inching away, though and he took that to be a positive sign.


  After a few moments of silence, she finally spoke. “What do you want me to say?”


  “I want you to say that you believe me.”


  She hesitated. “I can’t do that.”


  He sighed and decided to take another route. He might as well use the fact that she was a Eudoran to his advantage. “Sarah,” he said, “do you detect the slightest feeling of deception in me?”


  Her face furrowed. “What do you mean?”


  “Do you think I’m lying?”


  “I don’t know what to think anymore.”


  “Then take my hand.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Before you start to question it, just take my hand. Trust me that much. Please.”


  Reluctantly, she reached out, and he placed his hand in hers. Their fingers interlaced, and the reaction was immediate. Her swirling energy instantly raced up his arm. He felt the lure of it but quickly attempted to still it, to calm himself. If he went too fast with this, he would scare her off, and this would fail.


  “Now, feel my energy, Sarah.”


  Doubt crossed her face. “What?”


  “Feel my hand in yours. Don’t think it. Feel it. Soften your mind. I know you’re weak right now, but this won’t require a lot of effort. In fact, don’t try at all. Just feel my hand in your hand. Feel my energy.”


  Sarah thought of pulling away but didn’t. She felt his warm fingers wrapped around hers. She squeezed his hand, and it felt comforting to her. Although she heard him speaking, she found herself focused on their hands intertwined. She began to relax for the first time since this ordeal began, as warmth spread up from her fingers and into her forearm. She couldn’t pinpoint when it happened, but as he continued to sit with her, that warmth spread up through her arm and into her chest. A brief, bright spark of energy blossomed and radiated throughout her body, and she felt the essence of him as it settled and mixed with her own. His energy raced through her as it moved from his fingers to hers, and she knew, immediately and instinctively, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was telling the truth.


  
CHAPTER ELEVEN


  

  


  THE SOUND OF a throat clearing broke the moment. Ramsey startled at the sound and caught sight of Leroy standing at the door.


  “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to talk.”


  Ramsey nodded, and Leroy left the doorway. Ramsey looked down at Sarah, who had closed her eyes, but who gripped his hand like a vise.


  “Sarah,” he said, “I need to speak with Leroy. I’ll be right back.”


  She didn’t move, but her eyes opened. “Ramsey.” She spoke so softly Ramsey had to lean in to hear her. “You’re going to get me through this, right?”


  He released the breath he’d unknowingly been holding and gave silent thanks that she had made the decision to believe him. He’d hoped that her abilities were advanced enough that she would be ready to trust her feelings, and it appeared that his instincts had been correct so far. He hated to break the contact with her. Their connection had been immediate and powerful, and he didn’t want to sever it, but he needed to stay professional. He couldn’t let his personal feelings get in the way of the task he’d been assigned.


  “Don’t worry, Sarah.” He leaned in even closer to provide some additional comfort. “I’m not going anywhere.” He raised his other hand to pull up the covers that had slid down. “I’m your Protector, remember? And I’m good at what I do.” He started to stand, pulling away his hand that was entwined with hers. “I’ll be in the other room. Call if you need me.” He was almost afraid that when he broke contact with her, she would change her mind and panic, then want to leave again. But when he stood and let her go, she remained quiet and unmoving as she watched him leave.


  He walked into the front room and Leroy was on the phone. “Yes, exactly,” Ramsey heard him say. “That’s what we need.”


  Ramsey sat down on the couch. He was glad to have a few seconds to collect himself.


  “Yes, I’ll tell him.” A few more seconds passed. “I understand,” Leroy said a little tersely before hanging up. He eyed Ramsey sitting on the couch.


  “How’d it go?” Leroy asked. Ramsey broke from his thoughts to address his friend. “So far, so good,” he said. “She’s not freaking out anymore. Seems like she’s orienting herself to her new role as an extraterrestrial.”


  Leroy considered that. “Not an easy adjustment.”


  “Not really, no.” Ramsey sighed, sat back in his seat, and brought his mind back to the task at hand. “So what’d you learn?”


  “Not much. No one knows anything about a gray-haired gentleman who may have ill-will toward you or the Council. They’re sending someone by Sarah’s to check it out and see if they can find anything.”


  “He’ll be long gone. They won’t find a thing.”


  “Probably not. I also called Sarah’s place of employment. Spoke to her boss, Arnold Tolliver. Interesting fellow.”


  “What’d you tell him?


  “Told him I was her Aunt Geraldine’s doctor and that I was calling to let him know that Sarah was sick and would not be in for at least a week.”


  “What’d he say?”


  “He was sorry to hear it. Said that he would make sure her shifts were covered until she was ready to return.”


  “What about Rachel? She’ll wonder why Sarah didn’t call.”


  “I told Tolliver to please let her friend Rachel know that Sarah would be staying at her Aunt Gerry’s and that she would be in touch as soon as she felt better.”


  “That ought to hold for a while, I hope,” replied Ramsey. “At least until Sarah is up and around and can call Rachel herself.”


  “That’s the plan.” Leroy paused before telling Sherlock the next bit of news. He knew his friend was not going to like it. “And I talked to Morgana.”


  “You did what?” Ramsey was out of his seat in a heartbeat. “What for?”


  It got the exact reaction Leroy was expecting. “Now listen to me before that vein pops out of your head.” Leroy held out his arm. “Think about the situation, Sherlock. You’ve got somebody out there who may not have your, or Sarah’s, best interest at heart and who may know exactly where we are right now. We can’t move her. She’s too close to shifting, and we don’t even know what to expect when it happens. You’ve got to be available to her twenty-four seven. You can’t help her and protect her at the same time. Besides, we have the advantage if this guy thinks he’ll catch us by surprise. We can be ready when he shows up, if he shows up.”


  “He’ll show up,” Ramsey stated. He started to pace. “I can handle him, though.”


  “No, you cannot,” Leroy said. “I can’t stay here. My absence will only cause more attention where we don’t want it. And you can’t stay awake around the clock and wait for this guy and at the same time, take care of her. You’re a talented guy, my friend, but you ain’t Batman.”


  Ramsey stopped pacing at that, unable to deny that Leroy had a point. “Mom always said I was Superman.”


  “She was lying, Sherlock.”


  Ramsey’s face deflated. “Okay, smart guy.” he said. “So what’s your plan?”


  “Morgana is sending Declan.”


  Ramsey’s face said everything. “Are you kidding me? She’s sending Declan?”


  Declan Carsons was a naturally gifted security expert in the earthbound Eudoran community. Even though the Eudoran people were a peaceful bunch, they did not live in a peaceful world. The Council frequently used Declan to consult them in matters of their own security, and he assisted them in all areas of self-protection and advised on home protection as well. He was skilled in the earthly martial arts, as well as the Eudoran specialties of focusing energy in the form of heat and being highly sensitive and intuitive. He could sense minute energy fluctuations and could determine a person’s presence from a significant distance away. He was also Ramsey’s stepbrother.


  “Yes, he’ll be here soon.”


  “Terrific.” Ramsey’s frustration jumped a notch. He ran his hand through his hair.


  “He’ll stay out of your way. He’s got a job to do.”


  “You know Declan and I don’t exactly get along.”


  “I know it, but he’s the best we’ve got, and like it or not, we need him right now.”


  Ramsey sighed and reluctantly nodded.


  “She’s also sending Hannah.” Leroy waited for the next reaction.


  “Hannah?” Ramsey shouted. “Who in the hell is Hannah? What the hell are we doing here, Leroy, throwing a party?”


  “Will you calm down and think this through? Did you see Sarah in there? She’s weak as a kitten. Are you going to take her to the bathroom? Give her a bath when she needs it? The woman’s going through enough, Sherlock. Let’s give her some shred of modesty to hold onto.” He watched as Ramsey calmed himself. “Hannah helped Morgana after her fall a few years ago. She says she can be trusted.”


  Ramsey’s body language relaxed a little. “All right. I can accept that. It’s just that this little party’s getting bigger every time you open your mouth. Anyone else I should be expecting?”


  “Just me,” said Leroy. “I’ll be back in forty-eight hours.” He understood why Ramsey was upset but knew he’d accept it and move on. “Hannah will arrive by car. If our friend is watching, it shouldn’t arouse any suspicion.”


  “And Declan?” asked Ramsey.


  “You know Declan. He’ll arrive by his own methods.”


  “Of course he will.” Ramsey walked to the window, staring out.


  “You call me, Sherlock, if you need anything. You got that?” Leroy would be lying if he didn’t admit he was worried. “Don’t be a hero on this one. You take care of her, and let Declan handle the tough stuff. You understand?”


  “I’ll take care of her. Don’t worry.”


  “It’s not her I’m worried about.” Leroy hesitated. “I saw you two in there.”


  Ramsey looked at his friend, and the two exchanged a knowing stare.


  Ramsey broke the exchange first. “Go home, Leroy. Go hug your wife. I’ll…we’ll be fine.”


  Leroy didn’t feel so convinced, but he decided to leave it alone for now. He walked to the back kitchen door, opened it, and left.


  Ramsey heard the garage door roll open, and then, a few seconds later, begin to close. He stayed where he was, looking out the back window, and wondered what the next few days would bring.


  
CHAPTER TWELVE


  

  


  HE DIDN’T WONDER for long. It occurred to him that he needed to accomplish a few tasks while he still had the time to do them. He moved into the kitchen and took an inventory of what was in stock. He made a list of groceries they would likely need over the course of the week. He walked through the house and checked the bathrooms and laundry room and added to the list. He would send Hannah to the store once she arrived. He might as well keep her busy while she was here.


  After completing the list, he returned to Sarah’s room to check on her. He found her sleeping but restless. He felt her head, and she was warm. He opened the small suitcase he had thrown together for her before they left her apartment. He’d grabbed some T-shirts and a pair of sweatpants from her drawer. He made a note of the sizes and added a few more items to his list. He figured maybe Hannah could help Sarah get cleaned up and changed into something clean tonight before she went to sleep.


  About an hour later, after walking through the other areas of the house and keeping watch, he checked in on Sarah again and heard her moan softly in her sleep. He adjusted her blanket and wiped her brow again when there was a knock on the door. Sarah jumped and moaned again. Once she had stilled, he left her and headed cautiously to the front of the house. The curtains had been drawn, but he was able to look out the peephole.


  He saw a woman with long straight auburn hair and a round face at the door. She had chunky sunglasses perched on her nose, and long silver earrings dangled from her ears. She looked to be a few years younger than Ramsey.


  He cracked the door open, leaving the chain on. “Can I help you?” he asked through the crack.


  She peered at him through the sliver of space. “Hi, my name’s Hannah Marsh. Morgana sent me.”


  “What’s the password?”


  “Excuse me? Password?”


  He studied her for a moment through the crack in the door, watching her eyes and body language. After sensing she was who she said she was, he unlatched and opened the door. “Come on in.”


  She studied him, then slowly walked through the doorway. She carried a large overnight bag and her purse. Once inside, she took off her sunglasses and assessed her surroundings. “I was told you needed my help?”


  “Who’d you talk to?


  “Morgana.”


  “Anybody else?”


  “No. I was told this was to be kept confidential.”


  “How do you know Morgana?


  Hannah made a face, as if she were about to say something else but then thought better of it. “I helped her out a few years ago. She had injured herself after a bad fall.”


  “What are your qualifications?”


  She paused. “I was a nurse for six years, working at a doctor’s office and then at the county hospital. But I left to work privately with home health-care patients.”


  He didn’t let up. “You’re good at what you do?”


  She considered that. “I am. I haven’t had any complaints.’


  “You married? Kids?”


  She hesitated again, disliking his nosiness, but answering. “I’m divorced. No kids.”


  Ramsey felt her discomfort, but he needed to know her situation in case he was putting her at risk with this assignment. “How’d you meet Morgana?”


  “At a council meeting a few years ago. They asked to meet with some Community medical professionals regarding some concerns over possible health issues. I accompanied a doctor I was working with at the time.”


  “And you made an impression on Morgana, apparently.”


  “We talked during the meeting. We had a long conversation. She trusted me with some personal information, which I kept confidential. She remembered that. And I have a good bedside manner. It’s a plus in my profession. I can put up with a lot of annoying people and keep my cool. I’m doing it right now, as a matter of fact.”


  She met his gaze, and he stared right back.


  “Fine. You’re hired.”


  “I thought I already was.”


  “Not by me, you weren’t.”


  She crooked her lips in a half smile. “You must be John Ramsey. Morgana told me what a delightful person you can be.”


  “Morgana should know. Would you like to know how delightful I think she is?”


  “Not particularly.”


  “Good, because we don’t have the time.” He steered her toward the living room. “How much did she tell you about the situation?”


  “She told me you’d fill me in on the details. But I’m assuming there’s someone who needs my medical assistance.” She looked him over. “It’s not you, I hope?”


  Ramsey considered her question. “I don’t deny I may need some sort of assistance, but none that you can help me with, Hannah.”


  “Well, I suppose that’s good news for me.” She perused the house. “Then who am I here for?”


  Ramsey faced her before he spoke. “Let me be direct with you. Everything that happens in this house stays between these walls, is that clear? I can’t use you if I can’t rely on you to keep this confidential. And that means no communication with Morgana either. Can you do that?”


  “She won’t like that.”


  “I don’t give a damn. There are other people involved here who deserve to have their privacy protected, and I don’t need her personal mole in everybody else’s business. If she’s got a question, she can ask me directly. Do you have a problem with that?”


  She contemplated Ramsey’s ultimatum. “I agree to honor doctor-patient confidentiality. Will that suffice?”


  He opened his mouth to make a comment but reconsidered. “Actually,” he said, “that should suffice. The patient is my main priority. The rest of it I’d likely tell her anyway, only with a lot more flair and sordid details.”


  “I’m sure.”


  “All right then. Let’s start with a quick tour of the house, and then I’ll introduce you to the patient and explain the situation as it stands at the moment. I assume you’re available to run a few errands if I need you to?”


  “I’m here to help. Just let me know what you need.”


  “Good. Then let’s get started.”


  He quickly took her around the house and showed her the basics. He explained that another guest would be joining them, but he would give more details later. When he arrived outside Sarah’s door, he stopped. He assessed Hannah and chose the direct approach. It seemed to be working so far.


  “The patient is a woman named Sarah. She is going through her Shift. I am assigned to assist her through it. I need you to help her with her personal needs. Help her bathe, use the bathroom, dress—you get the idea.”


  “Hold on. Her Shift?’


  “Yes.”


  Hannah scrutinized Ramsey.


  “What’s your concern?” he asked her.


  “Someone’s Shift is very personal. It’s not usually done with assistance, but then it shouldn’t require assistance. Aren’t we overstepping our boundaries here?”


  He could feel his impatience rise, but he took the time to answer her. “It’s true. In most cases, you are correct. Typical Shifts last no more than two to three days and don’t require outside assistance. Each individual experiences it differently and profoundly. But in some cases, a member requires a little help. There are various reasons why this is necessary, and I’m familiar with all, well, most of them. It’s my job.”


  “Your job?”


  “Listen, Hannah, I could spend a lot more time explaining this, but I’ve never been described as a patient person, so you’re just going to have to jump right in and trust me on this.”


  Her uncertainty hung heavily on her face, but he could tell she was too curious now to back out.


  “Why is she different?’


  That was something Ramsey couldn’t answer, and not just because of its secretive nature.


  “I can’t go into detail about that right now. All I need you to do is help her out with her personal needs and let me do the rest. Can you do that for her?”


  After a brief contemplation, she nodded. “Yes. I can do that.”


  “Good.” He turned and opened the door. Sarah’s symptoms were escalating, and she appeared to be experiencing increasing sensitivity to light and sound, so he entered the room quietly. He had replaced the torn curtain, and the light in the room was minimal.


  It was bright enough for Hannah to see the occupant once her eyes adjusted. Not much was visible, though, since the person on the bed was covered with a blanket and conveyed the appearance of sleeping. Her occasional jerky movements and quiet sounds of discomfort belied any suspicion that she was enjoying her rest. Over the course of Hannah’s career as a medical professional, she had successfully utilized her own sensitivities in her work, and while not as advanced as others in her field, her abilities had proven worthwhile when attempting to anticipate a patient’s needs. Watching the woman in the bed now, Hannah surmised from the feeling of erratic energy emanating from her and even Ramsey’s own anxiety that this encounter would be unlike any case she’d witnessed before, or maybe would ever again. She hoped her agreement to assist would not be something she’d come to regret.


  Ramsey gestured for them to leave the room, and she followed him out. He shut the door.


  “We may be here several days, so I’d like you to go the store. I’ve made a list of items we’re going to need.” He handed her the itemized list. “Here it is. Feel free to pick up whatever you want as well. Use this card.” He handed her a credit card, and she took it. They walked back up to the front of the house, where she headed for the front door.


  “I’ll be back soon,” she said as she exited.


  Ramsey watched her leave and moved to lock the door. Now if he could just deal with his next visitor as easily.


  He fought the urge to check the house again. He’d already done it twice. Everything was locked up tight. He reached out with invisible waves to pick up on the energy and sensed nothing unexpected. He wondered with interest how Declan would arrive. Declan never played it small. His younger stepbrother always appreciated the big entrance. He just hoped it wouldn’t affect Sarah when it happened.


  As if on cue, his invisible inquisition of the surroundings picked up on Sarah in the bedroom. He tensed and immediately headed for her room.


  “Sarah?” he asked as he opened the door. She was no longer on the bed. He looked anxiously around the room without seeing her. He noticed the open door to the walk-in closet and moved toward it. When he looked inside, he saw her curled upright in the corner, the blanket wrapped around her. He got down on his hands and knees and crawled over to her, staying small and making quiet movements.


  “Sarah, it’s me. It’s John.”


  She was breathing heavily and appeared to be staring off at some fixed point. She failed to react to his inquiry.


  He tried again. “Sarah, I’m going to take you back to bed. Just hold onto me…”


  Before he could touch her, she spoke with urgency. “No, no. Don’t do it.” She moved her head back and forth and retreated further back. She still did not break from her fixed-point stare.


  He reached out to touch her arm. “Sarah, don’t worry. I won’t hurt you.”


  “Don’t hurt him. Stop. Please.” Her voice sounded desperate. Ramsey realized then that she wasn’t reacting to him but was seeing something else entirely. He stopped his approach and let her vision play out.


  Her hands reached out to invisible agents, and her distress increased. “I will if you ask. Only if you ask.” Her face changed from fear to sadness. Tears broke from the rims of her eyes and fell down her cheeks. “Don’t leave me. Why did you leave me? Please come back.”


  Ramsey froze as he watched her displays of emotion, and he battled with himself over how to handle this. In his experience with past Shifts, he had occasionally come across a delusion or two, but they had usually been more of the purple elephant and winged pig variety. This was entirely different, yet similar to one assignment from his past that unfortunately continued to be triggered by Sarah’s case. He knew the two were not related, but the similarities were eerie. Watching her now confirmed that Sarah’s transition as a Red-Line would be unusual. He debated with himself. Should he let this play out or bring her back? He had no idea.


  She continued to interact with the unseen adversary, if that was what it was. He knew she could be potentially communicating with anything from her past, present, or future. There was no way to know. Her tears were still falling. The cries turned to sobs, and her breath caught as she tried to take in air. “Please let me go. I don’t belong here.” She stopped as another sob escaped. “I miss you. I miss you so much.”


  Ramsey couldn’t take anymore. He moved closer to her on the closet floor and put his arm around her. She sat sideways to him, and she immediately accepted the comfort and rolled her head into his chest. He brought his other hand up and pulled her into his body, offering comfort but being careful not to frighten her.


  “Hey, there,” he said, moving in a slow rocking motion. “Shhh.”


  She brought up her free hand and grasped his shirt, then moved her forehead up to the crook of his neck. Her crying began to slow.


  He kept up the rocking motion but stayed quiet. He felt the need to let her emerge from her vision slowly. Delusion didn’t feel right to him. Something more profound was occurring here, and he decided to let her take the lead as much as she could.


  “Take your time, Sarah. Just breathe.” He didn’t know if she was registering his voice or not. “Just relax.”


  They sat that way for several minutes. To be honest, he wasn’t sure how much time had passed. Her crying had stopped, and now she was taking only the occasional jagged breath. He continued to hold her, and he felt the contraction of her energy the moment she came back. The tension in her body changed, and she pulled away from him. Eyes wet and looking exhausted, she sat up and stared at him directly. Then she looked at her surroundings.


  “Oh, God. Where am I now?”


  He couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “You do have this penchant for waking up in odd places.”


  He felt bad when he realized her confusion. She looked lost. The brief moment of clarity she’d had when she’d reemerged had disappeared. She wasn’t back in her altered stated, but she’d clearly returned to her pain-filled world.


  She put her hands up to her ears and crumpled forward. “So loud.” She grimaced.


  His concern ramped up again. “Sarah, what’s wrong?’


  Her reaction was immediate. She moved away as if he’d hit her. Her hands, already clamped around her ears, gripped them harder. She silently whimpered her pain.


  He didn’t know what to think until it dawned on him what her body language conveyed. The sound. Noise. It was painful. It hurt her to hear it. He had noticed earlier that she’d seemed sensitive to sound and light, but now it seemed those sensitivities had increased dramatically. Thankfully, he had not turned on the closet light, but he watched her as she continued to hold her ears and attempt to block whatever sound assailed her. He and the house were both silent. He wasn’t sure why she was still in pain. But then he heard it. In the normal way most people block out recurrent everyday noises, he had not noticed until now the whirring of what was likely a neighboring lawn mower. It was a distant sound to him, but obviously to Sarah, it might as well have been mowing right over her.


  He started to say something but stopped, realizing the futility of it. He got up and put a hand on her shoulder, trying to communicate to her to hold on, that he would take care of it. He ran out of the closet, through the bedroom, and out the front door, closing and locking it behind him as quietly as he could. He listened to the running mower and headed in the direction of the offending neighbor’s yard. On the way over, he concocted some silly reason as to why he was about to ask a neighbor he’d never met to stop mowing for the next few days. He’d done some crazy things on his assignments in the past, and this would be one more to add to the list.


  Fifteen minutes later, the mowing stopped, and with an invitation to the monthly neighborhood lawn party, he headed back to the house. Hannah drove up just as he made it to the front door. He helped her grab a few grocery bags while explaining to her the need to move through the house in silence. He told her the basics of what had happened, and she understood.


  They entered the house, making no noise. Hannah headed toward the kitchen and he to the closet. He found Sarah still on the floor, but lying down now, without her hands over her ears. She was as limp as her bed sheets. She was awake, but her eyes were slits. She didn’t react when he picked her up and brought her back to the bed. He started to cover her back up, but then thought better of it when it occurred to him that she might feel better after a bath. He’d learned over the years to trust these random thoughts that popped up out of nowhere. They’d always turned out to be good indicators, and they’d served him well in tough situations. He made sure she was situated on the bed before he headed into the kitchen. Hannah was putting up the remainder of the groceries.


  He whispered to her. “I want you to give her a bath. I think it will help her relax, make her feel better.”


  Hannah turned after putting a can of peas in the pantry. “Okay,” she whispered back. “How do you want to handle it?”


  “Well, typically, you run some water, add a little soap, you get in, and voila, you’re taking a bath.”


  She narrowed her eyes at him. “Thanks, Einstein. That’s not what I mean. Running bath water isn’t exactly silent.”


  He hadn’t considered that.


  “How about this?” said Hannah. “I’ll run the bath on the other side of the house, and when it’s done, we’ll bring her over and bathe her there.”


  He thought it sounded as reasonable as anything else that had happened that day, so he agreed and Hannah left to go run the bathwater. Thankfully, the sun was almost down, and moving Sarah through the house without bright sunlight aggravating her eyes would not be a problem.


  A few minutes later, Hannah was ready. He picked Sarah up from the bed and carried her through the house to one of the two guest bedrooms that shared a bathroom on the opposite side. He laid her down and let Hannah take it from there.


  “I’m going to need your help to get her into the tub,” she whispered.


  He looked at her blankly. “What do you need me to do?”


  “She’s not strong enough to get into the tub by herself, so I’ll get her undressed, wrap a towel around her, and then have you carry her to the water.”


  He appreciated Hannah’s professionalism. Right now, he just needed to be told what to do. He left the room and waited.


  Hannah emerged from the bedroom not long after. “We’re ready.”


  He followed her back and found Sarah lying on the bed, wrapped in a towel. She still carried that half-conscious look, as if she was caught somewhere between this world and another. He didn’t like it.


  “Her skin’s sensitive also, so be careful when you pick her up.”


  He did exactly that. He couldn’t have been gentler if he’d been carrying the Mona Lisa over hot coals.


  He got her into the bathroom and eased her into the tepid water. She made a low throaty sound but remained still.


  “Thanks,” whispered Hannah as Ramsey turned to leave. “I’ll take it from here. I’ll let you know when we’re done.”


  Ramsey caught a fleeting glimpse of Sarah as she lay in the bath before Hannah closed the door.


  “Hey,” he said to Hannah.


  She pulled the door back open enough so that she could see him. “Yes?”


  “Thanks for this.” He didn’t know what had touched him. He cleared his throat. “I appreciate it.”


  Her eyes softened. “You’re not as big of a jerk as you make yourself out to be, Mr. Ramsey.” She smiled. “And you’re welcome.” With that, she shut the door.


  Ramsey stood there a moment with his hand on the door, unmoving. Then he turned and walked back into the kitchen, thinking he could really use a drink.


  “Well, that was a touching moment if ever I saw one,” said a voice from behind him. “What, are you going soft on me, big bro?”


  Ramsey jumped at the sound, whirled, and faced the voice coming from the other side of the room. His brother—correction, stepbrother—Declan had finally joined the party.


  
CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  

  


  AT THE AGE of twelve, John Ramsey lost his father in an automobile accident. It had devastated Ramsey. Up until that point, the Ramsey clan had been a close-knit group. Ramsey had idolized his engineer father, who’d worked as a science professor at the local university. He’d coached Ramsey’s baseball team and taken him to professional games whenever the local team was in town and they could convince Ramsey’s mother to let them go.


  Ramsey grew up as a typical Eudoran child on a host planet; his parents had kept no secrets and had raised him with the history, abilities, and culture of his people. He, like all Eudoran kids, never spoke of it outside the family walls. Eudorans were born with an innate understanding of when to keep things secret. Not that he had the need to share it. Earth was all he knew. Neither he nor his parents had ever visited their home planet. Ramsey, like his parents, were Eudoran descendants born on Earth. It had been decades since any Eudoran had traveled to their home planet, and they had accepted that they would likely never return, though they carried the secret hope that one day that opportunity would present itself again. No matter how long a Community lived on another planet, the desire to see home again remained with each member.


  After his father’s death, his mother retreated from their normal outgoing, social way of life into her own private world. Ramsey was left on his own to figure out how to cope without a father. He longed to find his place in a home that now felt foreign to him. He found only a small measure of peace when he was able to sneak out of his house, grab his baseball bat, and go hit some balls at the local batting range. His mother could not abide it, though. The memories were too hard.


  Two years after his dad’s death, his mother unexpectedly remarried. She had met a man who had proposed to her six months after meeting her. Ramsey’s anger consumed him. In his mind, she had betrayed his father and dishonored his memory. He hated his stepfather. Worse, his stepfather had a son two years younger than Ramsey, and he hated him too. By then, Ramsey was fourteen and had all the attributes of a teenager out of control. He’d skip school, ignore homework, break curfew, and he became a total nightmare to his mother. After he was arrested at the age of eighteen for drinking under age and driving under the influence, his stepfather kicked him out, and his mother didn’t stop him. Ramsey hadn’t cared, or if he did, he refused to show it. He was ready to leave anyway. If it hadn’t been for his grandmother, his father’s mother, he would have never survived his teenage years. Without her, he would have undoubtedly ended up in jail, hanging out with Earth and Eudoran losers alike.


  His grandmother had opened her home to him and allowed him the space he needed to grieve for his father without putting her needs before his. She had let him be as angry as he needed to be at the world, and she never judged or labeled him as anything other than her grandson. It was something he was grateful for every day of his life. Because of her influence, he had become the man he was today. He thought of her as he eyed his stepbrother across the room and wondered what advice she would offer at this particular moment. He doubted she would approve of the scenario playing out in his head. She’d always had a soft spot for Declan. She acknowledged that he was no more to blame for the destruction of Ramsey’s family than Ramsey had been. But Ramsey had not been able to see it that way. He had not seen his stepbrother in two years and had planned not to see him for several more. Obviously, that plan had failed.


  Both brothers took a moment to size each other up, neither saying a word after the initial introduction. Declan was much as Ramsey remembered him. He was of similar stature to Ramsey, but fairer, with shorter sandy-brown hair and dark blue eyes, as opposed to Ramsey’s longer wavy black hair and brown eyes. Where Ramsey had excelled at wrestling and baseball, Declan had excelled at swimming and track. They were both smart and successful in their fields, but in completely opposite ways. Declan was a planner and studier; Ramsey went with his gut and made decisions on the fly. The strengths each man possessed were a source of complete irritation to the other. They were the proverbial opposites, one salt and the other pepper.


  Ramsey broke the silence first, saying in a whisper, “Keep your voice down.” He stifled the urge to say something more vitriolic, but he needed to stay focused and not let his emotions get the better of him.


  “What?” asked Declan.


  Ramsey made the “shh” gesture by putting his index finger over his pursed lips. It was not the gesture he wanted to use, but again he reined in his initial inclination. No need to stir the pot.


  He waved Declan toward the other side of the house, and Declan followed with a puzzled expression.


  They moved to the office, away from the back bathroom. Ramsey closed the doors to the room. Once inside, they faced each other.


  “Declan,” Ramsey stated, crossing his arms.


  “John,” Declan replied with the same tone. He paused before speaking again. “You want to tell me why we’re talking like we’re in a chapel? You suddenly become pious?”


  Ramsey didn’t respond to Declan’s wisecrack. “It’s my assignment. She’s going through a Shift. She’s extremely sensitive to sound at the moment. Just thought you might like to consider staying quiet for once.”


  Declan snickered, but his expression quickly sobered. “No problem,” he said more quietly, eyeing his stepbrother. “If you can do it, then I certainly can.”


  “Good,” responded Ramsey, and he moved to walk away.


  “Hey, you think you could take a moment out of your busy schedule to get me up to speed?”


  Ramsey stopped and turned back. “What, Morgana didn’t give you all the juicy details?” He could feel the building irritation, which always flared upon seeing his stepbrother.


  Declan narrowed his eyes as his own temper sparked. “No, she didn’t. This was a rush job. She only told me to get here fast and discreetly. I didn’t even know it was you until I arrived.”


  It was Ramsey’s turn to snicker. “Just like Morgana.”


  “She has her charm,” replied Declan.


  “Not the word I would use, but then you always were the more appropriate one.”


  Declan chewed on that. “I was at that. You, on the other hand, well, you always lacked that particular quality, didn’t you, bro?”


  Ramsey held his breath. “Guess it had something to do with the company I kept.”


  Declan remained calm, but the tension radiating from him grew. “Yeah.” He paused. “Must have been terrible hanging out with such an ‘appropriate’ brother, huh? I mean after all, I am the one who had the dad, right?”


  Ramsey stilled but spat back, “You want a blue ribbon, bro? Because your dad sure as hell didn’t deserve one.”


  They stood stiffly and eyeballed each other as the tension conveyed messages of past contention that both would rather forget.


  Ramsey acknowledged the stupidity of the argument. He didn’t need this complication right now. He forced himself to relax. They were both here to do a job; surely they could handle themselves professionally while in the same room. He took a deep breath.


  Declan watched Ramsey and picked up on the energy shift. He adjusted his energy to meet Ramsey’s calmer state. “We good?” he asked, taking his own deep breath.


  Ramsey relaxed his posture and eased up on his evil-eye stare. “As long as I’m on this assignment, Declan, I got no beef with you. I just need you to do your job, and I’ll do mine. Everything else is for another day. You can handle that?”


  Declan followed Ramsey’s lead and collected himself. “I can handle that. Just tell me what we’re dealing with here.”


  Ramsey told Declan about the situation. At the mention of Sarah’s Shift and subsequent kidnap attempt, Declan looked puzzled. He let Ramsey finish his account before he asked the obvious question. “So what’s special about her?”


  Ramsey anticipated he’d have trouble keeping Sarah’s secret from Declan. The man was an energy-reading machine. He debated not telling him, but decided it was futile. He chose to be honest.


  “We think she’s a Red-Line.”


  “A what?” asked Declan.


  “A Red-Line.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “You think Morgana would have sent you here otherwise? I’ve handled plenty of difficult shifts, and as far as I can remember, I’ve never needed your assistance before now.”


  “And it’s killing you, isn’t it, me helping you?”


  “I’m slowly dying as we speak. You weren’t my first choice.”


  “Of course I wasn’t.”


  “Hannah, the lady helping Sarah right now, doesn’t know.”


  “That I wasn’t your first choice?”


  “No, stupid. About Sarah.”


  Declan wondered about that. “You think she won’t know eventually? She’s bathing her. At some point, she’ll be an idiot if she doesn’t figure it out.”


  Ramsey realized what Declan meant, and he felt like an idiot for not thinking of that himself. “So I’ll deal with that when the time comes.”


  “I’m sure you will.”


  “So what are you going to do?” Ramsey asked.


  “What I always do. Keep my clients safe.”


  Ramsey didn’t respond. He didn’t know if he was included as one of Declan’s clients or not, but it didn’t matter. He just wanted Sarah to be protected.


  “Just do me one favor,” requested Declan.


  “What’s that?”


  Declan eyed him. “Don’t compromise yourself for her. You’ll end up getting yourself killed.”


  Declan’s apparent concern surprised Ramsey, but his interference annoyed him. “Don’t worry about me,” he scoffed. “I don’t plan on doing you any favors.” As he turned to leave, he looked back at Declan, who watched him with an unreadable expression. He spoke plainly. “Let’s get to work.”


  **


  THE NEXT TWENTY-FOUR hours passed quickly. After the bath, Sarah’s mental alertness improved. She managed to use the restroom and even walk into the adjoining bedroom under her own power. She’d depleted her strength by then, though, and needed Hannah’s help to get redressed and Ramsey’s to carry her back to the master bedroom. Her noise sensitivity had lessened enough for them to speak quietly to her. Once back in the bed, she drank water but refused to eat anything.


  Ramsey created a pallet for himself on the floor next to her. He argued with Hannah about getting sleep and insisted he would be fine in the room with Sarah, but she disagreed. They finally compromised, agreeing to rotate watches as long as Hannah promised that she would wake him if there were any changes in Sarah’s condition.


  That night, Ramsey took the first watch, and he lay restlessly on the floor near Sarah’s bed. He could hear her labored breathing, but she slept. He wondered where Declan was. After their conversation earlier, the man had disappeared. He had met and spoken to Hannah, but that had been the extent of his conversation with either of them. Ramsey could only assume that his stepbrother’s senses were on high alert and he didn’t want any distractions.


  After his five hours were up, he relinquished his spot to Hannah and headed to a back bedroom to sleep. He expected to toss and turn but was out the minute he hit the pillow. He awoke six hours later to the sunlight streaming through his window. Jumping out of bed, he found Hannah sitting with Sarah, keeping her cool with a wet cloth. Her temperature had spiked again in the night, and he argued with her about waking him, but she argued back that he needed the rest and that she was capable of handling a fever. He conceded the argument and admitted that the rest had helped, and Hannah let him take over with Sarah so she could make breakfast. The rest of the morning passed without incident. Declan appeared out of nowhere to eat something but then disappeared again to make his rounds. Ramsey had no idea if he’d slept or not.


  Sarah remained quiet but restless throughout the day. She frequently slipped into incoherent states and would rant about numerous things, none of which made sense to anyone. She still refused to eat but continued to drink water. Ramsey’s lack of knowledge about Red-Lines and how they shifted troubled him as he cared for her. All he could do was wait and watch.


  They went through the bathing ritual again the second day. Hannah thought it would help reduce Sarah’s temperature, and it had seemed to calm her and improve her lucidity the night before. It did both again. Sarah looked better and was able to move around on her own for a few short minutes afterward, before succumbing again to weakness. She said nothing about her condition to Ramsey during these moments. It was as if she had totally entrusted herself to him and put her recovery completely in his and Hannah’s hands. He felt humbled by her faith in him, considering all she’d endured in the last forty-eight hours.


  That night, he took the second watch. He slept for five hours and replaced Hannah to let her sleep. Again, Sarah slept restlessly and murmured softly to herself. As he lay on the pallet, he reached out to her energetically even though he knew it was discouraged to connect with a Shifter. Their energy was highly unbalanced, and they could sap a Protector’s strength if they weren’t careful. Or it could compromise the Shifter if they fed on energy that did not benefit them. His curiosity and worry had gotten the better of him, though. Was there something she needed? Was he doing enough?


  Her energy felt chaotic and tumultuous. He couldn’t get a clear connection, and she withdrew from him, sensing his presence. He probed deeper, not wanting to invade her privacy, but still curious about this ability of hers to shut him out. She rewarded him with a full frontal assault as he was shoved back energetically with force. His eyes shot open, and he took a breath, realizing then that his presence, at least the non-physical version, was not welcome. If she needed him to know something, then she wasn’t sharing. Despite the result, the experience provided him with insight into a Red-Line’s ability to manipulate and direct energy, and it impressed him.


  He lay there, reeling from the energetic encounter, and stilled when he heard a noise in the room. Ramsey sat up to see Declan standing by the bed.


  “What is it?” asked Ramsey.


  “Someone’s watching the house.” Declan stood at alert in the shadows as all his senses tuned in to the potential threat.


  “You sure?”


  Even in the dark, Ramsey knew that Declan looked at him as if to say, “Really?”


  Ramsey got the point and stood up. “What do you want to do?”


  Declan was quiet but firm. “Stay with her. I’m going take a look around. Stay aware. I’ll let you know if I need you to move.”


  “Okay.” Ramsey knew he would pick up on Declan’s warning. Despite their past differences, they had spent enough time together to recognize each other’s energy signature. If Ramsey had not been tuned into Sarah, he would have picked up on Declan’s approach much faster.


  Declan left, and Ramsey waited. He remained by the bed in case he needed to grab Sarah and exit fast. He tuned his senses and focused on the house and the surrounding area. He picked up on nothing, though. That was Declan’s area of expertise.


  Five minutes passed, then ten. Sarah stayed restless but never awakened. Another ten minutes passed. Ramsey had almost decided to go check things out for himself when he felt Declan’s presence.


  “They’re gone,” Declan whispered as he reentered the room.


  “They? How many?’


  “Two, near as I could tell.”


  “Did you see them?”


  “No. They took off as I got close.”


  “Do you think they knew you were there?”


  “I don’t think so. I kept myself shielded. Even so, we better prepare.”


  “Prepare for what?” asked Ramsey.


  Even in the lightless room, Ramsey could feel Declan’s stare. “They’ll be coming. I didn’t see them, but I felt them.” Declan’s energy intensified. “They want her, John. And they don’t intend to leave without her. You understand what I’m saying?”


  Ramsey knew immediately. They planned to take Sarah, and they didn’t care who got in the way when they did. Ramsey looked at Declan through the darkness. “Then let’s batten down the hatches,” he said.


  “Absolutely.”


  
CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  

  


  THE NEXT MORNING, Ramsey, Hannah, and Declan sat at the kitchen table. Breakfast was made, but no one ate.


  The rest of the night had passed without interruption. Ramsey kept watch over Sarah while Declan continued surveillance, although Declan believed that the immediate threat had passed. Once dawn arrived and Hannah was up, they scrambled up some eggs, put on some coffee, and sat her down to discuss the situation and their options. None of them were promising, but at least Hannah chose to remain instead of heading for the door. Ramsey admired her for that. Thirty minutes later, the eggs were cold and they were no closer to an answer when Declan announced an impending arrival.


  “Leroy is here,” he said. Both Ramsey and Hannah looked at him when thirty seconds later, they heard the garage door rumble.


  “How does he do that?” Hannah asked Ramsey.


  Ramsey glanced at Declan. “Don’t be too impressed. It’s one of his many annoying traits.”


  Declan made a half smile. “You’re just mad because I could always tell when you were up to no good.”


  “No,” replied Ramsey, “I was mad because you always snitched on me.”


  “Yeah, well, it was an easy way to piss you off.”


  “It was pretty effective at pissing my mom off, too.”


  Declan stopped smiling. “You and your mom always fought, as I recall. But what mother and son doesn’t, huh?”


  Ramsey poked at his uneaten eggs. “I haven’t spoken to my mom in three years. What do you think?”


  “And whose fault is that?” Declan asked.


  Ramsey set his jaw and debated his retort, but was interrupted when Leroy opened the back door.


  “Well, looks like one big, happy family,” he said as he entered the kitchen.


  Hannah looked at both brothers and addressed Leroy. “You got here just in time.”


  Leroy walked over to the table, whose male occupants remained quiet, pulled out a chair and sat down. “Don’t all say hello at once.”


  Declan spoke first. “Leroy. How are you?”


  “Good, Dec. And you?” he asked, looking at Declan and then Ramsey.


  Before he could answer, Ramsey spoke. “You know Declan, Leroy. Not much has changed, has it?” The brothers exchanged stony stares.


  Leroy took stock of the situation and surmised that a change of subject was needed. He eyed the new occupant at the table. “You must be Hannah.”


  She smiled. “And you must be Sampson Leroy. Nice to meet you.” She raised her hand to his and shook it. “You’re friends with these two?” she asked, nodding her head at the other two at the table.


  Leroy smirked. “Only when I have to be. The rest of the time I find them both to be a pain in the ass.”


  Hannah grinned. “I get that.”


  Both Ramsey and Declan ignored them.


  “How’s Sarah?’ asked Leroy.


  Hannah took that question, looking just as eager to change the subject. “She’s pretty sick. She’s very weak and has been running a consistent fever. She’s occasionally lucid, but mostly she’s semi-conscious or even delirious. Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do until this phase passes.” She looked toward the bedroom and then at Ramsey. “I’m going to look in on her.” She stood and left the table.


  Ramsey finally shifted in his seat and appeared to shake off his mood. “Thanks,” he said to Hannah as she walked away. He turned toward Leroy and asked, “What did you find out?”


  It was Leroy’s turn to look uncomfortable. “We’ll get to that in a minute. How about you get me up to speed. What have you guys been up to these past two days? You haven’t been watching sappy movies and eating junk food, I hope?”


  “No,” said Ramsey, sitting back in his seat. “But we did a séance and channeled dead relatives. You missed out. By the way, we spoke to your great-grandmother, and she disapproves of the shaved head.”


  Leroy didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah, well, my wife likes it, so Great-Grandma can get over it.”


  Declan observed the banter between his brother and Leroy. “You two haven’t changed.”


  Ramsey addressed Declan but didn’t look at him. “Nope, we haven’t.” He paused. “It’s one relationship that doesn’t cause me pain, for which I am eternally grateful.”


  “Can I quote you on that Sherlock?” asked Leroy, smiling.


  “Absolutely not. And if you do, I’ll deny it,” replied Ramsey.


  Declan said nothing.


  Hannah reappeared and sat back down.


  “How is she?” asked Ramsey.


  “Same. She’s sleeping.” She brought the group’s attention back to the main subject. “As much as I am enjoying this male bonding, or not bonding, as the case may be, can we discuss what happened last night?”


  Leroy turned serious. “What happened last night?”


  “Two men in a car,” said Declan. “Across the street, watching the house. I tried to get a closer look, but they took off before I got a chance.”


  “What the hell? Why didn’t you call me?”


  “There was nothing you could do. They weren’t an immediate danger.”


  “But will they be?’”


  “They will be, yes.”


  “Then we need to get you all out of here. Take you some place safe.” Leroy reached for his phone.


  “We can’t do that,” said Declan.


  “Why not?”


  “Because there is no place safe.”


  The statement caught them all by surprise.


  “What do you mean?” Ramsey asked.


  Declan’s tone was grim. “Because there’s nowhere for her to hide.”


  Ramsey and Leroy exchanged glances but stayed quiet, so Hannah asked the obvious question. “Why not?”


  She waited as the men around her silently debated the answer. “Is it because she’s a Red-Line?” she asked. That got their attention.


  “How do you know about that?” Ramsey asked.


  “I saw the mark. It’s on her back, beneath her shoulder blade.”


  “Told ya,” said Declan in Ramsey’s direction.


  “Already?” Leroy asked.


  Ramsey wanted final confirmation. “You’re sure?”


  “It’s pretty apparent. I wasn’t positive at first. Thought it was a scar, but last night it had deepened in color, and she winced when I touched it. It’s a red mark for sure. Just like our gray ones.” She watched everyone’s varied reactions and surmised their obvious concern. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to say anything. This will stay within these walls.”


  They all watched her, as if judging her truthfulness. Apparently she passed the test, because they all relaxed their postures and returned to the subject.


  “Is that why we can’t move her?” Ramsey asked Declan.


  “Probably. It’s like she’s broadcasting a signal right now, and if someone knows the frequency, then they can find her.”


  “But who knows the frequency, other than us?” asked Leroy.


  “I don’t know, Leroy. That’s the question. I could pick up her signal, but only because I’ve met her and only within a certain range. I get the feeling…”


  “What?” asked Ramsey.


  “There’s something else about those men.”


  “What is it?”


  “I’ve never felt anything like it before. Their signature was different. It was strange.”


  “Strange, how?” asked Leroy.


  “I’m not sure how to describe it. Like fog; very ethereal. It was hard to grasp.”


  “And they mean us harm?” asked Hannah.


  “Their singular purpose is to retrieve Sarah. If we let them have her, they won’t hurt us, but if we get in the way…”


  “Why do they want her?” Ramsey asked.


  “That, I can’t answer.”


  Leroy listened and cautiously replied, “I might have some insight into that.”


  They all looked at him. “So spill it,” said Ramsey. “What’s got you on edge?”


  Leroy sighed. “Arnuff is dead.”


  “What?” asked Ramsey and Declan.


  “Who’s Arnuff?” asked Hannah.


  Leroy wasn’t finished, though. “And Emerson is ill. They don’t know if he’ll survive.”


  “What the hell?” asked Ramsey.


  “Who’s Emerson?” asked Hannah, still confused.


  “What’s going on, Leroy?” Declan asked.


  Leroy leaned forward and put his elbows on the table. “When I left here two days ago, I went to the council magistrate to request a Gathering. I figured at this point, somebody had to know something. I was told no, that the councilors were not available. Well, I didn’t accept that. I started making the rounds and calling them directly. It got their attention, and Morgana contacted me. I met her yesterday and spoke with her.”


  “How is it that Morgana is always in the middle of it?” Ramsey asked.


  “I’ll get to that. But for right now, she divulged to me that the Council is in disarray. They’ve only just recently been made aware of Sarah’s existence, and the few who kept it under wraps have some explaining to do. Since their Connection meeting with Morgana a few days ago, they have been in disagreement as to how to handle this situation. Morgana asserted her influence at the beginning and got you assigned even without the Council’s full agreement or knowledge of the complete truth. When she says her butt’s on the line, she’s telling the truth.”


  “So what’s your point, Leroy?” asked Ramsey.


  “My point is that the Council has more to do with this than we realize.”


  “How? Only a few of them even knew about Sarah.”


  “They may not have all known about her specifically until now, but they know about how she came to be. How do you think Sarah even exists? You think she came out of thin air?” Leroy asked as he sat back in his chair. He let that question sink in.


  “How does she exist? How is it possible?” asked Hannah. “The Red-Lines died years ago.”


  Leroy leaned back in, carrying the weight of the information he held. “You all know the history of the Red-Lines? How they disappeared?’


  Declan answered that. “Near as I can remember being told, about sixty, maybe seventy years ago, they all began to die off with no explanation. Some believed the accident had something to do with it. It happened only a few months before, I think.”


  “The accident?” asked Hannah.


  “Yes,” said Leroy. “Not long after the Roswell incident, we had a craft go down as well. Luckily, it was undetected except by us. Our people reached the ship, but found only the captain, a woman by the name of Varalika, on board. She was dead. The manifest showed she carried cargo, but there was nothing on board. They found only her mirror.”


  “Is this the Eudoran Mirror we’ve heard about?” asked Ramsey.


  “Apparently.”


  “So it does exist?” asked Declan, surprised.


  “Yes, it does. And they’ve been trying to read it ever since, but no one has been able to.”


  “Wait a minute. Please explain this to me. A mirror?” asked Hannah.


  Declan jumped in again. “Red-Lines, because of their advanced abilities, frequently used mirrors as communication devices. They were able to encode information on them that was unreadable to anyone other than another Red-Line. They could designate certain people to unlock the message. Back when we traveled to and from our planet, it was an easy way to carry information without having to worry about discovery. If it got lost or got into the wrong hands, then it couldn’t be read by another. It would appear as just an ordinary mirror to a human.”


  Leroy looked impressed. “Someone’s up on his Eudoran history.”


  Declan smiled. “Dad’s a big history buff. He taught me a lot.”


  “Lucky for you,” said Ramsey to Declan, but then he returned his attention to Leroy. “So what does this have to do with Sarah?”


  “Let me finish,” said Leroy. “After that ship crashed, we never received communication from Eudora again. For obvious reasons, we never initiated communication with our host planet, because the risk of detection was too great. We always waited for them to contact us. But after the crash, that was it. We never heard from them, nor has a ship ever returned.”


  “And how does that matter now?” asked Ramsey.


  “Because there was something on that ship that was vital to our survival. Something we were waiting for and never received. It’s the reason the Red-Lines died off not long after.”


  “And what was that?” asked Hannah.


  Leroy looked pensive. “A serum,” he said.


  “A what?” asked Ramsey.


  “Serum,” repeated Leroy. “The way Morgana explained it, in order to survive, Red-Lines born and raised on Earth received a serum after birth. As they got older and it was time for their Shift, they would return to Eudora, where they could receive the necessary assistance and care they required. Afterwards, they could choose to return to Earth if they wished. If they did, they were required to take the serum again. If Red-Lines born on Eudora chose to move to Earth after their Shift, then they too required the serum. Red-Lines’ sensitivities made them all very susceptible to Earth’s harsh atmosphere and lower frequencies. The serum helped their bodies to adapt. Without it, they would survive for only a short period of time.”


  “So they died because they didn’t have the serum?” asked Declan.


  “Yes and no,” said Leroy.


  “What do you mean?” asked Ramsey.


  “It’s wasn’t them waiting on the serum. It was us.”


  “What? Us?” asked Declan. “You mean Gray-Lines?”


  “Exactly.”


  “But we don’t take a serum,” said Ramsey.


  “You have. We all have,” said Leroy.


  “Since when?” asked Ramsey.


  “Since always. We all need it. Not just the Red-Lines. When that ship went down, it was our serum, for us, which was lost. Not the Reds’.”


  Ramsey tried to follow Leroy’s explanation, with little success. “What does that mean?”


  “In a nutshell, both Red and Gray-Lines require a serum in order to survive on this planet. But it’s not the same serum. We require a less potent variety and a smaller dosage. Reds required stronger stuff. When our supply was lost and it was apparent no more was coming, and because Grays didn’t know there was a serum to lose, the Reds relinquished their remaining supply to us. By adapting that serum to our needs and by combining it with our remaining supplies and rationing, we’ve been able to survive as long as we have.”


  Ramsey’s confusion began to clear. “We’re still taking this serum?”


  “When?” asked Declan. “How?”


  “During your check-ins,” Hannah answered, finally speaking up.


  The conversation stopped at her reply. “And what do you know about it?” asked Leroy.


  Ramsey and Declan wondered the same.


  Hannah’s face paled, as if questioning how much to reveal. “I learned a few things when I attended the conference a few years ago regarding community health issues. It’s where I met Morgana.”


  “Something tells me you didn’t talk about bad eating habits or lack of sleep,” said Ramsey.


  “No, we did not. We learned about the impending health crisis facing each of us.”


  “And what crisis is that?” asked Declan.


  “The one where we all die due to lack of serum.”


  Nobody knew what to say as they tried to understand Hannah’s revelation. “Slow down a bit,” said Ramsey, holding up his hand. “You mind enlightening us? I’m still dealing with the fact that we’ve been taking a serum without our knowledge.”


  “Me too,” said Declan. “You gave it to us during our check-ins?”


  Eudorans checked in every year with a local Community Culture officer. It was a required visit, to ensure that their existence on Earth continued to exist smoothly and peacefully. It was a common practice initiated for every Community that existed on a host planet. It allowed the Community member the chance to discuss any concerns or ask any questions they needed addressed. If any Eudoran needed to meet outside of the annual visit, they could request it. The meetings assisted mostly with adaptation issues for newer arrivals or, for those who’d lived on Earth longer, issues regarding raising children or marrying into the human species. They were a helpful way to reconnect to their culture without fear of discovery. This had become the main reason for the meetings in recent years. Although all Eudorans knew that living on a host planet meant that they might never return home, they had learned that in order to survive away from their planet for long periods, it was necessary to reconnect at regular intervals with the sole purpose of reestablishing their roots. Even though they had never visited their place of origin, it was a way to still feel connected to it.


  “Yes,” said Hannah, “it was distributed to each Gray-Line. During my early training, I worked in that area, distributing the serum. At the time, I didn’t realize that’s what I was administering.” She crossed her arms. “It was easy enough to do. If you remember, it was called a skin test, similar to a human tuberculosis test, where we lightly scraped you with a dull blade. We told you it was a routine check, just measuring your body’s acclimation to Earth by retrieving some skin cells and testing them. After you were scraped, we rubbed a topical ointment on the area. You were actually absorbing a serum.”


  Declan’s jaw dropped. “How did they get away with this? Why not tell us?”


  Hannah said nothing because she didn’t know what to say.


  “And this is why the Reds died? They sacrificed themselves?” asked Ramsey.


  “Yes,” said Leroy.


  “How noble of them.”


  “I should say so.”


  “Wait a minute,” Ramsey asked. “Go back a second. How can there be two Red-Lines on the Council? How did they survive?”


  “They’re the only two that did. Somehow, they were able to adapt.”


  “Who are they?” asked Hannah.


  “One of them was Arnuff, who died last week. He was eighty-five, but in good health. They found him unconscious at his home. He died soon after. They have no apparent cause of death.”


  “And Emerson?” asked Ramsey.


  “They found him collapsed and unconscious, but he’s still alive. He turned eighty-two this year.”


  “So,” Declan said, “the two last living Red-Lines succumb to illness or death just as a new one is about to emerge. Coincidence?”


  “Unlikely,” declared Ramsey, “but let’s get back to this ‘we’re dying’ thing.” He looked at Hannah. “You mind explaining that one? I don’t know about you, but I feel perfectly healthy.”


  “Me too,” Declan interjected. “Why do we need a serum?”


  Before Hannah could answer, Leroy rescued her from explaining. “To answer that, you have to go back to the beginning,” he said. “Eudorans wanted to study this planet, but before they could start, they had to send a test group to ensure our compatibility. They lasted three months before they all returned, horribly ill. It was apparent that Earth was a bit too toxic for us, so they designed a serum. It worked perfectly, except for one problem. Taking the serum affected the next test group. Their awareness of Earth’s effect on their senses caused them to overcompensate. They became too sensitive, trying to ward off any toxins or negative energy, and they returned as well, unable to handle the assault on their senses. So they tried a third test group. They gave them the serum, but didn’t tell them. It worked beautifully. And here we are.”


  “What about the Reds?” said Declan. “They knew about the serum, didn’t they? They were given a choice.”


  “Their advanced abilities allowed them to control their sensitivity to a greater degree. Knowledge of the serum did not affect them. And like all Eudorans, they were good at keeping a secret.”


  “Here we are? Here we are?” Ramsey said as he repeated Leroy’s words. “What does that mean?”


  “It means,” interjected Declan, “that we’ve been lied to. All of us.” He looked at Hannah. “So, if I’m hearing you correctly, our supply has run out.”


  “Yes, it has.”


  “And what exactly did you discuss at this ‘Health Conference’ of yours, besides our impending death?” asked Ramsey.


  She drew herself up in her chair. "Specifically, how much longer we could survive without it.”


  “And how long was that?” Leroy asked.


  Hannah debated her answer, but decided to be up front with them. “Optimistically, without more supplies, many of us won’t make it through the year. If you’re young and healthy, twenty-four to thirty-six months, tops.”


  Silence greeted her as all three men heard the words but didn’t know what to say. Finally, Leroy spoke, his disbelief echoing Ramsey’s and Declan’s. “I didn’t realize it was that serious.”


  Hannah said nothing as she watched for responses from Ramsey and Declan.


  Surprisingly, Ramsey laughed. “That’s just great,” he said.


  Declan shared his brother’s attitude. “Terrific,” he said. “Why are we risking our lives if we’re all going to die anyway?”


  As Ramsey thought about it, none of it made sense. “Why are we even still alive if the serum has run out? The Red-Lines didn’t last long without it.”


  “Thankfully, we were able to stretch our reserves,” said Leroy. “Plus rationing, too. Is that right?” He directed his question to Hannah.


  “Yes, for years,” she said. “Normally, we’d receive a dose every year. They stretched that timeline out after we realized our supply line was compromised. We’ve adapted well enough now that we can go a few years without it.” She paused. “I doubt any of you have received a dose within the last five years.”


  “And what does that mean?” asked Declan. “How are we affected?”


  “It’s been taking its toll,” Hannah answered. “Normally, we’re a healthy group. We live long and are rarely ill. However, you may have noticed more physical weakness, maybe you’ve even been ill, caught a cold, for instance. If you’ve been injured, it takes longer to recover. It’s why Morgana needed my assistance when she injured herself a few years ago. The signs are there if you’re paying attention. Many are succumbing already, especially the older ones. They are the most susceptible. The longer you go without the serum, though, the more pronounced the symptoms. The biggest issue is injury. If you’re seriously hurt, it will be much harder for you to recover, if you recover at all.” She could see the questions behind their eyes. “Each of us is young and strong. Our group will be the last to feel the symptoms, but when it happens and you begin to decline, it happens quickly.”


  The four of them sat unmoving, each wondering how much time they had left. The energy felt heavy in the room, as if a wet woolen cloak covered each of them.


  “Dad’s been sick.” Declan spoke into the quiet. “Are you saying…?” He tried to finish the sentence, but couldn’t. Hannah lowered her eyes.


  “Is there anything that can be done for him?” he asked.


  “No,” said Hannah, looking sad. “Not without more serum.” She watched him deflate. “I’m sorry.”


  Declan’s normal air of confidence deserted him. “Damn it.”


  Ramsey sensed Declan’s pain and identified with it. “Hey,” he said, trying to get Declan’s attention. “Hey,” he repeated until Declan heard him. “He’s not dead yet. None of us are. So, until then, there has to be something we can do.” He watched Declan until Declan returned his gaze and slowly nodded his affirmation at Ramsey.


  “Since when are you the optimist?” Declan asked.


  “Since I realized this whole story is pissing me off. And when I get pissed, I take action. So what am I missing here? There’s a reason why we’re all holed up here in this house and why our new Red-Line, Sarah, is here with us, shifting as we speak. What is it?”


  “Because,” Leroy answered, projecting the hope the group sorely needed, “she may be the key to our survival. If the Council’s experimental gamble paid off, she may save us all.”


  
CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  

  


  THE GROUP SAID nothing as they adjusted to Leroy’s newest revelation.


  Finally, Ramsey broke the quiet. “You’re just full of fascinating information today, aren’t you? Just how is she supposed to do that?


  Leroy took his time, preparing to explain. “The Council’s been aware of this problem for a long time. They knew eventually, without contact from home, that this scenario would play out. When it became clear that we were on our own, they started thinking of ways to fix the problem.” He slowed and looked at the leery group. “The ship that crashed was carrying serum, but when they got to the ship, there was nothing on board. In all likelihood, Varalika, realizing the ship was going down, took precautions to prevent discovery and acted to protect us. She probably dumped the cargo before she crashed, and maybe in a place where she knew it would be safe from prying eyes.” He leaned back in his seat. “The mirror they found at the crash site was next to her body. It was thought that she may have coded the mirror with the location of the serum before she died, assuming the mirror would be found and the serum eventually located.”


  “But that didn’t happen,” stated Declan.


  “No,” said Leroy. “No one was able to read the mirror. Every Red-Line tried, but they had no luck. She may have encoded it in such a way that only a certain person could read it.”


  “But they never found that person,” said Ramsey.


  “Assuming there is a person to find, no, they didn’t,” replied Leroy.


  “So what was the Council’s grand idea?” asked Hannah.


  Leroy chose his words carefully. “They decided to create someone who could.”


  When no one responded to that, Declan asked the obvious. “What? Wait a minute. Why not just create more serum?”


  “This sounds like a bad idea,” Ramsey broke in, responding to Leroy.


  Leroy sighed. “Yes, Sherlock, that’s one way to put it. With the Red-Lines gone, other than Arnuff and Emerson, and with no indication that another ship would be arriving, as time passed, the sense of urgency ramped up. They did make attempts at developing a new serum, but the original required ingredients grown specifically on Eudora. Any new serums proved ineffective. They made a few unsuccessful and risky attempts to contact home, but when that failed, the Council at the time came up with another idea. To try and find a way to read the mirror.”


  “But every Red-Line was gone,” said Hannah. “They were the only ones who could read it, right?”


  “Yes,” said Leroy. “They needed another Red-Line. Someone who could read mirror energy.”


  “What does that mean? How do you do that?” Declan asked.


  “You create one,” Leroy answered, his expression unreadable.


  “Create a new Red-Line? You mean through genetics?” Hannah grasped the thought behind it and understood the reasoning. “I suppose it’s feasible.”


  “Feasible? How did this seem feasible? Ludicrous sounds better.” Ramsey shook his head. “Let me guess how it turned out.”


  “It was a failure,” said Leroy. “They spent years trying to find the right combination of Gray-Line and Red-Line DNA to somehow create a new Red-Line.”


  Declan didn’t quite grasp the reach of the Council’s efforts. “And how did they go about that?”


  “Basic birds and bees,” responded Leroy. “They had two healthy Red-Line males. In fact, the only two Red-Lines that had survived without the serum, making them even more virile, I suppose. And they found Gray-Line females with Red-Line ancestry. Luckily, there were many. Although it was rare for Reds to mate with Grays, it appears that once they realized their time on Earth was short, many of them trod outside their normal waters. Within a year after their death, there was a baby boom of Red and Gray newborns.”


  “I guess a death sentence will do that to you,” said Ramsey.


  “It did, and it was a good thing. By the time those children grew up, the Council started experimenting. They implanted the Red-Line sperm into fertile willing females who had Red-Line fathers, and started having babies.”


  “You’re kidding me. They really did this?” Hannah couldn’t believe it.


  “I guess when the survival of the species is at risk, you’ll try anything,” said Ramsey.


  “And it failed?” Declan repeated Leroy’s words.


  “Yes,” said Leroy. “You could say that. They successfully created embryos, but those that came to term and survived were all Grays. Some ended in miscarriages. A few baby Red-Lines came to term and were born, but only lived a few months.” He paused. “Without the right Red-Line serum, which had since been diluted to create Gray serum, the babies could not survive.”


  The news evoked various reactions in all of them. No one spoke.


  Ramsey finally asked, “So I’ll try again. How does Sarah play into this?”


  Leroy looked toward Ramsey. “According to Morgana, about thirty years ago, they started new experiments.” He stopped and measured his next words.


  “And what did they come up with this time?” Declan wondered.


  “They used human DNA.”


  “They did what?” asked Ramsey, not sure he heard correctly.


  Leroy said it again. “They used human DNA. They used human eggs instead of our own and injected them with our living Red-Line sperm. The fertile eggs were implanted into Gray-Line females.”


  The group looked bewildered, as if Leroy spoke Greek.


  “How did they get the eggs?” asked Hannah.


  Disbelieving his own words, Leroy said, “They stole them.”


  “What? Whatever happened to the Eudoran way of not interfering with another race, or not risking our own discovery? Never mind how unethical this is.” Ramsey’s alarm spoke for the group.


  “How did they steal human eggs?” Hannah asked.


  “At the time,” said Leroy, “human science had evolved to the point where eggs could be harvested, frozen and stored for future use. As we tend to be scientists and researchers ourselves, many of whom actually work in labs where these eggs are stored, it became apparent that removing a few eggs here and there would be easy to do, with little chance for discovery.”


  “Unbelievable,” said Declan. “How did they get away with this? No one objected?’


  “Like Sherlock said, when your life is on the line, you’ll try anything,” replied Leroy.


  “So how did this crazy experiment work out?” Ramsey asked.


  “Well, although Red-Lines never mated with humans, we do have Gray-Line members who marry outside our Community and raise families with human spouses, so it actually worked fairly well. The Gray surrogates carried to term and had healthy births and healthy babies.”


  “But?” asked Declan.


  “But,” said Leroy, “none of them were Red-Lines. In fact, most of them weren’t Gray-Lines either. Human DNA is pretty resilient. It appears to dominate ours, strangely enough.” He paused as he thought about that.


  “Wait a minute, so hold up here,” said Ramsey. “Let me get this straight. Red-Line sperm combined with a Gray female egg, which carried both Red and Gray DNA, produced either healthy Gray babies or Red babies who died. Right?”


  “Yes.”


  “So now these brilliant scientists of ours combine Red-Line DNA with a human egg, fertilize it and implant that into a Gray female. Am I following this?”


  “You are,” said Leroy.


  “I’m glad someone is,” said Declan.


  “But those babies were all human—no Red-Lines among them?”


  “No.”


  “I’m afraid to ask. What happened next?”


  “They tried a different tack. They made sure the Gray-Line surrogate mothers were all descendants of Red-Lines.”


  “But that shouldn’t matter,” Hannah interjected. “Only the egg and sperm determine the outcome of the child. The surrogate mother’s DNA shouldn’t be a factor.”


  “You’re right,” Leroy said. “It shouldn’t matter, but for some reason, it did. Two Red-Line children were born. Both males.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes,” said Leroy, as if taking some pride in the accomplishment. “The experiment paid off, at least they thought so. Although a female Red-Line would have been ideal for reading the mirror.”


  Ramsey cut in. “What went wrong, then?”


  Leroy sighed. “The boys were raised in the Eudoran family of each surrogate mother. They were healthy and strong until…”


  “Until what?”


  “Until they Shifted, Sherlock.” Leroy paused. “They were both teenagers. The Shift occurred very early for both of them. Neither of them survived it.”


  Ramsey said nothing as Hannah asked the next question. “But how does this lead to Sarah?”


  “There’s more to the story.”


  “What else could there be?” Declan’s question echoed everyone’s thoughts.


  Leroy carried on. “At about the same time the boys were conceived, there apparently was a more covert experiment going on. It was highly secretive. Until recently, only Morgana and a few Council members were made aware of its existence.”


  The three of them waited to hear what Leroy would reveal next.


  “According to what Morgana was told, there was a Gray-Line researcher who was on the medical team involved in the experiments. He had an idea.” Leroy took the story slowly. No one interrupted. “At the time, the boys were babies, but no one knew what the outcome would be. Plus if they were successful in creating additional Red-Lines, the chances of reading the mirror could only improve, especially if they could conceive a female.”


  “By all means,” said Ramsey, “let’s create a whole new race of Red-Lines. Great idea.”


  Leroy continued despite Ramsey. “So he proposed a new scenario. He suggested a human mother carry the child.” He watched their eyes widen as they realized where the story was headed. Apparently wanting to hear it all, they let Leroy finish. “He had a human wife. They had been unable to conceive children. He suggested they use Red-Line sperm with her.”


  “He volunteered his own wife?” asked Ramsey.


  “Without her knowledge?” asked Hannah.


  “How the hell did he do it without her knowing?” asked Declan.


  “He was in the medical field. He convinced his wife to try a new procedure. She wanted a child, and she agreed. She was pregnant six weeks later.”


  “But it wasn’t her husband’s child? And she didn’t know?” asked Hannah.


  “The child belongs to either Arnuff or Emerson,” replied Leroy.


  Ramsey finally understood. “And that child is Sarah?”


  “Yes, it is,” said Leroy.


  “I’ll be damned,” said Declan. “That’s incredible.”


  “It’s brilliant,” interjected Hannah.


  “Excuse me?” asked Ramsey.


  “Think about it,” said Hannah, addressing Ramsey. “The first experiments failed because the combination of Red-Line sperm with Gray eggs, even though the eggs contained Red-Line DNA, only produced Gray-Line offspring. Any Red-Line offspring died without the serum.”


  “Yes, I got that part,” said Ramsey.


  “The next round failed because they used Red sperm with human eggs carried by Gray females. All offspring were human. Human DNA prevailed.”


  “Got that, too. Keep going,” said Declan.


  “They tried the human egg thing again, but this time, they made sure the surrogate mothers were Red and Gray-Line descendants. This one actually worked, which is surprising. It’s a fantastic research project.”


  “Absolutely,” said Ramsey. “Let’s do some more testing.”


  “Ultimately, though,” Hannah continued, “that one failed too. The children lived until their Shift, but they weren’t strong enough to survive it. They were still too vulnerable.”


  “And drumroll, please,” said Ramsey as Hannah reached the end of her summation.


  “But a Red-Line conceived and carried by a human mother?” Her face displayed the appreciation of the science involved. “And raised as a human? It’s brilliant. The child is protected by his human DNA and has adapted easily as a human, but carries the genes of a Eudoran Red-Line. It’s a one-in-a-million shot, of course. At most, Sarah should have been no more than a Gray-Line. It will be amazing if she…” Hannah stopped as she considered what she was about to say.


  “If she survives?” Ramsey finished her sentence.


  Hannah sat back, her excitement suppressed by the truth of the statement. Seeing the disappointment on their faces, she attempted to rekindle their hope. “Listen, there is no reason to believe she can’t survive this. She’s got the genes for it. We’re the ones at a disadvantage here, because we know so little about Red-Lines. Besides…”


  “Besides what?” asked Declan.


  Hannah shrugged and shook her head. “Besides, even if she survives, the likelihood of her reading the mirror is slim. If our own Red-Lines couldn’t read it, how could she?”


  Ramsey and Declan came to the same conclusion. Regardless of what happened in the next few days, if Sarah couldn’t read the mirror, the experiment was pointless.


  “So what’s the twist?” Ramsey asked Leroy when Leroy didn’t respond. “If Sarah can’t read the mirror, then this is a waste of time. But something must have Morgana and her conspirators hopeful. What is it?”


  Leroy deliberated before answering, but then said, “There could be a small possibility that she can read the mirror.”


  Declan perked up. “How so?”


  “Well, first of all, she’s a woman. She’s much more likely to read another woman’s mirror. Plus female Red-Lines were known to have unusual abilities. Reading mirror energy was common for them.”


  “But none of the other female Reds at the time could read it,” noted Declan. “Not a good sign.”


  “There could be any number of reasons why they couldn’t read it. It doesn’t mean she can’t,” said Leroy.


  Ramsey read his friend’s face and suspected there was more to the story. “But there’s something else, isn’t there?” he asked.


  Leroy shifted in his seat. “There was obvious doubt that Sarah would be able to do what they’d hoped,” he said, his voice conveying his own belief in Sarah’s potential abilities. He trusted they would see it the same way. “But as she grew up, those watching her observed something unexpected.” The three watched as Leroy searched for his next words. “Sarah’s mother was gifted,” he said. “She had abilities.”


  “What abilities?” asked Ramsey.


  Leroy, anticipating Sherlock’s reaction, just said it. “She was a human sensitive. She was empathic and could read human energy. She could provide clarity and insight into certain situations for those who requested it.”


  Ramsey outwardly groaned. “What? You mean she was a psychic?”


  Leroy inwardly cringed at Ramsey’s choice of words, but it didn’t surprise him. He realized how it sounded. “Yes, she was a psychic, and a pretty damn good one, from what I hear.”


  
CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  

  


  RAMSEY EXPELLED A rush of air and looked at his friend with the disbelief of a drowning man who’s just run out of air, but who’s been told that help would arrive in five minutes. “Are you serious?” he said. “This is what the Council is pinning their hopes on?”


  “Don’t discount it, Sherlock. If Sarah has inherited her mother’s abilities—”


  “Then maybe she can read the mirror,” Hannah interrupted.


  “You think it’s possible?” asked Declan, not sure which side to take.


  “Have you all gone mad?” asked Ramsey. “No one has ever conveyed to me that she has any abilities other than her own normal human ones. Did Morgana say anything to you about it, Leroy? Is she somehow ‘woo-woo,’ and we don’t know it?”


  Leroy said, “No. Not that we’ve observed.”


  “But those abilities frequently show up later in life,” said Hannah, picking up on Leroy’s optimism, “particularly after a traumatic event.” She let her gaze drift towards Sarah’s room.


  Leroy and Declan found themselves gazing in the same direction.


  Ramsey noticed the reaction. “What?” he said, looking toward Sarah’s room and then back at the group. “Are you thinking this Shift is going to bring out her inner psychic? Hell, a few minutes ago you didn’t even think she’d survive it.”


  “Who knows what’s possible, Sherlock?” replied Leroy. “All I’m saying is there is a possibility. And if there’s a possibility, then there’s hope.”


  Ramsey went silent. He looked at each of them and knew that Leroy was right. All they wanted was a tiny bit of hope. He decided to keep his doubts to himself. If they wanted to believe in miracles, he wouldn’t stop them, but he knew that in all likelihood, they’d all be dead within twenty-four months. And if she survived, Sarah would be the last of their line to remain. It made him angry to think that they would bring her through all of this, only to watch them all die. He kept his thoughts to himself, though. They would all come to the same conclusions soon enough.


  When Ramsey maintained his silence, Leroy continued. “So, now that we have everything out on the table, what do we do now?” He waited for an answer. “How do we keep her safe?”


  “It’s not just about keeping her safe,” said Declan. “It’s also about finding out who’s after her and why.” He thought for a second. “Knowing what we know now, that question is even more important.”


  Declan’s statement brought Ramsey back to the matters at hand. There was no turning back now. “You’re sure we can’t move her?” he inquired.


  “No, there’s no point. They’ll only follow. And since we don’t know who to trust, I’m not sure where we’d take her anyway.”


  “It’s not advisable to move her, considering her condition,” said Hannah.


  “It’s better we stay here,” continued Declan. “Let them think we don’t know they’re coming, and keep the element of surprise. But we’ll need to be ready for them.”


  “What do you need?” asked Leroy, sitting up in his seat.


  Declan considered his options. “We’ll have to keep our routines. It can’t look like we suspect something’s up.” He faced Hannah and Ramsey. “You two keep taking care of her. When it goes down, she’s your priority. Do what you need to protect her.” He glanced at his stepbrother. “You know to stay tuned and listen for my signal?’


  Ramsey acknowledged him with a nod. Despite their differences, they had the advantage of knowing each other well. Ramsey could pick up on Declan’s communication with ease. “Yes,” he responded, “I’ll be in full receiving mode. But what about you? You plan on taking those two on your own?” Ramsey asked.


  Declan’s eyebrows shot up. “What? You suddenly concerned for your little brother?” he asked.


  “There’s a first time for everything, I suppose,” replied Ramsey. He looked toward Sarah’s room. “Hell, I’ve got a half-human, half-Eudoran, potentially life-saving, mirror-reading, psychic Red-Line in the other room. At this point, anything’s possible.”


  Declan grinned. “Yeah,” he said, “anything’s possible.”


  “I’ll be here. I’ll help him,” said Leroy.


  Both brothers looked at him.


  “I appreciate it, Leroy,” said Declan, “but we have to keep up appearances. If you stay, they’ll know something’s up.”


  “So I won’t stay. I’ll head out today, but sneak back in tonight. They’ll never know I’m here.”


  “Too big of a risk,” said Declan. “Besides, we need you on the outside, to call in reinforcements if necessary.”


  Leroy didn’t approve. “Declan,” he said, “I don’t like it. You don’t know how many will come. You can’t take them all.”


  “On the contrary—they’re not expecting much of a threat. I think it will be just the two on the street. As far as they know, it’s just Ramsey and Hannah. They’ll go for John first, since he’s the biggest threat. I’ll be waiting for that. It won’t be hard, as long as they’re distracted. They’ll be down before they know what hit them.” Despite his confidence, his voice trailed off. He gazed off as if pondering something important.


  “What is it?” asked Ramsey. “What are you not telling us?”


  Declan returned his attention to the group. “It’s just something else I’m picking up from them. I’m not sure how to interpret it.”


  “What?” asked Leroy.


  Declan stared across the table. “I think they’re waiting.”


  “Waiting for what?” Leroy and Ramsey asked in unison.


  Declan shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I think they know something we don’t, and that’s what bothers me.”


  “About us?” asked Ramsey. “I thought you said you didn’t think they knew you were here.”


  “Not about us,” said Declan. “About Sarah.” He looked pensive. “That’s what I don’t like.”


  “About Sarah?” asked Hannah. “But what could they know about Sarah?”


  “That’s just it,” he said. “They know about her.” He trailed off again, thinking.


  “Of course they know about her, dummy,” said Ramsey, as only a brother could. “It’s why we’re all holed up here in this house playing ‘Mission Impossible.’” He sighed with impatience. “Do you think you could tell us something we don’t know?”


  “No, dummy,” Declan responded, with typical brotherly irritation. “That’s not what I mean. I mean they know about her Shift. They know what to expect. They’re waiting for something.”


  That took them all by surprise. “How could they know that?” asked Leroy. “Nobody knows what to expect when a Red-Line shifts.”


  “Maybe someone does,” said Ramsey. “I mean we do, or did, have two living Red-Lines among us.”


  “Yes, but they’re not involved,” added Leroy. “Their Shift took place decades ago, and on Eudora, where they were adequately prepared and assisted throughout the process. And from what I understand, every Shift manifests differently for a Red, depending on the person going through it, and that most of what occurs during that time is forgotten once the Shift is complete.”


  “It’s more than that, though,” said Declan. “I sensed this fresher, newer energy. It’s strong and alert. Maybe our two Reds have some connection to it, but it’s not them specifically.”


  “So we end up at the same question,” Leroy answered. “Nobody else would know what to expect.”


  Hannah, listening to the exchange, spoke up. “What about another council member? Someone who has access to confidential information? Information we don’t know exists.”


  “What are you saying? We have someone on the inside, betraying us?” asked Leroy.


  “Maybe. Isn’t it possible?”


  No one knew what to say.


  “Unlikely,” Ramsey finally said. “Almost nothing regarding our people or our existence exists in writing, nothing that could potentially fall into the wrong hands. If they had access to that sort of information, I’m quite confident that the Council would be handling this matter as privately as possible, and we’d all be at home right now, lying on the couch in our pajamas, watching TV and munching popcorn.”


  “Speak for yourself,” said Declan.


  Ramsey continued. “That would play beautifully into a secret mole’s hands. He’d have Sarah right where he wanted her. Besides, if it were true, it would likely involve our two council members. They’d be the ones with access to that information.”


  “Yes, but look what happened to them,” said Leroy.


  “How do we know they weren’t targeted?” asked Declan.


  “Why target them? They’d be the first to tell you that they don’t know what to expect,” said Leroy. “According to what I know, Arnuff and Emerson were questioned extensively about each of their Shifts. They apparently weren’t much help.”


  Ramsey voiced another possibility. “Maybe somebody else thought that Arnuff and Emerson had something else to offer. Something we didn’t think to ask.” He didn’t like the direction his mind was taking him. Something coursed through him in warning.


  “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. Who else would know what to ask?” asked Hannah.


  Ramsey intuitively knew the answer but didn’t voice it. Hannah’s tone suggested she had neared a similar conclusion. If it were true, then they were in for more trouble than they realized. Leroy took the reins first, though, and spoke exactly what Ramsey thought.


  “Another Red-Line,” he stated in answer to Hannah’s question. He turned a serious eye to all of them. “Another Red-Line would know what to ask and what to possibly expect.”


  Declan rounded his eyes as the possibility occurred to him. “Damn, if that’s true…”


  “Then we’re all screwed,” finished Ramsey.


  “It’s not possible, though,” said Leroy, shaking his head and trying to think it through. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves and jumping to conclusions. There are no other Red-Lines among us. No one else like that could exist without our knowledge.”


  “Anything’s possible, Leroy,” exclaimed Hannah. “If Arnuff and Emerson survived, why not someone else? The question is why have they stayed hidden, and why would they have any interest in Sarah? They should be just as invested in her survival as we are.”


  “I’m not buying it,” Leroy responded. “There’s got to be another explanation.” He turned his attention to Declan. “Are you sure that’s what you’re picking up on? That it’s about Sarah’s Shift specifically?”


  All three pairs of eyes moved in Declan’s direction. He perceived their apprehension and skepticism and decided he’d better be sure. He sat back in his seat, relaxing his body and closing his eyes. He tuned out all the energy in the room that swirled around him and returned to the previous night, as he approached the car outside the house. He stretched his senses, recalling the energy he felt and the frequency he’d tuned himself to in order to read the men in the car. He allowed the momentum to gather and coalesce as he felt the mounting sensations around him. He let his sensitivities guide him and his intuition interpret the message. After a moment, he sat back up in his seat and opened his eyes to the hard stares of the other occupants at the table.


  “Well, Captain Marvel, what’d you get?’ asked Ramsey.


  “Nothing about another Red-Line, but they’re definitely waiting.”


  His facial expression did not evoke the confidence they’d hoped to see.


  Ramsey sat back in his chair and sighed. “Yes, we’ve established that. Waiting for what, though?”


  Declan knew they wanted him to be more specific, but he didn’t have access to the answers they sought. He tried to explain what he felt. “Waiting for us to be distracted. They don’t care about the time of day, and they don’t have a plan; they’re just waiting for some signal. They want us when we’ll be the most vulnerable.” He shifted in his seat. He didn’t like his answers any more than they did.


  Leroy moved in his chair. “When is that?” he asked. “Do you know?’


  “I don’t know, Leroy. I wish I did.”


  Ramsey watched as each of them contemplated what could make them so exposed. Declan’s taut energy unnerved him. “Why do I suddenly feel like a sitting duck at a shooting gallery?”


  Just then, as they all envisioned Ramsey’s unpleasant metaphor, they were startled by a shaky, distressed voice from across the room.


  “Ramsey...John.”


  They all swiveled to see Sarah standing in the hallway, leaning against the wall. She wore sweat pants and a short-sleeved cotton top and was drenched in sweat. Her hair was plastered to her face as if she’d run ten miles in ninety-degree weather. Angry red marks covered her arms and ran up from her neck and across her face. Her breathing was rapid and shallow. She walked on quivering legs as she stepped away from the wall and attempted to move her feet in the direction of the occupied table, then she stumbled and collapsed to the carpet.


  Everyone jumped up at once.


  Ramsey got to her first and kneeled next to her. “Sarah?” he asked in alarm. He didn’t want to touch her after seeing the marks on her skin. He looked up at Hannah, who leaned over him. “Get her some water,” he said.


  “How is she?” asked Leroy, kneeling on one knee next to Ramsey.


  Ramsey peered at his friend with worry. “I don’t know. It doesn’t look good.”


  They rolled her gently over to her back, trying not to aggravate her skin.


  “Help him. Please help him.” Sarah was mumbling in confusion. Her eyes were slits, but she caught sight of Ramsey and seemed to pull herself back from her delirious state. She focused herself as much as she could on him. “Ramsey,” she said in a difficult whisper.


  “Sarah, don’t talk. Have some water.” He took the glass that Hannah had brought over and put his hand under Sarah’s head. He lifted her to help her drink. She moaned but was able to grip the straw with her lips and suck in some water. She choked, though, and began to cough, and he pulled the water away.


  “Easy does it. Go slow.” Ramsey tried to give her the water again.


  She refused it and turned her head away before looking back. “They’re coming,” she said, this time with more strength in her voice. “Please. You need to leave.”


  Ramsey heard her and glanced at Leroy, who looked back with unease. “Who’s coming?” he asked her, not really expecting an answer. He needed to get her calm and back into bed, then he’d figure out what to do next. He looked to Hannah for any ideas, but her attention was on Sarah. He masked his worry as he focused his gaze on the woman in his arms.


  She unexpectedly looked up at him with deliberate focus, then reached up and grabbed his forearm. With surprising strength, she yanked on his arm to get his full attention, making the water spill from the glass he held.


  “Listen to me,” she said in a strangled whisper.


  Ramsey handed the water to Hannah and continued to hold Sarah’s head. The heat coming from the hand that held his forearm burned his skin. He looked into her eyes and met her determined gaze. “What, Sarah?”


  He waited for her answer. She stared back at him as if willing herself to stay conscious long enough to answer him. Her energy waned, and as she spoke, her voice faltered and her eyelids drifted down. Her lips moved, but she made no sound.


  “Sarah? I can’t hear you. What?” He leaned in close and put his ear near her mouth.


  He barely heard her labored voice. “This…this…” She tried to catch her breath to continue.


  Ramsey moved closer to hear her. “This what, Sarah?” he asked, keeping his voice steady.


  She managed to take a deeper breath, and he felt her energy spark briefly as she mustered the strength to complete her sentence. “This...this is…what…they’re…waiting for.”


  He heard her labored words, and his heart skipped in response as icy fear gripped his midsection. He turned his head to meet her eyes just as she exhaled with her remaining breath and succumbed to her weakness, going limp in his arms and slipping into unconsciousness.


  “Sherlock?” An anxious Leroy looked across at his friend. “What did she say?’


  Ramsey continued to look down at Sarah before leveling his gaze at Leroy. The two exchanged glances without saying a word.


  Declan, anticipating any possible distractions, had walked the house after Sarah’s unexpected appearance. He reappeared as Ramsey answered Leroy. “She said, ‘This is what they’re waiting for.’”


  Declan kneeled next to the two of them. “She’s right. Whatever she’s about to go through, they’re expecting it to put us off guard.”


  “What do we need to do?” Hannah asked. She stood and waited to hear Declan’s advice.


  “You and John, get her in the bedroom, close the door, and do whatever you need to do. Stay with her. Take whatever you need. I don’t need the two of you walking back and forth through the house and splitting up. If you leave the bedroom, give us a heads up first.” He looked at Leroy. “Leroy, it looks like you’re joining the party after all. You come with me.”


  “With pleasure.” Leroy stood as Ramsey leaned over and scooped up Sarah, and Hannah went into the kitchen for food and supplies.


  As Ramsey stood and headed toward the back bedroom with Sarah in his arms, he stopped and looked back at his best friend and brother. “Hey, you two be careful. If you need me, holler.”


  Both men faced him. “Don’t worry about us, Sherlock,” said Leroy. “You just take care of her.”


  “And don’t forget what I said,” Declan responded, recalling their earlier conversation, “about compromising yourself.”


  Ramsey addressed his brother’s concern. “You just do what you do and I’ll do what I do. Let’s just make sure we’re all still alive when this is done. We’ve got two more years of livin’ to do, at least.”


  Hannah returned with a small bag of food and other items she’d hastily thrown together. She also had a medical bag she’d carried from the other bedroom. She spoke to Ramsey. “Okay, I’m ready.”


  The four of them stood facing each other. The next twenty-four to forty-eight hours held unknown secrets only time would reveal. Without realizing it, each of them reached out for the comfort of the other, not knowing when they would sense it again. The mutual feeling passed in a split second, though, as Ramsey and Hannah turned and headed for the bedroom and Leroy and Declan watched them disappear, then turned to begin their own preparations.


  
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  

  


  ONCE INSIDE THE bedroom, Hannah closed the door and Ramsey laid Sarah on the bed. “She’s burning up,” he said to Hannah.


  “I know. I’ll get some wet cloths. We need to get her temperature down.” Hannah dropped the items she was carrying on the floor and headed to the bathroom, where she soaked some towels, and she brought them back to the bed.


  “Here,” she said, handing a cloth to Ramsey. “Wipe her down. Keep her cool.”


  They spent the next several minutes cooling her skin, trying to reduce her fever. She remained unconscious throughout. The angry red marks remained on her skin and appeared to become even more inflamed. Ramsey’s concern grew, because the more effort they made to cool her, the worse she seemed to get. He was looking at Hannah for ideas when it occurred to him that after her bath the last two nights, Sarah had improved.


  “Go run the bath,” he said to Hannah.


  She gave him a questionable look but then quickly understood. She stood up and went into the bathroom, and he heard the water begin to run.


  Ramsey lifted Sarah again, brought her to the tub, and placed her in it, clothes and all. They gradually let the tepid water rise until the water level reached the middle of Sarah’s chest. She stirred but did not open her eyes.


  “She needs fluids.” Hannah looked at Ramsey for his opinion.


  “She’s too out of it now to drink anything.”


  “I could start an IV. I have the supplies in my bag.”


  “No,” said Ramsey. “It could make things worse. Introducing any foreign objects into her already hyper-sensitive system could result in a reaction. I’ve seen it happen with Gray-Lines during their Shift. It could be much worse for her.”


  “Or it could help her. Her system could be strong enough to handle it.”


  “Too much of a risk. I say no.”


  “She can’t last like this forever, Ramsey.”


  “When we have no other options, I’ll consider it, but for now, we wait.”


  Hannah watched him and felt his struggle. The wrong decision could kill the one person who could be their lifeline. She settled back on the floor and prepared herself to wait it out. Ramsey leaned over the tub, wet Sarah’s hair with a damp cloth, and moved it away from her face. Other than the occasional moan or labored breath, she remained still.


  After an unknown period of time had passed, he too sat back against the tub and settled in. He regarded Hannah, whose face showed the fatigue he felt. “Go lie down for bit. Someone might as well get some rest.”


  She looked over at him. “It’s not exactly a great time to take a nap. Unknown adversaries who wish you harm are not conducive to sleep.”


  “Point taken,” he said, checking his watch.


  She was contemplative for a moment before speaking again. “Why do you do this?” she asked.


  Surprised by the question, Ramsey didn’t answer immediately, but when he did, his answer was simple. “Why not?”


  “Come on,” Hannah said. “This is not your typical job. Why aren’t you married, raising kids, working nine to five, living the good life?”


  He groaned. “Because what you just described to me is far from the ‘good life,’ as you call it. The better term might be torture. I don’t go for typical.”


  “So you’re in this for the thrill of it?” she asked.


  He chuckled. “There might be the occasional thrill, of course, but for the most part, I’m more often a babysitter than anything else. I primarily keep our people out of trouble.”


  “And that doesn’t get boring?”


  He considered the question. “No, because every case is different.” He sighed and tried to relax. “You never know what you’re going to get.”


  “Like that proverbial ‘box of chocolates’?’”


  He stared at his fingers. “Yes, I guess so.”


  Trying to keep the energy loose, Hannah wondered aloud, “So how does one become a ‘Protector’?”


  He rested his arms on his knees and stretched his shoulders. “I suppose the same way someone becomes a nurse.”


  “How’s that?”


  “Because I wanted to.”


  She figured that was true. “But how did you know you wanted to do this? I didn’t even know there was such a thing.”


  “It’s not the type of job you find on a job board, is it?”


  “No, it certainly isn’t.”


  “Just fell in my lap, I suppose, the way certain jobs do.”


  She didn’t believe that, but she didn’t say anything.


  “I’m not necessary in most Shift cases,” he continued, “only on the occasional sensitive, high-profile or more delicate ones.”


  “And how do you determine those?’


  “I don’t. I’m assigned, and I’m told where I’m needed.”


  “And who determines that?”


  Normally, the drilling would bother him, but considering their current circumstances, they had nothing else to do but talk. So he kept up the banter. “The Council, primarily. They have members skilled in the area of Shifts, and they keep an eye out for possible trouble spots. Or sometimes people come to them requesting assistance. There are protocols that are followed before a decision is made to assign a Protector.”


  She rested her head against the bathroom cabinet. “I always thought Shifts were personal, that most experiences were naturally kept private, without drawing any attention.”


  “That’s true with most. But even if I’m needed, it’s still private and personal. I stay out of the way as much as possible.”


  “So how did you find yourself doing this? As you say, you don’t post it on a job board.”


  He thought back to his early days. “They sought me out. Asked me if I was interested.”


  “Really?” she said. “You don’t strike me as an obvious choice. No offense.”


  He smirked. “I was less outspoken back then.”


  “I would think so.”


  “Hard to imagine, huh?”


  “You could say that.”


  He smiled as memories surfaced. “My grandmother put a good word in for me. She had a few friends in high places. She knew me and believed I was perfect for the job. As usual, she was right.”


  She watched him as he spoke fondly of his grandmother, and she immediately pictured him as the rough, tough, and brash young man, eager to find his way in the world, but too proud to ask for help. And she pictured the grandmother who saw beneath the mask of invulnerability to the man with the kind heart, always ready to help someone in need, to jump in and fight for the underdog, despite all his attempts to prove the opposite. Hannah had observed it herself these past two days, just as she knew his grandmother had years ago.


  “You’re a lucky man, John Ramsey,” she mused.


  “How so?” he asked. He’d never considered “lucky” to be an accurate description of him or his past.


  She eyed him with a knowing glance. “You had a grandmother who loved you and believed in you. Don’t you think that’s lucky?”


  “Maybe it’s not luck,” he said, pondering the question. “Maybe it was just destiny.” He looked away, deep in thought, his mind taking him to other memories rarely remembered, and he thought of his father. If his grandmother had guided him here, then it was his father who’d shaped the man he’d become. They deserved equal praise.


  Lost in their own introspections, they both sat without speaking for several minutes. After a while, Hannah considered Ramsey’s advice to go rest when the silence was suddenly shattered as Sarah let loose a garbled scream and bolted upright in the tub. They both jumped and turned to settle her down.


  “Sarah!” Ramsey said. “What’s wrong?” He reached out for her, but she shied away from him. He pulled back but continued to talk soothingly. She sat up in the tub and took deep lungfuls of air, again with that faraway gaze, watching something only she could see.


  Hannah kneeled behind Ramsey. “Sarah,” she asked, “can you hear us?”


  Sarah did not acknowledge either of them but continued to breathe deeply, her hands gripping at the tub. Ramsey stifled the urge to reach out to her again.


  “Ramsey,” said Hannah, looking down. “Look at the water.”


  Ramsey had been too distracted by Sarah’s outburst to notice anything but Sarah. At Hannah’s comment, he followed her gaze.


  The tub was less than half filled. He realized the water level would lower as Sarah sat up, but the tub was noticeably emptier than it had been when they’d filled it.


  “Is it leaking?” he asked.


  Hannah leaned over and put her hand in the water, then placed it over the drain. She was surprised at how hot the water felt. “No, it’s not leaking.” She pulled her hand out. “Where is the water going?”


  They both looked at Sarah and came to the same odd conclusion at once.


  “You think she’s absorbing it?” Ramsey asked Hannah.


  Hannah found it hard to believe, but she could find no other explanation. “She must be. The water’s hotter, too.” Hannah made some quick deductions. “It must be why after each bath she’s seemed stronger. I didn’t notice it at the time. Her system must be able to absorb the water she needs in order to fight the heat in her body. The water in the tub is absorbing the heat. Amazing.” She sat down on the lip of the tub.


  Ramsey wondered, “So what does that mean? That we leave her in the tub for the duration?”


  Hannah thought about it. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  “John?”


  Ramsey turned his head at the mention of his name and saw Sarah looking at him. Her momentary outburst now over, her breathing had slowed and she appeared much calmer, almost serene.


  “Sarah? Are you back with us?” he asked her, glad that she seemed better.


  “John?” she said, her eyes softening. “Is that you?”


  He smiled back at her. “Yes, it’s me, Sarah. Are you all right?”


  She reached out and lightly touched his face with her wet fingers. The connection from her warm touch tingled through him, and he immediately felt himself relax. The feel of her was different, yet still strangely familiar. He wanted to reach out and take her hand, but something stopped him.


  “I’ve missed you,” she said, and her eyes welled up with unshed tears.


  He immediately relaxed his posture and quieted his mind. He didn’t want her feeling his worry. “I’ve been here the whole time. Remember? I’m not going anywhere.”


  She continued to watch him. Her hand cupped his face as her gaze traveled lovingly over him. “Do you remember?” she asked.


  He was confused by her question. “Remember what, Sarah?’


  Her gaze moved to his eyes, and she studied him, as if willing him to see her and hear her. “Trust destiny, John.” She held his gaze and touched his face.


  His entire body froze at the words she spoke, words that he had not heard in years. Words that were eerily familiar because he’d heard them many times in his life—once from his grandmother but many times from his father.


  Ramsey couldn’t speak. Nobody else knew those words or knew where they came from.


  “Do you remember?”


  He stared back at her as a single tear slid down her face. “Trust destiny.” She continued to cup his face with her hand, and he recognized now the energy he was feeling from her and why it was so familiar to him. His mind raced as he speculated what was happening. Who was talking to him?


  “I love you.” She spoke these words as her eyes closed, her arm dropped, and she slumped forward and then back.


  Ramsey caught her and laid her back against the tub before she could hurt herself. He had to control himself physically, because his hands shook from the effect of her words. Once he got her settled, he pushed back and sat with his knees up, then leaned his head back against the cabinets, trying to understand. His whole body was shaking, not just his hands.


  “Ramsey? You okay?’ Hannah had watched the whole episode play out, and she knew that whatever Sarah had said had shaken him to the core. She kneeled next to him. “Hey, you still with me?”


  Ramsey didn’t realize he’d closed his eyes until he opened them to see Hannah kneeling over him with worry.


  “I don’t need two patients right now. What’s wrong?”


  Ramsey righted himself and sat up. “I’m fine,” he said.


  “No, you’re not. What just happened?”


  Ramsey looked over at Sarah, now lying in the tub, unmoving, and breathing easily. “I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t know.” He looked at the water level. “You should add some more water to the tub.”


  She knew he didn’t want to discuss it when he stood and walked out of the bathroom. She sat and watched him leave.


  Ramsey walked over to the bed and sat down. His elbows on his knees, he rested his face in his hands and replayed what Sarah had said to him. “Trust destiny.” He couldn’t believe it. His father was the only one who’d spoken those words to him as a child. Growing up, whenever Ramsey experienced anything that he didn’t like or thought was unfair, those were the words his father had used to pacify him. The phrase used to irritate him, but at some point, he had come to appreciate it. It had eventually become their catchphrase. He remembered his dad hitting a foul ball and striking out during a baseball game, resulting in a loss. Ramsey’s retort was “Trust destiny, Dad.” His dad had made a face but then laughed over it. It was one of many times the two had exchanged the saying.


  In fact, he recalled as he sat on the bed, that they were the last words his father had said to him as he lay in his hospital bed. His dad had been barely conscious, and before slipping into a coma, he had whispered to his son, who sat watchfully by the bed clutching his father’s hand, to “trust destiny” and lastly, “I love you.”


  The memory of it burned Ramsey’s eyes, and he blinked back unshed tears. He took a deep breath and settled himself. He replayed the conversations in his mind, both past and present. He wasn’t sure, but he felt fairly convinced that he had just spoken to his father.


  He continued to sit as he tried to collect his thoughts. He could hear the water run in the bath and then turn off. He wanted to return but didn’t feel ready. Hannah did not emerge, apparently understanding his need to be alone for a minute. He was grateful. He didn’t think he could stand up to a barrage of questions right now.


  He didn’t know how long he sat there, but he gradually calmed himself. Questions and memories were still racing through his mind, though, when he heard Hannah’s voice from the bathroom.


  “Uh, Ramsey?”


  He heard her but didn’t respond.


  After a brief pause, she spoke again. “Ramsey? Could you come in here please?”


  This time her tone caught his attention. Something was upsetting her. He shoved aside his emotions with effort and headed back into the bathroom.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked as he came to the doorway, stopping short when his eyes sought out Sarah. She was still lying in the tub, but now tiny bubbles were emerging and surrounding her body. They made quiet popping sounds as they hit the air on the surface. The bubbles continued to rise at a rapid rate. They rose from all around her, as if she was sitting in a jetted tub.


  “Please don’t make any inappropriate comments right now,” said Hannah. They both continued to watch the bubbles rise to the surface from an unknown source.


  “That’s too bad, because now is a perfect time for one,” he replied.


  They both stood and continued to watch the bubble show. “What do we do now?” asked Hannah.


  “That,” he replied, “is an excellent question.”


  They continued to watch as Sarah lay in a sea of rolling bubbles, whose popping began to pick up in speed. Big and small bubbles alike popped all around her. She seemed unaware of the activity, even though she appeared to be the cause of it.


  Ramsey watched and pondered their next move. Nothing came to mind, and Hannah didn’t seem to have any ideas either. Right now, just standing and watching seemed to be working fine.


  Hannah pointed to the mirror, which was beginning to fog. “Look at that.”


  “Yeah, I noticed.”


  “My God, how hot is the water?” Hannah moved closer to the bath.


  “Don’t.” Ramsey grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “I think the water is boiling.”


  “Boiling? But how?” Hannah couldn’t believe it. “How is she surviving boiling water?”


  “She’s creating it. It’s the energy coming off her. It’s heating the water.”


  “But how is she not getting burned?”


  “Apparently, she can handle the heat.” He couldn’t help himself and added, “I guess that makes her one hot chick.”


  Hannah peered sideways at him. “Really?”


  “Sorry. You wouldn’t let me make fun of the bubbles.”


  Hannah rolled her eyes at him, then stared in amazement at the scene before her. She could feel the heat herself now, and she began to sweat.


  “How hot is she going to get?” she wondered, beginning to feel uneasy.


  “Another excellent question,” Ramsey stated as he watched the mirror fog and felt the perspiration pop out on his skin. The room felt heavy, too, as if pressure was building within it. That created the most apprehension for him as he began to contemplate exactly what Sarah might be capable of as she moved through her Shift. In answer to his question, a wave of caution struck him, and he instinctively grabbed Hannah and pulled her back just as small cracks, then larger ones, began to form on the mirror.


  “Get back,” he said.


  They both stepped back out of the bathroom just as the numerous cracks multiplied and met. The mirror abruptly shattered, and shards of glass spilled and crashed onto the counter and floor.


  Hannah and Ramsey turned to protect themselves from the breaking glass. When they turned back around, they saw broken shards littering the bathroom floor and counter. They stepped back up to the threshold of the door, and glass crunched beneath their shoes. The water continued to roll and boil in the tub.


  Ramsey stared with astonishment. “Guess that means seven years’ bad luck.”


  Hannah stared at him, amazed at his ability to find humor in the oddest of circumstances.


  Despite her glare, he continued. “Luckily, we only have twenty-four months left.”


  Hannah shook her head. “Funny guy.”


  “Hysterical.” He surveyed the room. Sarah continued to lie in the tub, but he noticed now that her eyes were slightly open and she stared off vacantly.


  “Look at the water level,” said Hannah. “It’s getting lower again.” Hannah sat at the edge of the tub to add more. She watched Sarah as she asked Ramsey, “So what do we do now?’


  He looked at his watch. Two hours had passed since they’d entered the bedroom. He wondered what was happening on the other side of the door. “The only thing we can do,” he said. “Wait.”


  Just then, he felt a presence. He sensed Leroy just as there was a knock on the door. He walked over as Leroy popped his head in the room.


  “What happened? I heard a crash.”


  “We’re good,” answered Ramsey. “Sarah’s showing some activity, though. I can see why we might be distracted.”


  Leroy moved into the room as Ramsey stepped aside. “How so?”


  “In the bathroom,” said Ramsey.


  Leroy walked in, and as he neared the bathroom, he noticed the broken glass. “You guys decide to play baseball in here?”


  “Truth is indeed stranger than fiction,” said Ramsey. “Check it out.”


  Leroy saw Hannah in the bathroom, and she moved as Leroy approached. He got a clear shot of Sarah lying in the bathtub as bubbles and steam emitted from her.


  “What the…?” he asked.


  “Impressive, isn’t it?” asked Ramsey.


  Seeing Leroy’s confusion, Hannah answered his questions before he asked them. “We think the water is enabling her to process the heat she’s generating. She’s obviously putting out some significant energy, if the mirror’s any indication.”


  “She broke the mirror?” asked Leroy.


  “Right from the tub, without breaking a sweat.” Ramsey realized what he’d said as Hannah gave him another look. “Well, you know what I mean.”


  Leroy turned to face Ramsey. “You two are certainly keeping entertained.”


  “How’s it going out there?” Ramsey asked.


  “Quiet,” he said. “Declan is keeping up the radar. Nothing yet, but he thinks they’re close by.”


  “Close by?” Hannah’s nervousness was evident.


  “I need to get back out there,” said Leroy. “You two okay, other than…?” He wasn’t sure how to describe the scene in the bathroom.


  “We’re fine, but you two be careful.”


  “Always am,” said Leroy. “You two do the same.”


  With that, Leroy moved past Ramsey and back toward the door. Without saying anything else, he left the room and closed the door behind him.


  Ramsey watched him leave and turned his attention back to the tub and its occupant. As Hannah watched, he grabbed a towel and wiped shards of mirror off the counter top and onto the floor. “Looks like we might as well settle in. We might be in for a wait.”


  Hannah didn’t like the idea of that. The tension was high enough as it was, and waiting would only make it worse. Sighing, she moved to help Ramsey clean the counter.


  Another two hours passed as Sarah continued her water show and Ramsey’s restlessness grew. He and Hannah now sat on the bedroom floor, listening to the bubbles pop in the other room. The counter was clean, but since they didn’t have a broom, they’d left the glass on the floor. The faucet ran at a low volume in order to keep the water level constant in the tub. Feeling nothing from the other side of the door, he hoped that no news was good news. His patience dwindled, though. He debated contacting Declan somehow, but Ramsey didn’t want to distract him from his surveillance.


  Her own nerves on edge, Hannah continued to sit with him as they waited. After another ten minutes passed, he was about to poke his head out the door just to see if he could pick up on anything when he acutely heard what sounded like breaking glass from the other part of the house. He perceived a familiar voice in his head. He shifted his attention and focused in on the new communication. Warnings flared as he recognized Declan’s energy and his ominous message, and Ramsey turned and faced the bedroom door.


  Hannah heard the noise and recognized Ramsey’s sudden tension. “What is it?” she asked.


  “Trouble.” He stood and walked to the door to check the lock. He knew it wouldn’t stop anyone who wanted in, but it was still a deterrent. He looked around the room and grabbed a chair that was sitting by the bed. He pulled it over and wedged the back underneath the doorknob.


  “Something I should know?” Hannah’s fear crept into her bones.


  “I think they’re here.”


  Ramsey moved fast. There was no way to move Sarah. They would have to make their stand here, if it came to that. He looked around the room and saw the supplies on the floor. “Grab what you need,” he said to Hannah. “Take it into the bathroom with you.”


  Hannah didn’t understand his plan. “What?”


  “You’re going into the bathroom and closing and locking the door. Don’t come out until you hear from me.” He bent down and picked up the bags Hannah had carried into the room. “Take these.”


  “Are you crazy?” Hannah couldn’t believe it. “I’m staying out here with you.”


  He knew she would argue, but he didn’t care. “Hannah, someone’s got to stay with her. If they get through this door or window, I have to put up some defense. I need you to be with her. You can take care of her if something happens.”


  “Something happens?” She understood what he meant, but didn’t want to put it into words. “Ramsey?”


  “She’s too important, Hannah.”


  They looked at each other as they each realized what must be done. He stared until she nodded her head and took the bags from him, turned, and walked into the bathroom. He grabbed the door to close it, but she stopped him.


  “You be careful,” she said, looking down at Sarah in the bath. “She needs you to get through this.”


  He hesitated, unsure how to interpret her words, but he looked back at the woman in the tub and knew Hannah was right. He and Sarah shared a connection.


  “Maybe so, but she’s the priority. If she dies…” His voice stopped, and he didn’t complete the sentence. “Just get in the bathroom, lock the door, and hunker down. Don’t come out until I say so, or if Declan or Leroy says so. You understand?”


  Apprehension clouded her features, but she said nothing. She let Ramsey close the door, and she did as he asked and locked it. Shards of glass covered the floor and crunched underfoot as she walked. She looked down at the woman they were all trying so hard to protect and wondered how much longer they could keep her alive without sacrificing themselves in the process.


  
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  

  


  RAMSEY STOOD OUTSIDE the closed bathroom door and shut his eyes. He had to focus. His mind raced with a million distractions, and he knew if he couldn’t quiet himself and get control, he would be useless to everyone. He took several long, deep breaths, stretched his neck muscles, relaxed his body, and tuned out the voices in his mind, as they offered no productive help. He needed a clear head to deal with the present moment. When he felt better, he opened his eyes. He looked around the room and focused on the two main points of entry—the door and window. He pushed outward with his mind to sense any presence, but he felt nothing. He’d received a very clear warning message from Declan that something was amiss, so he knew to be ready. He didn’t have to wait long.


  “Ramsey? John Ramsey?” An unfamiliar male voice, coming from somewhere beyond the other side of the bedroom door, reached his ears. He froze but stayed quiet and continued to listen. There was silence for several seconds before the voice came again. “Ramsey? I know you can hear me.”


  Obviously, someone had gained access to the house. Where were Declan and Leroy?


  A few more seconds of silence passed.


  The voice came again. “Do your friends a favor, Ramsey, and get out here.”


  At the mention of the word “friends,” Ramsey felt chills. He pushed outwards again with his mind and this time picked up on the energy in the living room, as if a clear signal was directed his way. He felt other unfamiliar energy in the room and then, faintly, a signal from Declan to get out if he could, to ignore the voice. He felt nothing from Leroy. That worried him the most.


  “Tsk, tsk, tsk…boys. No secret messages, please.” The voice traveled distinctly from the other side of the door, just before the bedroom door broke open forcefully and slammed against the wall behind it, the chair wedged under the handle offering no protection at all. Ramsey jumped back, expecting an attack, but no one stood in the hallway.


  “Don’t make me ask again, Mr. Ramsey. My patience is wearing thin. Please join us. There’s nowhere else for you to go.”


  Ramsey deduced the truth of that statement. There were no other options. His only hope would be to play along and pray for some sort of opportunity to come along. He took a step toward the door.


  “That’s it. Now you’re getting it. Come on. I don’t bite.” The amused voice continued as Ramsey walked forward. “It’s one of the few things I don’t do.”


  Ramsey’s mind worked overtime as he slowly walked forward and waited to find out what he would see when he turned the corner and stepped into the living room. The scenarios playing in his head were far worse than what he actually saw when he rounded the corner.


  As he stepped into the room, he saw Declan first, sitting hunched in a kitchen chair. He was not bound, but it was obvious he was in pain. He was grimacing, and he held his midsection. Ramsey deduced that Declan had deliberately shielded that information from him in order to keep him from reacting irrationally. Probably a smart choice, Ramsey thought.


  At that moment, he saw another figure. A man, younger than Ramsey had expected from the sound of the voice, stood next to the couch. He was of average height and medium build, with short brown hair and stubble on his face. He wore jeans and a long sleeved t-shirt, and he conveyed complete ease, as if breaking into a house and assaulting its occupants were as common as making dinner every night.


  Declan managed to look over at him and meet his gaze just as the stranger saw him.


  “Well, thank you for joining us, Mr. Ramsey. It’s about time everyone joined the party. The four of us, well, five originally, were getting bored.” The man smiled with the same amusement his voice carried.


  Ramsey surveyed the room while the assailant spoke. The room was intact except for a few overturned chairs and what appeared to be broken glass on the carpet. As he surveyed the floor, he saw legs from the knees down lying on the ground. The rest of the body was blocked by the couch and could not be seen. In that split second, he froze when his mind went to Leroy, but felt relief just as quickly when he realized that the pants and shoes did not belong to his friend.


  The man followed Ramsey’s gaze. His eyes hardened as they came to rest on the body. He said nothing for several seconds, and Ramsey felt from him a flood of unreadable energy. “It’s unfortunate,” he finally said, his eyes moving back to Ramsey. He nodded his head toward Declan. “Your brother over there has some skills. Fortunately for me, my skills are better.” He narrowed his gaze at Declan, and Declan grimaced again. It was obvious this man somehow had control over Declan, but Ramsey couldn’t see what it was.


  At that moment, another man, wearing similar clothes, came out of the hallway from the other side of the house. He held his left arm near his side as if he were injured. He spoke as he entered the room. “The other one’s out cold.” He stopped when he saw Ramsey. “Is that him?”


  “Yes, that’s him, Z. Not as impressive as he was made out to be, is he?”


  The second man continued to stare at Ramsey, who stared right back. Ramsey was struck by what he saw. The second man was identical to the first. Ramsey glanced back and forth between the two. Identical twins.


  “Not expecting that, were you?” said the first man, looking over at his apparent brother. “It does take people by surprise when they first meet us.”


  “Hey, X?” said the second man.


  “What?”


  “Can I do it?”


  “Do what?”


  “Kill him?”


  The first brother, apparently known as “X,” rolled his eyes. “No, Z, you may not. Now shut up and sit down.”


  Z did as he was told and stepped over whoever was lying behind the couch and went to sit down.


  “Where’s Leroy?” asked Ramsey. He didn’t doubt for a second that these men knew exactly who Leroy was.


  X replied to Ramsey’s question while Z just stared at him from the couch. “Your friend? He’s in the other room. Z had to take him out, unfortunately, since I had to deal with your brother’s antics.” X shook his head as he looked at Declan. “Did you really think you could stop us?”


  Declan just stared back, expressionless, despite the obvious pain he was in.


  X smiled. “Yes, I guess you did. That was part of the plan, after all.”


  X and Declan continued their staring contest until X finally broke the contact and looked at Ramsey. “All right then, let’s get this over with. You know what we’re here for.”


  Ramsey stared back but said nothing, although his mind moved non-stop. He quickly deduced that fighting their way out would not work. Clearly these two had abilities they had not encountered before, and the pair had easily overpowered Declan and Leroy. Talking their way out seemed a distant second choice. He needed to buy time. If he could somehow slow things down, maybe he could gain the upper hand. It was unlikely but he had to try.


  “Who are you guys?” he asked.


  The one on the couch, Z, laughed. X crossed his arms and replied, “That’s not important. Let’s just say that we’ve been watching you. We’ve been waiting for this to play out, and the time has finally arrived. We’ve come for her, and we’re going to take her. We have no interest in you or your sad group of incompetents. If you bring her to us, we’ll leave with no hard feelings.” He smiled. “How’s that sound?”


  Ramsey stared back, sizing up X, wondering how long it would take to snap the guy’s neck and picturing how satisfying it would feel. He decided to gauge just how stable this brotherly duo was and hoped he could rock the boat a little.


  “Sounds about as reasonable as your dumb-ass brother over there.” Ramsey directed his attention to Z, who sat casually on the couch until Ramsey mentioned him. “When was your last psych eval, Igor?” Z tensed and stood up and faced Ramsey with pure contempt. “On second thought, scratch that. You’re more the Norman Bates type. You shack up with your dead mother, too?”


  At that comment, Declan chuckled, and Z broke from his stance and headed straight for Ramsey. Ramsey steeled himself, waiting for the blow.


  “Z!” X yelled across the room.


  The brother stopped but stood only a foot from Ramsey, who continued to stand without moving.


  “Sit down!”


  Z continued to stand and stare.


  “Don’t you see what he’s doing? He’s goading you, trying to get you to react.”


  Z, after staring at Ramsey for a few more volatile seconds, visibly relaxed. Then, after a few more seconds, the dead look returned to his eyes and he smiled.


  Chills broke out on Ramsey’s skin for the second time. The guy definitely was psychotic, but now Ramsey knew he was also reactive, something they might be able to use to their advantage.


  Z backed off and turned back toward the couch. He paused though, before returning, changed direction, and moved toward Declan. In one swift move, he brought up his uninjured arm behind him and slugged Declan hard in the jaw.


  Declan’s head snapped back and then forward again, and blood flew from his lip. He remained upright in the chair, though, and didn’t make a sound.


  “Z,” sighed the lead brother, “go sit down.”


  Z stood over Declan briefly and then, apparently satisfied, returned to the couch as Declan spat blood on the ground.


  X watched his brother for a moment before returning his attention to Ramsey. “Nice try,” he said.


  “I have my moments,” replied Ramsey.


  “If that was one of them, I’m not impressed.” X dropped his arms and moved closer to Ramsey. When he spoke again, it was softly, but firmly. “Now I know she’s back there, and it would be simple for me to send my brother to go get her, but I thought I would give you the chance to do this peacefully. Now what’s it going to be? Do you go get Sarah and that silly nurse, or do we?”


  Ramsey eyed the man standing in front of him. Time was running out. If he didn’t figure out a way out of this, they would all wind up dead. The only thing he knew for sure was that he would never turn Sarah over to them willingly. What he didn’t know was how to do it without bloodshed, or at least without his friends’ bloodshed.


  As he stood there, desperate for ideas, Sarah’s voice sounded clearly and unexpectedly in his head. “Trust destiny.” The strong words popped into his mind unbidden and, just as suddenly, disappeared. Unbelievably, he realized she’d spoken to him telepathically, and it took every effort he had not to react.


  X continued to stare at him. Ramsey, still unsure, but trusting that fate was on their side, continued to try to buy time. “How did you know about her?”


  X rolled his eyes as if the question was stupid. “That is none of your business or concern.”


  “What do you want with her?”


  He smiled. “I’d love to give you all juicy details about that, Ramsey.” He contemplated before continuing. “I know you’re trying to stall, but since you asked, we have some exciting plans for her.” When he saw Ramsey set his jaw and perceived his sensitivity to the subject, X decided to keep talking. “She’ll be very powerful and very useful. Once we mold her and teach her and get what we want from her, then we’ll have to decide.” He dangled that sentence deliberately, so that Ramsey would ask the obvious question.


  “Decide what?” asked Ramsey, knowing that X was provoking him, but unable to stop himself.


  X grinned and looked at his brother, who grinned back at him from the couch. “Well,” he said, “which one of us gets to impregnate her, of course.”


  Ramsey reacted without thinking. He lunged forward and grabbed X by the throat, intent on killing him. He felt his momentum carry them both back toward the couch, and he prepared for the inevitable fall to the ground. But in a split second, he felt that momentum shift, and his weight was being lifted off and away from his adversary as he was flung backward into the air. He hit the wall behind him hard. The air left his lungs in a whoosh, and he felt his head hit, too. Before he knew it, he’d landed hard on the ground, but not in the way he’d expected. He leaned forward and tried to catch some of the air he had lost. He found it hard to find, and he wheezed.


  “Guess my brother’s not the only hothead.” X recovered from Ramsey’s attack, straightening his shirt and walking back to where Ramsey sat on the ground to lean over him. “Are we done now with these foolish games?”


  Ramsey sucked in air and raised his arm to feel the back of his head. There would definitely be a knot there soon. He lifted his head and looked up at the man standing over him, and then he moved his gaze to Declan, who still sat in the chair nearby. His brother met his gaze and held it.


  “Don’t do it,” said Declan, his voice shaky. Their shared gaze spoke volumes as they both decided without speaking that they would go down fighting.


  Finally managing to catch an easier breath, Ramsey looked back at X. He didn’t know what would happen next, but he hoped, in some small way, that Sarah’s message to him meant something, and that somehow destiny would intervene.


  “Can I ask one more question?” he asked.


  X looked back with irritation. “Do I have a choice?”


  Ramsey took that as a yes. “Where is Y?”


  That question caught X off guard. He straightened and backed away, his eyes on Ramsey. “Z,” he said, “go get the woman.”


  X’s reaction surprised Ramsey. Evidently, the unknown Y was a sensitive subject. Knowing that gave Ramsey some satisfaction, and he decided to keep pushing X’s buttons.


  “So there is a Y, isn’t there?”


  Z stood up at X’s request and began to walk toward the bedroom, ignoring Ramsey.


  “Of course there is,” said Declan, chiming in for the first time, sensing both brothers’ discomfort. “Who is it? Another idiot brother?” Declan laughed painfully as sweat dripped off his forehead.


  Ramsey picked up where Declan left off. “Don’t tell me you guys are triplets?”


  At the mention of triplets, Z stopped his forward progress and stood next to his brother. The anger flaring from him intensified, as did his brother’s.


  “I got it,” said Declan, gaining some strength as he talked. “Your real names are Mo, Larry, and Curly.”


  “Nah,” said Ramsey with conviction, “I think it’s more likely deaf, dumb, and stupid.” Z and X both stood in the middle of the room, listening to Declan and Ramsey. The tension mounted as both injured brothers mocked the stronger ones. Ramsey didn’t back down. “Which one were you, Norman? Dumb or stupid?”


  That comment rewarded Ramsey with another malevolent look from Z as X put his hand on Z’s arm.


  “So where’s Y?” asked Declan again. “Didn’t he want to join in?”


  “Maybe he didn’t,” replied Ramsey, continuing the pressure. “Maybe he can get women the old-fashioned way, like dating them. Maybe he’s the normal one.”


  “Well,” said Declan, pushing through his pain, “it’s obvious you two are the result of a seriously dysfunctional family. You guys realize you have some repressed hostility?”


  “So who’s Y?” Ramsey probed, feeling their animosity mount, especially X’s, and he wanted to know why. He considered one possibility. “Oh, I get it.” He met X’s eyes as he asked the next question. “You scared of him?”


  X, calm until that point, finally reacted. He narrowed his eyes and focused intently on Ramsey. His lips clenched in anger and he opened his mouth to speak but then stopped himself. The tension in his body betrayed him as he curled and uncurled his fingers. Z said nothing, but one glance at X made him take a step back, as if he sensed the energy his sibling was anxious to unleash.


  X, coiled and ready to spring, directed his attention to his brother. “Z,” he said, “Go find her and do whatever you have to do to bring her here. Kill the nurse if you want. Just make sure Sarah is alive. You understand me?”


  X’s fury seemed only to be fueled by Z’s grin and the nod of his head. X looked back at Declan and Ramsey. “I’ll take care of these two.”


  And with that, both brothers advanced.


  
CHAPTER NINETEEN


  

  


  HANNAH PUSHED THE shards of glass away with her feet. After shutting the bathroom door, she placed the bags on the counter and turned back toward Sarah, who was still lying in the bubbling tub, her eyes only half open, staring at nothing.


  After pacing a few minutes, Hannah’s nervous energy needed another outlet, so now she kicked the glass, attempting to shove it into a sad resemblance of a pile. She succeeded with the bigger pieces, but not with the smaller ones. She brought up her hands and massaged her neck and shoulders, trying to ease the knots created by the tension of the past few hours. She rejected the temptation to put her ear to the door. Her imagination created enough horrifying scenarios without adding unknown sounds to the equation.


  Worse than that, what if she heard nothing? Her training as a nurse had prepared her for stressful situations, and she had dealt with most, but this brought a whole new level to the equation. She had to consider the possibility that neither Ramsey, Leroy, nor Declan would be the first ones to the door. Despite the minimum threat she posed to anyone who meant her harm, she knew she’d defend herself and Sarah.


  She looked down at the shards she’d kicked into the sad pile. A few of them were long enough to make a significant weapon. She glanced up at the bags on the counter. She thought for a moment and then opened one of the bags.


  “Hannah?”


  The soft mention of her name startled her, and she turned. She was surprised to see Sarah sitting up in the water, making eye contact with her.


  “Sarah?” Hannah turned away from the counter and kneeled next to the bathtub. As she approached, Sarah leaned back.


  “Better not to touch me, Hannah.” Her voice sounded clear and calm.


  Hannah took a second to assess the change in her. She appeared completely lucid, as if her bubbling bathwater and reddened skin were all the results of a hard workout at the gym.


  Sarah also seemed to assess her surroundings. She looked around the room and then leaned forward. After studying the floor for a moment, she looked back at Hannah. “Can you get my shoes, please?”


  Hannah’s confusion must have shown on her face, because Sarah offered an explanation. “The glass, Hannah. I can’t walk on the glass.”


  Hannah glanced at the floor, which was littered with the glass shards. “Sarah, where exactly do you think you are going?”


  Sarah gazed at her as if that was all the explanation that was required, and Hannah understood that this was not a request. Sarah wanted shoes because she apparently intended to leave the room. That, or she planned on pacing the floor with Hannah.


  “Sarah,” Hannah said, “It’s not a good idea for you to go anywhere right now.” She debated how much to tell Sarah, but decided she needed to be honest. “You could be in danger.”


  Sarah managed to push herself up and sit on the edge of the tub. Water dripped down from her wet clothes and skin and pooled onto the floor, and steam rose from her skin as the cool air contacted her heated, wet body. She again looked over at Hannah.


  “My shoes, please.” She looked again at the floor, then up at the counter and then back at Hannah. Hannah realized that Sarah was considering other options if Hannah didn’t retrieve her shoes.


  Hannah made a quick decision and hoped it was the right one. “Okay. Just wait a second.” She stood and moved toward the door. “They’re out here. I’ll need to go get them.” She moved toward the door but hesitated as she reached for doorknob.


  Sarah addressed Hannah’s obvious distress. “Don’t worry,” she said, “Nobody is out there. Just go quietly.”


  Hannah didn’t take the time to think about how Sarah might know that, she just decided to open the door before her fear stopped her completely. She unlocked it and slowly turned the knob. She felt the door unlatch, and she pulled it inward. Her heart was pounding so hard she felt sure that if anyone were nearby, they would hear her. She got the door open far enough to be able to see into the room, and she saw the shoes on the floor by the end of the bed. The bedroom was empty, the bedroom door stood open, and Ramsey was gone. She opened it far enough to slip through, and she tiptoed across the carpet and grabbed the shoes. She froze when she heard a loud thud, as if something had slammed against a wall in the other room. The adrenaline surged through her, and she ran back into the bathroom, staying as silent as possible. She closed the door behind her and handed the shoes to Sarah, who swung her legs over the tub and quickly put them on.


  Once they were on, Sarah stood, and the glass crunched beneath her feet. “Thank you.” She turned and looked at Hannah. “You can come with me, or you can stay here. It’s up to you.” She turned and reached for the knob.


  “Whoa!’ Hannah cried. “What are you doing? You can’t go out there, Sarah. They’re looking for you.”


  Hannah prayed Sarah would understand the seriousness of the situation and reconsider. If she walked out there and got killed, Hannah would be next—when Ramsey got a hold of her.


  Sarah continued as if Hannah had been speaking Eudoran. She pulled back on the knob, opened the door, and stepped into the bedroom. She stilled for a moment, but then she walked confidently toward the open bedroom door. Hannah’s frayed nerves frayed more as she watched Sarah head for the doorway, her hair wet and clothes dripping water as she walked.


  Deciding she couldn’t stand to sit and wait any longer, Hannah scanned the floor and the bags, grabbed what she needed and moved fast to catch up to Sarah. Her muscles twitched with fear as Sarah entered the hallway and approached the turn into the living area. That’s when Hannah heard the voices.


  “You understand me?” said an angry male voice. There was a brief pause before the voice spoke again. “I’ll take care of these two.”


  It was at that moment that Sarah, with Hannah behind her, turned the corner.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY


  

  


  RAMSEY READIED HIMSELF, willing to do whatever possible to keep these men from Sarah, regardless of his own safety. As both men took steps forward, he prepared himself both mentally and physically for the anticipated battle. And despite whatever hold X had on Declan, Ramsey knew he would also fight with whatever was at his disposal.


  As they advanced, Ramsey pulled himself up to achieve better balance. He closed his eyes and took a breath. As he opened them again, he saw with surprise that X and Z were standing still after taking only a few steps, and they stared wide-eyed at the area of the hall behind him.


  “Well, well, well,” X said, “look who we have here.”


  Ramsey followed X’s gaze and found himself staring at Sarah, who was standing only a few feet behind him. Her clothes were wet, her hair sodden, but she exuded the demeanor of a woman who’d just received unexpected guests for dinner. Behind her stood Hannah, who carried a slightly less confident air.


  “Sarah?” said Ramsey, who didn’t know whether to be angry or scared but was upset just the same. “What are you doing?”


  Sarah did not acknowledge him, but X did. “It appears that she knows who her true benefactors are,” he said. “Frankly, I’m not surprised. It was just a matter of time before her interest in you waned.”


  Ramsey heard X but watched Sarah. He felt the words pierce through his gut as he considered the possibility that X spoke the truth; Sarah may have chosen to leave with X and Z. He masked his fears, though, as he looked back at X. “You think she’d rather be with you? You two are just Y’s errand boys. Nobody respects the hired help.”


  X’s smirk disappeared, and his eyes held Ramsey’s, but he didn’t let his earlier show of anger return. After a moment of unexpressed hostility passed between the two, X relaxed and, choosing to ignore Ramsey, shifted his gaze back to Sarah, appearing almost giddy.


  “It’s very noble of you to join us in order to save your friends. You arrived just in time. Had you been delayed, these two would be dead now.” X glanced back at Ramsey, who knelt on the floor, and Declan, who sat in his chair, one hand gripping his midsection. “It’s unfortunate, though. Z and I were looking forward to having a little fun.” He stared again at Sarah, his eyes roving over her. “But I’m a man of my word. You leave peacefully with us, and they will not be harmed.”


  All eyes watched her for her reaction.


  “Sarah,” Ramsey pleaded, “please don’t do this.” Her appearance threw him. He did not have a plan if Sarah decided to leave.


  Sarah continued to stand in the small alcove where the hallway became the living room. Since she had turned the corner and faced the men in the room, she had not moved. She addressed neither X nor Ramsey. As she stood there, she perused the room as if studying it and her face held the look of someone only half paying attention to the events unfolding before her. For a brief moment, her face held a pained expression, and she looked toward the back bedrooms. Finally, she seemed to gather her attention and proceeded to address X with a casual air.


  “Both of you gentlemen should leave now.”


  X did not react, but Z looked at his brother and began to chuckle.


  “Sure, we’ll leave,” Z responded for the first time. “Right after I swing that pretty, wet ass of yours right over my shoulder.”


  “Z, please,” said X, smiling, “refrain from the sweet talk. You’re not helping the situation.”


  Z smiled back, but stayed quiet.


  “I don’t think you quite understand the situation here, my dear.” X crossed his arms. “We are not leaving without you. Now I know you’ve been through a lot recently, and you’ve probably formed some sort of attachment to this half-wit over here.” He bobbed his head toward Ramsey. “But I can assure you, where we are taking you, you will learn far more than you will ever learn from him. Your abilities could be greater than you can imagine. I promise you that. You just have to trust us.”


  He watched Sarah, but when she said nothing, he continued. “You are in a very sensitive state right now, Sarah, which is why we chose this particular time to come for you. You are highly aware—still very fragile, yet able to function clearly. This is just a brief window, though. Shortly, you’ll revert back to the weakened state you were in, and for who knows how long. Now is the perfect time to get you to where you belong without any serious damage occurring.” He uncrossed his arms and held one out to her. “So how about we cut out the chit-chat, make like a banana, and split.” He smiled at his joke.


  The room remained silent as X stood with his arm out, as if waiting for his escort to join him for a dance.


  Sarah remained unmoving. “You’re right,” she said. “We don’t have time for chit-chat. I’ll say it one last time. If you wish to leave uninjured, please do so now.” She then turned her head toward Hannah, who still stood behind her. “Hannah, please go to the back bedroom. Leroy needs your assistance.”


  Hannah, whose presence had not been acknowledged until that point, stood uncertainly in place. In front of her stood two very intimidating men, who, by all accounts, would kill her the minute she followed Sarah’s direction.


  Sarah sensed her indecisiveness. “It’s okay,” she said. “You won’t be harmed.”


  The men, however, no longer looked so amused. “If she moves,” said the apparent leader, “she dies.”


  Ramsey shared Hannah’s anxiety as he watched the showdown unfold in front of him. Both X and Z stood in certain disbelief and then anger as Sarah boldly and confidently confronted them. He didn’t know what to expect either. The woman standing behind him holding her own, who was almost kidnapped by an elderly man less than seventy-two hours ago, now apparently felt she could face down two threatening and malevolent intruders. He prayed she knew what she was doing, but he was relieved that she had not left with them. Now he waited to see if Hannah trusted Sarah enough to move toward the bedroom. And more importantly, he waited to see what would happen if she did. He glanced over at Declan, who looked back at him, likely wondering the same things as Ramsey.


  The taut energy filled the room as everyone waited on Hannah’s decision. Apparently deciding it was now or never, Hannah followed Sarah’s lead. She took a tentative step away and moved out from behind Sarah.


  “Be careful, Hannah,” said X. “You were warned.”


  “So were you,” replied Sarah. Her gaze never wavered from X or Z. “Go, Hannah.”


  Choosing to push through her fear and trusting Sarah, Hannah moved fast. She stepped into the living room, walked unobstructed past Ramsey and Declan, and disappeared into the darkness of the back hallway and bedroom.


  As Hannah moved toward the opposite side of the house, the rush of energy that flooded the room took Ramsey by surprise. It was as if a pulsing force field had entered the area and surrounded Hannah. Ramsey watched X and Z as Hannah headed without incident to her destination. Their faces transformed from contempt, to anger, to confusion, to disbelief, and finally to rage as they realized that whatever techniques they were trying to lash out at her had failed.


  Sarah recognized it too, but she remained unfazed. Hannah now safely away, she directed her attention toward Declan.


  “Let go of him,” Sarah told X.


  X and Z, still believing they could win this battle, refused to back down. X faced Declan. He held him painfully in an invisible grip, and immediately projected a devastating blow toward the man, but it never reached Declan. Instead, Declan released a lungful of held air and fell out of the chair onto his hands and knees. Finally liberated from the strangling grip and searing heat on his midsection, Declan took deep breaths. The sweat from his brow dripped onto the carpet as he collected himself.


  Ramsey watched in amazement as the events unfolded. Unbelievably, Sarah had the upper hand. He moved closer to Declan to check on him. His stepbrother was unsteady and shaky, but did not appear to be seriously injured.


  X and Z stood in the room, looking on at the two brothers on the floor. The unexpected turn of events and the reversal of power had them mystified. Whatever current abilities they wielded were apparently no match for Sarah’s new ones. Z’s rage built as he watched all their plans collapse. He looked over at his brother and communicated silently with him, and they both nodded. With a quick smile of understanding shared between the two, X and then Z turned toward Sarah.


  “Now,” X said, and both brothers rushed at her.


  “No…” Ramsey lurched forward to stop their advance as he felt their collective energy gather to make a final assault. Declan reached out and grabbed him, though, pulling him back as another wave, just as big as the one created by the brothers, was projected from Sarah. The brothers’ advance halted as unseen energetic forces lifted them from the floor and threw them violently against the bricked wall above the fireplace. Chairs, tables, and anything else unattached and in the force’s path flew with them and scattered across the room. They remained suspended there for several seconds until the forces released and they fell limply to the floor, no longer conscious.


  Ramsey stared in shock as he saw the bodies lie unmoving amidst the rest of the debris from the room. He turned back toward Sarah, who still stood near the hallway. She stared off as if in a trance. Then she took a deep breath, shook herself, and looked around the room. Her wet clothes had completely dried, as had her hair. Her eyes fell on Ramsey and Declan, who was still on the floor recovering from the assault. She walked over to them and kneeled beside them.


  “You okay?” She looked at Ramsey but then focused her attention on Declan, who still showed the lingering effects of X’s attack. She put her hand on his back.


  Ramsey was speechless. It was a rare occurrence for him.


  Declan grimaced as his belly flared with the remnants of heat.


  “Relax,” she told him. She moved her hand and placed it on his stomach.


  The discomfort caused Declan to suck in his breath, and he grunted with pain as she touched him and his midsection churned. But as Sarah’s hand remained on him, he began to feel relief, his body cooling as the pain dissipated. Within a minute, it had completely disappeared.


  She removed her hand. “Feel better?” she asked.


  Declan sighed in relief as he sat back on his heels. “Much. Thank you.”


  Ramsey finally found his tongue. “Looks like we’re going to have to call you Wonder Woman.”


  She rewarded him with a shy smile. “Wonder Woman?” she asked. “Hardly. But I’ve always been a fan.”


  “I think you’ve joined her tribe. When are you going to invite me to your private island?’


  Her smile grew, and Ramsey noticed how great she looked, crazy hair, red skin, and all. “I can’t,” she said, playing along. “Its location is a secret.”


  Enjoying the banter, Ramsey continued. “Forget the island, then. I’d love to see the outfit, though.”


  Even with her reddened skin, she seemed to blush. She looked shyly at him. “Maybe once this is over, I’ll see what I can do.”


  Ramsey was speechless again. He was beginning to appreciate some of the qualities this Shift was bringing out in Sarah. She had not been flirtatious with him before, but she was now. He flirted back. “I’ll hold you to that.”


  She appeared to hesitate, but not for long. “I’m hoping you do,” she responded in kind. She was still kneeling on the floor next to Ramsey as Declan observed the exchange between the two of them. She stood then, breaking the moment with Ramsey and returning to business.


  Declan looked at Ramsey. “That was sweet.”


  Ramsey shot Declan a warning look. “Shut up or I’ll send a whole new type of heat into your gut.”


  Ramsey helped Declan up as they both stood with Sarah and surveyed the room. It was a mess. The only furniture still in its original place was the heavy sofa; everything else was toppled or broken. The two men lying in front of the fireplace held their attention, as well as the pair of legs protruding from behind the couch.


  As if reading their thoughts, Declan referred to the legs and their owner. “The third guy appears to be Sarah’s bad guy from earlier. He fits the description.”


  Sarah remained quiet and didn’t respond to the fact that her attempted kidnapper now lay dead on the floor. “Declan, check on those two,” she said, referring to X and Z. “I think one of them is dead. Keep an eye on the other one.” She then turned her focus to the back bedrooms and became serious.


  “Ramsey, come with me. Hurry.” She headed to the back, with Ramsey right behind her. He knew by the tone of her voice that something was wrong. He immediately sensed what it was. Leroy.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  

  


  AS THEY CAME into the bedroom, Ramsey saw the blood first. Leroy lay on the bed, semi-conscious with Hannah kneeling over him, using a large towel to apply pressure to a wound on his stomach. The towel was soaked with blood.


  “I need help in here,” said Hannah, frantically.


  “Oh, my God,” said Ramsey, approaching the bed. “Leroy?” All flirtation forgotten, he gaped at his friend, who was lying on the bed in obvious pain, sweat dripping down his face as his bloody hands tried to grip his wounded belly.


  “Sherlock?” Leroy whispered, his eyes fluttering open. “Sorry. Guess I got myself in a mess, huh?”


  “Don’t talk, Leroy,” said Hannah. “Conserve your strength.” She looked at Ramsey. “Ramsey, go get my bag.”


  Not hearing Hannah, Ramsey stood like a stone, still trying to grasp the seriousness of Leroy’s imperiled state, as Declan entered the room.


  “Z is dead. X is still alive. We better…” He took in the scene in front of him. “Oh, God.”


  Ramsey finally moved, rushing to the side of the bed and watching his friend flinch in terrible pain. He took in his friend’s injuries, and knew what it meant. Leroy could not be saved. Even if they were able to get him medical attention, without the serum, the injury would be too grave. He recalled Hannah’s words. If you’re seriously hurt, it will be much harder for you to recover, if you recover at all. The realization devastated him. He was going to lose his best friend.


  He sat next to Leroy and found his hand. The blood squished between his fingers. Ramsey tried to keep his emotions at bay for Leroy’s sake. “I’m right here, Leroy. Take it easy.”


  Leroy attempted to slow his breaths, but they came too quickly. Ramsey sat closer and, seeing Leroy’s agony, grabbed the pillow on the other side of the bed, removed the pillowcase, threw the pillow down, and began to wipe the sweat from Leroy’s face. “Shhh. Easy,” he said.


  “My bag. Somebody get my bag!” Hannah tried to stay calm, but she knew what Leroy’s chances were, just as Ramsey did.


  Desperate to help, Declan ran out of the room, eager to retrieve her supplies if there was a chance they could help.


  Hannah continued to hold pressure on Leroy’s wound, but the blood flowed out from beneath her fingers. She watched Ramsey wipe Leroy’s face and brow. “Hang in there, Leroy,” she said.


  Leroy’s flicked his eyes toward hers. His breathing became more labored as his strength waned. “Forget the bag, Hannah,” he said. “There’s nothing you can do for me.”


  “You let me be the judge of that,” she answered.


  “Unless you’ve got a surgeon or some serum you’ve been hiding from us in that supply of yours, there’s no point in treating me.” He coughed and winced.


  She watched him struggle, but the nurse in her would not back down. “Don’t tell me how to do my job. Now be quiet. Save your strength.”


  Leroy closed his eyes as he rode another wave of pain.


  “Leroy, you with me?” asked Ramsey, knowing the time remaining with his friend was dwindling.


  Leroy opened his eyes. “Still here.” He kept his eyes on Ramsey, trying to stay focused. “Sherlock…listen.”


  Ramsey knew what Leroy wanted to say. “Just be quiet, Leroy. Don’t talk.”


  Just then, Declan ran back into the room with Hannah’s medical bag. “Here,” he said, breathless. “What do you need me to do?”


  “Open the bag,” said Hannah, breathless herself. “Pull everything out. Let me see what I have.”


  Walking to the side of the bed, Declan opened it and began to dump the contents next to Leroy, near Hannah.


  “Take his pulse.”


  Declan moved up and grabbed Leroy’s wrist just above where his brother was clasping Leroy’s hand. He held up his own wrist to look at his watch. After ten seconds, he let go of Leroy. “One twenty and rapid.”


  “Can you take a blood pressure?” she asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Do it.”


  Declan grabbed the blood pressure cuff and stethoscope from the bed and wrapped the cuff around Leroy’s arm, above his elbow. He put the stethoscope around his neck and fit it into his ears. He grabbed the bulb hanging from the cuff and began to pump it, tightening the cuff around Leroy’s arm. Once it was tight enough, he released the pressure and watched the gauge attached to the cuff jump as he listened to Leroy’s heartbeat. After watching for several seconds, he completely released the pressure on the cuff, and the air whooshed out. He turned to Hannah somberly. “It’s eighty over…”


  “Watch out!”


  He barely heard Hannah’s scream in time to duck as he caught sight of a heavy metal object swing past where his head had just been located. He immediately swiveled and turned his body to avoid the unforeseen attack.


  “Son of a…” he shouted just as the fireplace poker, with a bloodied X swinging it, hit the carpet next to him. Recovering quickly from the unexpected attack, Declan took advantage of X’s lack of balance and lunged at him, knocking him into the wall and nightstand next to the bed. The lamp toppled over and fell to the ground. Due to X’s injuries, Declan had the advantage of strength. With one hand, he grabbed the arm carrying the poker, and with the other, he grabbed X by the neck.


  X instinctively grabbed at his throat to give his airway some freedom, but when that failed, he removed his hand and pushed it into Declan’s stomach. Still capable of summoning a decent amount of energy, and with Declan still sensitive from the earlier assault, X was able to push outward. As the returning pain lanced through him, Declan unavoidably lessened his hold on X’s neck, and his balance wavered. Taking advantage of the balance shift, X shoved forward with his body weight, pushing Declan backward with newfound momentum.


  Both men, entangled and grunting from exertion, moved across the carpet and away from the bed. The caseless pillow, discarded by Ramsey moments before, caught in Declan’s feet, and it tripped him. Momentum—Declan’s backward and X’s forward—carried them both toward the ground as Declan fell to the floor. Before falling on top of Declan, X managed to gather enough strength to pull up as Declan continued to fall. Their sweat made their palms slick, and Declan’s grasp on X’s arm slipped when he hit the ground on his back. X wasted no time as he raised the poker to strike and kill the man in front of him.


  “You killed my brother,” he spat.


  At that moment, Ramsey counterattacked. In the seconds before, when X had rushed in and he and Declan had knocked into the nightstand, Ramsey had started to jump in when his eye caught a bright reflection emanating from the floor. He recognized the object as a shard of glass, which must have been knocked off the nightstand. It was long and wickedly sharp, much like the shards of mirror from the master bathroom. Wrapped around it was a thick sock, which would enable a person to hold the shard without injury. He deduced that Hannah must have carried it as a weapon when she left the bathroom with Sarah.


  Now, as Declan and X continued to fight, he grasped it. As Declan fell backward and X swung the poker, Ramsey stood abruptly behind X and, without hesitating, shoved the shard straight into X’s upper back.


  He leaned into X from behind and spat into his ear. “That’s for Leroy.”


  X lurched backward in agony, dropping the poker, and clawed with his hands to reach the instrument burning its path into his body.


  Jumping up, Declan grabbed X by his shirt. Realizing that X was no longer a threat, he lowered him slowly to the ground, the long shard still in place.


  Racked with pain but still eager to do damage, X didn’t stop his threats, even as he lay dying. “This isn’t over.” His voice labored. “All of you are dead.” He spun his eyes wildly around the room as he lay on his side and gradually lost strength. His gaze caught Ramsey’s. “Your stupid friend is going to die.” He cackled as if he’d lost his last measure of sanity. “And you,” he said, looking at Sarah, who watched everything from across the room on the opposite side of the bed. “Soon you’ll understand what’s in store for you.”


  His breathing turned rapid and shallow and he visibly deteriorated. Unwilling to die quietly, he fought to stay conscious. Inevitably, though, his body stilled and his eyelids drifted shut, only to flutter open.


  With one last burst of strength, he spoke again. “And when the time’s right,” he said, still addressing Sarah in an angry whisper, “Y will come for you.” He expelled the last remaining breath from his lungs, and the life left his eyes.


  Still breathing hard, Declan put his fingers on his neck and held them there. “He’s dead.”


  “Good riddance, asshole.” said Ramsey, who stood rigidly over X before turning back to Leroy, who fought to stay conscious. Ramsey sat back down on the bed carefully, feeling his rage toward X give way to agony over Leroy.


  “Nice follow-through,” said Leroy, attempting to smile.


  Ramsey took his hand again and squeezed. “You taught me everything I know.”


  Leroy tried to laugh, but he grimaced instead.


  Never wavering from her place over Leroy, Hannah continued to put pressure on the wound. “Ramsey,” she said with quiet resignation.


  Ramsey heard her but said nothing. He could not acknowledge Leroy’s impending death. Declan listened and watched with despair.


  “Ramsey…” Hannah continued.


  “No, Hannah,” Ramsey said. “He’s not dead yet. Maybe—”


  “There’s nothing I can do. He’s too far gone.”


  “Can I help?” Declan moved toward the bed. “Tell me what to do.”


  “Nothing. It’s not enough. He can’t recover from this.” Hannah’s traumatized eyes conveyed the truth to Declan, and he remained where he was standing.


  Ramsey continued to sit with Leroy. He picked up the empty pillowcase again and wiped the sweat from Leroy’s brow and face with his free hand. It shook as he held the fabric.


  “Sherlock, listen to me,” said Leroy.


  Ramsey wasn’t ready to listen and tried to stop him. “Leroy, don’t you give me this talk right now. I don’t want to hear it.” Emotion welled up in him as the impossibility of the moment seized him. Ramsey grasped his friend’s hand harder as tears sprang to his eyes. He forced himself to look at Leroy and struggled to cope with what he knew would be their last minutes together.


  “Yes, you do.” Leroy fought to stay focused. “You need to hear it.” His voice broke, and he paused before he spoke again. “You’re my friend, Sherlock.”


  Ramsey’s breath caught, but he stayed calm even while his heart stammered. He wanted Leroy to know he understood. “Damn it, Leroy. I know that. You’re my friend, and I’m yours. You’re the most important person in the world to me. You love me, and I love you. Blah, blah, blah. Are we done?” A tear escaped his eye and trickled down his cheek.


  Leroy chuckled weakly and held Ramsey’s gaze. “I was just gonna ask you to water my plants.”


  Ramsey smiled and felt his friend’s life force diminish. He thought he was familiar with pain, but in that moment, he realized that he’d barely touched the surface of it. Leroy’s fingers slowly loosened their grip on his hand, and his eyes barely stayed open.


  Ramsey sensed Leroy’s other unvoiced concern. “Don’t worry about Olivia. I’ll make sure she’s okay.”


  Conserving his last bit of strength, Leroy smiled with gratitude. Ramsey let the tears fall now as they gently rained on Leroy’s chest.


  “You’re my friend,” Leroy barely whispered.


  Unable to respond, Ramsey acknowledged him with a nod and watched as Leroy’s eyes closed and the exchange between them ended.


  “He’s lost consciousness.” Hannah continued the pressure to hold Leroy’s blood in, keeping him alive as long as she could.


  Declan watched the emotional display and wiped away his own tears.


  Shedding her own, Hannah began to release the pressure on Leroy.


  “Hannah, wait.” Sarah’s soft voice reached her before she removed her hands.


  Standing on the far side of the bed, Sarah resisted the urge to recoil as the scene played out in front of her. Her sensitive nerves stretched thin as she endured the frantic force of the battle between Declan and X, Ramsey’s revenge, and X’s furious hatred. But even worse, she sensed Leroy’s intense pain and felt his life ebb as his blood seeped into the bed linens. Her heightened sensitivities acutely perceived Hannah’s intense desire to save him and Declan’s anger over the senseless loss.


  But worst of all, she was overwhelmed by Ramsey’s devastation. She sensed every raw emotion in the room and it consumed her. She felt a powerful urge to run and return to the water, the life-giving water that had kept her alive to this point. She would need to return soon to regain her strength and refuel her body. Already, her energy was flagging, but she could not leave. The misery in the room, especially Ramsey’s, compelled her to stay. She ignored the warning tug to leave.


  She made her decision and approached the bed, climbed up and kneeled on it, moving over toward Leroy. She didn’t have much time, so she moved fast.


  Ramsey continued to hold Leroy’s hand. He paid no attention to Sarah’s actions.


  Declan noticed, and so did Hannah. “Sarah, what are you doing?” Hannah asked.


  “Just keep applying pressure.” Sarah sat back on her heels and put her hands on Leroy’s midsection, right above the wound. She closed her eyes and summoned the energy around her and within her, directing it through her and into her hands. She began to breathe deeply.


  “Declan,” she said while focusing on Leroy, “I need help. Put your hands on him. Send him all the energy you can.”


  Declan watched her and understood. “Where?” he asked, anxious to help.


  “Anywhere.”


  He moved forward and put his hands on Leroy’s legs, just above his knees, mustering and directing as much energy as possible and directing it into Leroy.


  “Hannah, you do the same. Send him everything you’ve got.”


  Knowing that nothing they could do would help Leroy, Hannah looked doubtfully between Declan and Sarah and wondered what they thought they were doing. She said nothing, though. She’d seen family members before resist the difficult truth and hope that other viable ways to save a loved one might surface. Ultimately, she knew, those hopes would be dashed. She wouldn’t stop them, though, if they wanted to try. She stayed with Leroy, knowing it would not help but guessing that it couldn’t hurt either, and sent him all the healing thoughts she could offer.


  “Ramsey?” Sarah said, finally addressing him.


  When he didn’t respond, she tried again. “John? He needs your help.”


  Ramsey swiveled his head toward her. He wiped at his face and looked at the three of them. Understanding dawned on him. He looked at Sarah hopefully. “You think you can do this?” he asked.


  She wondered that herself and told him so. “There are no guarantees. I can only try. But your energy is key. I’ll need your help.” She debated telling him the possible consequences of trying to save Leroy, but she refused to force him to make that choice.


  “What?” he said. “What do I do?”


  “Put one hand on his chest, the other on his head,” she answered. “Remember every happy memory with him. Remember how you met, why you like him, why he’s your friend. Remember the times you laughed together, cried together or did something stupid together, everything that makes him special. Summon every happy emotion associated with him that you can. And when you’re done, start all over again. Keep going until we know.”


  Understanding her request, Ramsey did as she asked and adjusted his position on the bed so he could place his hands on Leroy. He closed his eyes and ran through every memory of Leroy in his playbook. Every individual moment he could think of, from the earliest days to the latest. He tried to be single-minded, to avoid letting too much hope creep in and distract him, but then he decided that he needed to be as hopeful as possible, and he began to imagine not just their past, but their future, too. Leroy with his wife and future kids and Ramsey with his, each of them enjoying a lifetime of friendship until they both turned old and gray, serum or no serum.


  They all sat in their respective positions for several minutes, Hannah occasionally peeking out from under her lashes to see if they had reached the point of reality. When she realized they hadn’t, she returned to her post, sending happy thoughts. She wondered how much longer it would take. There was one positive note, though. Leroy was still alive, although she debated if prolonging his life served anyone at this point.


  As the minutes passed, and fifteen minutes became thirty, and then forty-five, they each persevered. Sarah maintained the pull in energy and felt it gather, swirl, and strengthen within her. She reached out to Leroy, to grasp and connect with whatever tendrils of him remained. She worried he was too far gone, that he had made his decision and would not return. If she’d felt convinced of that, she would have stopped and left him on his journey. Luckily, she continued to feel the pull of his life force. She was very close to reaching him, but they had worked on him for a while and she felt her reserves begin to ebb. Yet she didn’t stop.


  Finally, after sending yet another wave of energy through him, she received a small but noticeable response. Encouraged, she doubled her efforts and felt the response again, more powerfully this time. She couldn’t help but smile as the tingles raced up her arms and she felt the group’s energy coalesce within Leroy.


  “What the…?” She heard Declan speak and knew he felt it too.


  “John,” said Declan. “Can you feel that?”


  “Feel what?” responded Ramsey.


  “It’s him. It’s Leroy. I can feel him.”


  “Well, of course you can, dummy. You’ve got your hands on his legs.”


  Hannah chuckled at Ramsey’s remark, and Sarah felt Leroy’s energy jump at the sound. She kept up the work and felt him grow stronger.


  “No, you idiot,” said Declan. “I mean his energy. Can’t you feel that?”


  “Sometimes, Declan, you’re a little bit…whoa.” Ramsey felt Leroy pulse through him, felt the surge move through his hands and into his arms, and it was strong enough to stop him in mid-sentence, as if that’s exactly what it had intended to do. Declan was right. Ramsey began to realize that the attempt to save his friend was working. Something was definitely happening.


  As Leroy’s energy grew strong enough to sustain his physical needs, Sarah moved her hands down and over Leroy’s wound. She felt the wetness of the blood but didn’t let it distract her.


  Leroy rewarded them with a quiet moan.


  “Did you hear that?” exclaimed Ramsey, moving his hands to Leroy’s shoulders. “Leroy? Can you hear me?”


  Ramsey’s attention on Leroy’s recovery prevented him from observing the effects of this impromptu healing on Sarah. As she continued to work, her skin gradually lost its redness and the heat from her body faded at a rapid rate.


  Hannah, doubtful of Leroy’s perceived improvement, began to wonder what effect all this energy work might begin to have on Ramsey’s primary patient. She kept an eye on Sarah as Sarah continued to work on Leroy.


  Sarah, seemingly in a trance state, began to work on the deep wound in Leroy’s belly. She summoned the energy necessary to heal the torn tissues, ruptured vessels, and lost blood. Her energy continued to diminish as she neared completion. Her heat rapidly dissipating, she pushed herself to hold on a little longer.


  From Hannah’s vantage point, it seemed that Sarah needed to stop. She removed her hands from Leroy and put them on Sarah, who continued working, unaware of Hannah’s touch. Hannah was shocked to find that the woman who had been too hot to touch an hour ago now felt cold.


  She started to say something, when a visibly tired Sarah stopped and pulled away from Leroy. She opened her eyes and looked down at him. “Leroy,” she said with fatigue. “Can you hear me?”


  Taking his cue from Sarah, Ramsey took it from there. “Leroy? Leroy?”


  Curious, Hannah examined Leroy’s injury. It was still covered by the bloody towel, and she fully expected to see a gaping wound when she pulled it away. Despite the evidence that Leroy might rally at the last minute, she still did not expect him to live. She gasped when she pulled the towel away. Beneath it lay Leroy’s perfectly healed stomach, still covered in blood but now no longer gaping open as it had before. She stared in disbelief. What had happened to the wound? She looked at Sarah in wonder. How had she healed and closed it without a surgical instrument of any kind?


  Declan saw the same thing when Hannah pulled the towel away. “I’ll be damned,” he exclaimed. “Look at that.”


  Ramsey continued to attempt to rouse Leroy from his unconscious state. “Come on, Leroy,” he said. “Stop fooling around. Everyone knows what a big faker you are.” He watched Leroy’s eyes for any reaction.


  Finally, after a few minutes, Leroy began to stir, and he rewarded Ramsey with a slow flutter of his heavy lids, which then opened. Ramsey let out a long-suppressed breath of relief as he stared in amazement at his now-conscious friend. “There you are, big guy. What are you trying to do, scare everyone?”


  Groggy, but awake, Leroy mustered his own quiet retort. “Considering the way you look, you’re the one scaring everyone.”


  Ramsey offered a big smile as tears of gratitude threatened to spill. He watched Leroy take in the room and the people around him, assessing the scene, and Ramsey wondered how a man who had been on his deathbed just moments before was now alive and recovering.


  “What’s everyone looking so grim about?” Leroy asked.


  Declan laughed as he moved closer. “Nothing, Leroy. It’s just another day at the funny farm. Glad you’re back with us.” He put a hand on Leroy’s shoulder.


  Leroy blinked slowly. “I never left.” His voice was weary. “Just wandered off for a bit.” He sought out Sarah. “I think she helped me find the way.”


  Thrilled at Leroy’s recovery, Ramsey grinned at his friend. “I guess she’s got some hidden talents.”


  “That she does.” Leroy’s voice trailed off as he closed his eyes.


  “Get some rest,” said Ramsey, seeing his friend drift off. “We’ll talk more when you’re stronger.” Ramsey watched Leroy begin to doze. He shut his eyes and said a silent prayer of thanks that his friend still lived—that all of them still lived, despite the events of the past hour.


  “Sarah?”


  Ramsey opened his eyes at Hannah’s voice. He looked up from the bed to see Sarah bracing herself with her arm against the wall, leaving bloody stains where she touched it. She had moved off the bed after Leroy regained consciousness and now stood unmoving. She appeared shaky and dazed. Worse, she was pale.


  “Sarah,” Hannah asked again. “Are you okay?”


  Hannah was already off the bed and Ramsey on his way when Sarah’s knees gave way. Declan got to her first and caught her before she hit the floor. He slowly lowered her down.


  Hannah reached her and felt for a pulse, then looked at Ramsey, who kneeled by Sarah’s side. “Her pulse is steady, but weak,” she told him. She felt Hannah’s skin. “She’s ice-cold, Ramsey.”


  Ramsey reached out to touch her, and warning bells sounded in his head when he realized her previous heat was now completely depleted. He looked up at Hannah with guilt-ridden eyes.


  “Damn it.” Ramsey’s frustration was evident. He dropped his head and sighed. “She must have known…” He stopped and looked down at Sarah, realizing then what she had done for Leroy and for him. “I’m sorry.” He spoke to her as if she could hear him. “I did this. This is my fault.” Despite his joy at Leroy’s recovery, he now berated himself for his perceived neglect. He grasped and squeezed her hand before looking back at Hannah with steely determination. He bent to pick up Sarah. “Hurry. We’ve got to get her back in the water.” He stood with Sarah in his arms. “She saved Leroy, and I’m damn well going to save her.”


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  

  


  RAMSEY CARRIED SARAH into the adjacent bathroom. Hannah raced ahead and turned on the faucet. She made the water hot, but not too hot. She had no idea what Sarah could tolerate at this point. Her main objective was to warm Sarah up. Hopefully, her body’s defenses would kick back in and do the rest.


  Ramsey laid her in the tub as the water began to rise. He sat down next to her unresponsive form, willing her to come back, waiting for some sign that she would regenerate the heat vital to her survival.


  As Hannah and Ramsey tended to Sarah, Declan helped by utilizing his own talents and began the process of removing the three bodies from the house. He made a few phone calls to people who he knew could be discreet and efficient. He searched the pockets of all three but found nothing. No phones or wallets or any form of ID. Since all three bodies required identification and he wanted an autopsy, he made arrangements for them to be taken to a local medical lab run by people he knew and trusted. He moved X, Z, and the older man into the garage and covered them until their bodies could be collected.


  His next job was to put the house back into some semblance of order. He found some plywood in the garage to cover the broken window in the living room, then returned the tables and chairs to their rightful places and did a quick sweep of the floor to remove the larger shards of glass. He checked on Leroy to ensure he continued to rest comfortably. Declan worked to keep his mind off Sarah. He knew she had risked her life to save all of them, and now he prayed that her life could be saved as well.


  Within the hour of making the call, two members of his security team arrived to remove the bodies. Declan met them at the garage door and helped move the remains into a waiting van. He talked to one of the men before they drove away to ensure his instructions were clear. He did not call Morgana. He decided he would wait for Leroy’s input before that phone call was made. He also wanted to see if Sarah’s condition improved. When he looked at his watch, he was surprised to see that almost three hours had passed since he’d begun his clean up. He went inside to check on Ramsey and Hannah’s progress.


  The scene in the bathroom did not encourage him. Ramsey sat on the floor by the bathtub as he held Sarah’s hand. Hannah ran the water off and on in order to keep it as warm as possible. Sarah appeared no different than before. She was unresponsive and very pale. Her hair hung limply around her face, and her eyes remained closed. She no longer emanated the vibrant energy that Declan had previously felt from her.


  “Sarah?” Ramsey tried again to rouse her. “Sarah, come on. Can you hear me?” His voice sounded strained, and Declan sensed his distress.


  “Ramsey.” Hannah tried to get his attention. “The water’s gone cold.” When he didn’t reply to her, she tried again. “Ramsey. We can’t keep her in here. This is doing more damage than good. We have to take her out.” Hannah’s fatigued voice finally seemed to reach him, and he looked up at her.


  He glanced down at the water and put his fingers in it. His face clouded, and he closed his eyes, then opened them again. He looked down at Sarah’s colorless, unresponsive features and then turned back to Hannah.


  “Okay,” he said, “go pull the sheets off the master bed and put some new ones on. There should be some clean ones in the linen closet.” Hannah, grateful for something else to do, began to rise. Ramsey continued. “We also need to clean that bathroom floor in there. Clean up the shards of mirror, in case we…” He paused. “No, when we need to use that bathtub again.”


  Hannah said nothing. She nodded and left the bathroom.


  Declan could tell his stepbrother was on the edge. Ramsey’s last twenty-four hours had been a mix of extreme highs and lows. That mix, combined with little sleep and no food except for a few bites of cold eggs that morning, was taking its toll on him.


  “John?” Declan asked.


  Ramsey did not respond. He continued to sit with Sarah, as if willing her to come back.


  “John.” He tried again. “Why don’t you let me sit with her for a while? Go take a break. Check in on Leroy.”


  At the sound of Leroy’s name, Ramsey finally seemed to acknowledge him. He glanced up at Declan, who was startled when he saw the anguish in his brother’s eyes.


  “How’s is he?” Ramsey asked him.


  “He’s fine. You should go look in on him. Take a break for a while. I’ll stay with Sarah.” Declan hoped he would agree.


  Ramsey sighed as he looked at Sarah and then back at Declan. He ran his fingers though the water again and watched the ripples travel over the surface. He sat up slowly, leaned in, and placed his arm into the water and unplugged the drain. The water began to empty, and Ramsey’s face conveyed his dwindling hope that Sarah would regain the strength she’d lost.


  Declan could not recall seeing him so miserable. Leroy’s near death had devastated him, but Sarah’s current condition and the cause of it seemed to eat away at him like a nagging virus. Ramsey blamed himself, and it occurred to Declan that if Sarah died, his brother, although still alive, would be just as dead inside.


  Ramsey stood and released Sarah’s hand. He swayed for a second but caught himself, and Declan reached to help, but Ramsey waved him off.


  “I’m okay.” He took a breath and steadied himself, then eyed Declan. “Stay with her. I just need a few minutes.”


  “No problem. Take your time.” Declan sank down next to the tub as Ramsey left the small room.


  Ramsey walked into the hall, his body aching from the events of the last forty-eight hours. He cursed himself for his mistakes. Despite their attempts, Sarah had not responded to the water, and worse, she seemed to be weakening. He battled with himself as he replayed in his mind the events leading up to this, but he could not find a resolution that in any way calmed his troubled mind. It had been her or Leroy. She must have known but said nothing. He wondered what he would have done if she had given him the choice. He didn’t know. Rationally, Leroy’s death would have crushed him, but Sarah’s death sentenced them all. At the time, though, rationality had played no part in his actions. His friend had lay dying, and Sarah had saved him, not just for Leroy’s sake but also for his own. And that was the part that was killing him.


  He stopped for a moment outside the bathroom to prop his arm against the wall and lean against it. He took some deep breaths and tried to focus. He knew the hours in front of him would be long and difficult, but he would not give up on her. His stomach grumbled, but he had no interest in food. He straightened as he pushed back against the wall, and he walked into the bedroom where Leroy lay sleeping. He sat at Leroy’s feet and stared off into the distance, his mind going blank with fatigue. He closed his eyes to rest them.


  “Hey, sleepy head.” The faint voice alerted him, and he opened his eyes. Leroy lay awake, watching him.


  “Hey, you’re the one catching all the Z’s around here.” He tried to sound relaxed.


  Leroy wasn’t fooled, though. “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  As usual, Ramsey failed to hide anything from Leroy, but he kept trying anyway. “Nothing’s wrong. Go back to sleep.”


  “You’re a terrible liar, Sherlock.”


  “I’m actually quite a good liar, Leroy.”


  “Not with me, you’re not. Where’s Sarah?”


  Ramsey said nothing, and Leroy started to sit up. The blood on his shirt and stomach had dried, and now the fabric and sheets stuck to him as he moved.


  Ramsey moved to stop him. “What are you doing?” He tried to get Leroy to lie back down. “You almost died a few hours ago.”


  Leroy ignored him, sat all the way up, and swung his legs over the bed as if he’d just had a full night of solid sleep. “That was a few hours ago. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m healed.” He looked down at himself. “I need a shower.”


  “Leroy,” said Ramsey, the angst back in his voice, “I swear to God, if you collapse on me, I’ll kill you.”


  “Sherlock.” Leroy’s tone was strong and pointed, and he met Ramsey’s eyes. “I am not going to die.” He held his stare. “You understand?”


  Ramsey let out a ragged breath, relaxed his posture, but held the look. “You scared the hell out of me.”


  Leroy watched as his friend teetered on an emotional ledge. “Yeah, well, if it helps, it scared the hell out of me, too.”


  Ramsey half smiled and tried to appear calmer. “Still want me to water your plants?”


  Leroy chuckled. “Are you kidding? No need for them to die.” He stood slowly, and Ramsey supported him as he steadied himself.


  “You didn’t answer my question,” he said, watching Ramsey.


  “What’s that?” asked Ramsey, knowing exactly what Leroy was referring to.


  “You know. Sarah. Where is she?’ He watched Ramsey’s demeanor deflate.


  “She’s in the bathtub,” answered Ramsey, deciding he could not keep the truth from Leroy. “Take a look for yourself.”


  Leroy took a few short steps and, realizing he was strong enough, headed into the bathroom unassisted. He stopped to see a lifeless Sarah lying in the drained tub with Declan by her side. The energy previously pulsing from her was gone, and her skin had gone from red to white.


  Declan regarded Leroy. “Well, look who’s up. How are you feeling?”


  Leroy took in the scene. “I’d feel better if she were better.”


  Declan’s eyes tracked from Sarah and back to Leroy. “She’s still hanging in there. We’re not giving up on her.”


  Leroy continued to watch her. “She’s a brave lady.” He paused. “I take it what she did for me caused this?”


  Ramsey answered. “Don’t do that, Leroy. She did it because she had no other choice. She couldn’t watch you die.”


  “She barely knew me, Sherlock.”


  “That didn’t matter to her. She did it because that’s who she is. She’d have done it for any of us.”


  Leroy heard Ramsey’s words, but he knew the truth and could sense it as well as anyone in the room. Sarah hadn’t done it for his sake; she’d done it for Ramsey’s, and that was what was eating at his friend. It was why he’d looked so troubled when Leroy had awakened and seen him wrestling with his emotions and self-doubt.


  Ramsey continued. “This is not your fault, Leroy. Don’t blame yourself.”


  Leroy turned and faced him. “And I’ll ask you to do the same, Sherlock. This isn’t your fault either. Don’t put this on your shoulders.”


  Ramsey stilled at Leroy’s advice. He saw Declan, who also looked back with that same expression, conveying Leroy’s words, but saying nothing.


  He ignored them both. He stood silent in the room, refusing to let himself off the hook. He responded tersely, without meaning to. “We need to get her out of here and into some dry clothes.” He proceeded to step closer as Declan moved aside. He kneeled down and picked up Sarah carefully, holding her close. The wetness of her clothes seeped into his as he carried her out of the small bathroom, through the living room, and back into the master bedroom. Declan and Leroy watched him go.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  

  


  DECLAN ROSE FROM his seat on the floor. “I’ve never seen him like this,” he said.


  Leroy didn’t answer. After a moment, he replied, “He’s battling demons.” Leroy continued to stare after his friend. “He’ll figure it out.”


  “Maybe,” said Declan. “That is, if she lives.”


  Leroy regarded Declan. “Well, if she dies, than it really won’t matter, will it?”


  Declan considered that. “I guess that’s one way of looking at it.”


  Leroy looked down at himself. “I think I need to clean myself up a bit.”


  Declan didn’t have to ask what he meant. “Shower’s all yours. You have a change of clothes?”


  “Yes. I keep some in the bedroom closet.”


  “Okay.” Declan paused before leaving the bathroom. “I should tell you that our bad guys, X and Z, are dead, along with their older friend.”


  Remembering his encounter with Z, Leroy answered, “I assumed as much. Where are they now?”


  “I made a phone call. Had the bodies picked up a little while ago. They had no identification on them. The lab will try to make a positive ID.”


  “And Morgana?” asked Leroy.


  Declan shrugged. “I figured you’d want to handle that phone call.”


  Leroy’s shoulders fell. “You leave me with all the fun jobs, don’t you?”


  “That’s what happens when you’ve been sleeping for the last three hours.”


  Leroy grunted. “So much for sympathy.”


  Declan turned serious. “All kidding aside, Leroy, I’m glad you’re back among the living. You had us pretty scared.”


  Leroy smiled. “Me too, Declan. Me too. And thanks for what you did for me. I know Sarah was the ringleader, but I get a strong feeling she couldn’t have done it without help from everyone.”


  “No thanks required,” said Declan. “I’m just glad I don’t have to be the one who keeps John out of trouble.”


  Leroy chuckled. “Yes, that is a big job. You’re welcome to help at any time, though.”


  Declan smiled back. “He’s all yours.”


  “That’s what I thought.” Leroy responded. “Now get outta here. I’ve got to get myself cleaned up.”


  With that, Declan turned and left and Leroy closed the bathroom door.


  Twenty minutes later, Leroy reemerged, looking and feeling much better. He dropped his bloody clothes in the trashcan in the kitchen as Declan sat at the kitchen table, munching on a sandwich.


  “You’re looking better,” said Declan.


  “I don’t think I could have looked any worse.” He looked around the room and took in the scattered remnants of glass on the carpet and the bloodstains in various areas of the room. He allowed himself a moment to consider how close it had been for him, but it was unlike him to dwell on what could have been, so he shrugged it off and moved on.


  “Where’s Sherlock and Hannah?”


  Declan put down his sandwich. Lines of fatigue were etched in his face. “They’re in the master with Sarah. Hannah got her into some dry clothes and into bed. John won’t leave her side.” Declan’s worried look told Leroy a lot. “I told them to take a break and get something to eat. Neither of them has had a solid meal since yesterday.”


  “And?” asked Leroy.


  “Hannah said she’d be out soon.”


  “And Sherlock?”


  “Completely ignored me.”


  Leroy sighed. “Damn, he’s stubborn.”


  Declan agreed. “You don’t have to tell me. I grew up with him.”


  As if hearing her name mentioned, Hannah emerged from the bedroom. She looked almost as pale as Sarah. Dark circles were showing under her eyes.


  “Any food left?” she asked.


  “Sit down,” said Leroy. “I’ll get you something.”


  She did exactly that. The effects of the last hours were catching up to her and she looked like she could curl up on the chair and go to sleep. Her stomach growled and Leroy heard it.


  She perused Leroy. “Glad to see you’re up and around.”


  “I’m good as new, thanks.” Leroy walked over to the kitchen counter. He saw the jars and bread still sitting there. “What are you eating, Declan?”


  “Peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” Declan answered, taking another bite.


  “Really?” asked Leroy. “A fully stocked kitchen, and you’re eating that?”


  “I’ll take it,” said Hannah.


  “It’s easy and it’s fast,” replied Declan, “which are the only two major components I require right now.”


  “I hear you,” said Hannah, resting her head on her arm.


  “All right,” said Leroy, “one peanut butter and jelly sandwich coming up.”


  Declan observed Hannah as she rested her head with her eyes closed. “Don’t fall asleep yet. You’ve got a gourmet sandwich coming up.”


  She opened her eyes and sat up, stifling a yawn. She looked back at him with a serious expression. “So,” she said, “are we safe for now?”


  Declan stopped chewing, and Leroy stopped making the sandwich. They both looked at Hannah and then glanced at each other.


  “You heard what he said, didn’t you?” she asked, referring to X’s last words.


  Declan went back to chewing as Leroy resumed and completed the sandwich preparation. He cut the sandwich in half and brought it over and placed it in front of Hannah.


  “Here. Start eating. You want some water?” Leroy asked her.


  “Please,” replied Hannah, still waiting for an answer to her question. Leroy came back with her water and a sandwich he’d made for himself. He sat down and took a bite as Declan finished his own.


  Declan finally answered her as she took a bite of her food. “For now, I think we’re safe.”


  Hannah’s face looked like she’d just bitten into a gourmet dinner after years of eating microwave meals. “What does that mean?” she asked through a mouthful.


  Declan thought about it. “Whoever we’re dealing with here will have to regroup. I doubt very seriously that whoever is behind this was prepared to lose today.”


  “He may not even realize yet that his plan failed,” Leroy interjected, taking a bite of his own food.


  “He’ll realize it soon enough,” replied Declan.


  “How do we know there’s someone else? Maybe these guys were the ringleaders,” said Hannah.


  Declan took a moment to answer, unsure how to respond. Leroy waited to hear too.


  “That’s unlikely.” Declan knew that was not the answer they’d hoped to hear.


  Hannah’s expression turned somber. “So what happens next?”


  Declan considered lying to her but decided against it. “Since we have no idea who we’re dealing with, I can’t answer that.” He paused and watched Hannah take another bite. “But if he’s anything like the other two, then I think we can anticipate a significant response.”


  She stopped chewing after Declan’s answer and put down the rest of her sandwich. “I don’t think I’m hungry anymore.”


  Declan tried to put her at ease. “I don’t expect an immediate reaction. Our adversary needs to consider a few things before attacking again.”


  “Such as?” asked Leroy.


  “Well, Sarah put on quite a show. She turned out to be much more effective than I think he bargained for.”


  “Really?” asked Leroy.


  “Yes.” Declan realized Leroy and Hannah had missed the Sarah show from earlier. “She took those two out with no difficulty at all. She’s not one to mess around with.”


  “Well, at the moment, she’s not much of a threat,” replied Hannah.


  “Yes, but I doubt he knows that. Right now, I’m guessing he’s questioning his assumptions, wondering how to proceed next.”


  “Great,” said Hannah.


  “So we need to figure out who he is,” said Leroy, “and fast.”


  “Well, if he’s as powerful as those two were, then we’re in for a battle.” Declan leaned forward in his chair and rested his forearms on the table. “Which begs the question, who are these guys? How did they slip under the Council’s radar?”


  “Are they Red-Lines?” asked Hannah.


  “No,” replied Declan, “but they did have an unusual energy. Nothing I’ve ever felt before, and they were extremely well trained. Probably been trained since they were children in order to wield that kind of power.”


  “But trained by who?” asked Leroy, taking another bite.


  Pushing back his plate, Declan answered, “I don’t know. Maybe that’s who ‘Y’ is.”


  “Y?” asked both Leroy and Hannah together.


  “Yes, Y,” said Declan. “Our two visitors called themselves ‘X’ and ‘Z.’ We have to assume there’s a ‘Y’ somewhere.”


  “And he’s the one who wants Sarah?’ Hannah asked.


  Declan answered as best he could. “I don’t know, Hannah. I wish I did.”


  “Well,” Leroy cut in earnestly, “if we can’t get Sarah to pull through this, then there’s nothing left for him to fight for.”


  “That’s not going to happen.” Ramsey’s tempered voice responded resolutely from the hallway. “Not if I can help it.”


  The gazes of all three moved in his direction as Ramsey leaned against the wall nearby. He seemed to have shrunk over the past two days. Stubble covered his jaw, and his skin was taut and drawn. His whole body tensed, as if ready to spring into action at the slightest unexpected movement.


  “What?” said Declan, “If she lives, you want this mysterious Y to come for her?”


  Ramsey furrowed his brow. “You know what I mean, Declan. She’ll survive this. And if this ‘Y’ wants to come get her, he’ll have to go through me first.”


  His fuse shortened by weariness, Declan bit back. “In case you hadn’t noticed, we got our butts kicked by those two. You are not much of a threat to him.”


  Ramsey’s anger quickly flared. “What are you saying, Declan, that I can’t protect her?”


  Declan responded in kind. “Look at yourself, John. I doubt you could protect a stray dog from a cat at this point. You’re getting too close.”


  Ramsey’s emotional balance, already precarious, completely dissolved at Declan’s remarks. Furious, he rushed forward in Declan’s direction as Declan got up from his chair, ready to defend himself. “Don’t you tell me how to do my job, Declan,” Ramsey spat. “I don’t want your advice or your help. I didn’t want you here in the first place.”


  Declan didn’t back down. “You can’t do this all by yourself, John. Stop acting like a spoiled child.”


  Ramsey stood mere inches from Declan. “Spoiled? If anyone knows anything about being spoiled, Declan, it would be you.”


  “That’s enough out of both of you!” Leroy’s booming voice sounded through the room, and Hannah jumped. Leroy watched the two brothers glare at each other, neither backing down. “As I see it,” he continued, “forget spoiled. You’re both a couple of idiots.” He continued his scolding, trying his best to distract the both of them from the matter at hand. They were both overwrought and exhausted, and were using this as an outlet of repressed tension. “Now both of you sit down and shut up. We’ve got better things to do than fight amongst ourselves.”


  His shouting seemed to pierce their defenses, and they both relaxed their postures a bit. Ramsey broke the stare first and took a step back, looking at Leroy. “You’re right, Leroy.” He took a breath, as if to calm himself. “I’ve got better things to do.” He shot another angry look at Declan and then turned to leave the room.


  “Sherlock!” Leroy yelled, but Ramsey kept walking and disappeared back into the bedroom. Leroy let him go.


  Declan took a deep breath and tried to relax. He knew he’d baited his brother, but damn if John couldn’t rile him faster than anyone else he knew. He sat back down, but still angry, he banged his fist onto the table, startling Hannah again.


  She regarded him with aggravation. “The two of you could benefit from some serious psychoanalysis,” she said.


  Declan looked at her, unamused.


  “I agree,” stated Leroy, taking the last bite of his sandwich. Swallowing it, he looked over at a disgruntled Declan. “So, idiot number one,” he said, unaffected by Declan’s mood, “what’s our next move?”


  Silently steaming, Declan seriously considered returning Leroy to his deathbed one more time.


  **


  RAMSEY SAT IN the darkened room, the last vestiges of light gone as the day had turned to night. He’d left the others in the kitchen a while ago and had remained in the bedroom. Fatigue burned his eyes, and his stomach demanded food, but he ignored both. He knew he needed sleep, but his restlessness prevented it. He continued to watch the still form in the bed, barely visible in the mound of covers. Only her eyes and forehead peered out, but she showed no signs of life, save the occasional movement from the rise and fall from her breathing.


  A noise from the doorway broke his stare, and he looked up.


  Leroy stood just inside the door, watching him. “You need to get some rest,” he said.


  Ramsey paid no attention to him and returned his gaze to Sarah’s sleeping form. Sleeping was the wrong word, though. She had retreated somewhere, and he didn’t know how to bring her back.


  Leroy entered the bedroom. He moved closer to his friend and, grabbing a chair, placed it next to Ramsey’s and sat. He stayed quiet for a moment as he also watched Sarah in the bed. Then he eyed his friend and tried to reach out again. “Sherlock, listen to me. There’s nothing else you can do. The rest is up to her.”


  Ramsey said nothing at first, but then, shifting forward in his chair and putting his elbows on his knees, he looked down. He sat there for a moment and then turned his head toward Leroy, his eyes conveying the pain Leroy knew he felt. “She’s dying, Leroy.”


  Leroy said nothing. No words came to mind. Ramsey turned his head back down and continued to look at the floor.


  Leroy finally found his voice. “I sent Hannah and Declan to get some rest. They’re both exhausted.” He watched Ramsey, who had no reaction. “You need to do the same. I’ll stay with her.”


  Ramsey sighed, still looking at the floor. “You need to go home to Olivia. You’ve been through hell yourself.”


  “I already talked to Olivia. Told her that work required me to leave town for a few days. I’ll explain it all to her later.” When Ramsey said nothing, he continued. “And besides, after Sarah did her magic on me, I feel great. Whatever mojo she used, it’s got quite a kick to it. I’ve got more energy than the four of you combined, probably twice more, by the looks of you. Point is, get your butt out of that chair and go get some sleep. And,” he added, “there’s an outstanding peanut butter and jelly sandwich waiting for you, if you’re interested.”


  Hoping he’d swayed his friend, Leroy waited.


  Ramsey lifted his head again to look at Sarah, appearing to think about it. He brought his hand up to his face and rubbed his eyes. Putting his hand back down, he seemed to come to a decision. “What about another threat? How do we know we’re safe?”


  “I talked to Declan about that. He did not perceive any threats for the time being. Whoever this is will need to regroup before coming at us again.”


  Ramsey considered that before responding. “What you mean is, he won’t come for her now, if she’s going to die anyway.”


  Leroy argued with that statement. “If that’s what I meant, then I would have said it.”


  Ramsey remained quiet. Finally, he responded. “Okay, Leroy.” He swiveled his head toward his friend. “I’ll go get some rest. Just give me a few minutes with her. I’ll be out in a second.”


  Leroy read his friend’s eyes and understood. He nodded his head. “You okay?” he asked.


  Ramsey gave him a sad smile and stared back down at the carpet. “No,” he said.


  Leroy didn’t answer. He sat for a moment with him and stood slowly. “I’ll wait in the living room.” He walked to the door and stopped. Looking back at Ramsey, he said, “I’ll come back if you’re not out of here in five minutes.”


  Ramsey glanced up at him. “Stop worrying about me.” He sat taller in his seat. “I’ll be out soon.”


  With a last look, Leroy left the room.


  Ramsey watched him leave, then focused back on Sarah. He stood from his seat and approached the bed. She lay on her side, facing away from him. He thought about the preceding few days and all that had happened, about how much she’d been through and how she’d come to trust him. He realized how much he’d come to like her, how much she’d amazed him with her courage and willingness, how much he’d learned as she’d begun her Shift. He thought about all the potential she contained and the abilities she’d exhibited in such a short period of time. Knowing Leroy would hold him to his five minutes, he kicked off his shoes and lifted the covers. Sliding in beneath them, he moved up closer to her. He dropped the covers back down onto both of them. Ramsey shifted himself up next to her, his front to her back. Despite the covers and the clothes she wore, her body was still cold to the touch. He slid as close as he could, making as much contact with her as possible. His chest to her back and his legs tucked up behind hers, he wrapped his top arm around her, bringing it up to lie against her belly. He eased his other arm beneath her head and neck, ensuring her comfort as well as his own. Then he rested his head against the back of hers, his chin resting against the back of her head. He moved even closer wherever he could. The blankets covered them both, and his body heat began to escalate, warming him, but not her. Comfortable against her, he stilled his mind, thinking only about bringing her back. He knew this was dangerous, but if it worked, then it was worth the risk. He hoped Leroy would understand.


  He breathed deeply and relaxed his body, letting all his emotions quiet. As his energy calmed and his mind emptied, he reached out to her. Remembering how she felt that first time he touched her hand, such a short time ago, he recalled the rush up his arm and the tingles on his skin. He used that memory to search for her now. He sought for her energetic signature, and he let that energy build within him. He used his abilities to increase his own energy in order to build the power he would need to connect with her, when, or if, he found her. His mind, focused singularly on Sarah, slowly lost its connection to the external world. The room, the bed, the sounds, the smells all disappeared from his consciousness as Ramsey moved deeper and deeper into a trance-like state. Within minutes, he’d drifted away from the outside world and, letting go completely, was lost in his search for her.


  Eight minutes later, Leroy returned, ready to drag his friend out by the ears if necessary. It surprised him when he saw the empty chair. Leroy scanned the dark room as his eyes adjusted to the faint light that drifted in from the main part of the house. He glanced at the mound under the bedcovers, but ignored it as he wondered where his friend had disappeared to. As soon as he had the thought, his eyes shot back to the bed. He leaned over and flipped on the bedside lamp. Soft light flooded the room, and he saw what he’d feared—two heads instead of one.


  “Damn it,” he muttered to himself. He knew he should have been suspicious when Sherlock had not argued with him earlier about leaving the room and getting some rest. “What have you done, Sherlock?” he said to no one as he watched the unconscious forms in the bed, one wrapped around, and embracing, the other. “What the hell have you done?”


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  

  


  RAMSEY LUMBERED THROUGH the stillness, his limbs as heavy as tree trunks. The air felt weighted, and he fought the urge to lift his arms to part it. Devoid of color, his surroundings carried only the hues of browns and grays as if he walked through a foggy moonscape, the only difference being the heaviness he carried with him as he walked. Despite his weariness, he kept moving forward, Sarah’s energy signature still tingling through him. He could feel her nearness, but she’d closed down considerably, and making his way toward her only increased in difficulty as he got closer. He continued to move, though, determined to force his way through. He felt her shutting down, and despite his mental fatigue, he picked up his pace.


  After what felt like hours, the fogginess began to lift and some of the weight in his limbs eased. He slowed his pace and stilled himself, reconnecting to her. Feeling her proximity, he continued in the direction in which he felt pulled. As he moved, the fog continued to clear and his movements became easier and faster-paced.


  Suddenly, the air around him lifted, and he became aware of her presence. He couldn’t see her, but he sensed her. He’d managed to breach the defenses she’d erected around herself, and he now slowed his approach, gently moving toward her through her waning energetic field. As he did so, the tingling within him increased and the essence of her surged through him. It was exactly what he’d felt when he’d taken her hand before, as if she knew he was there. Without a second thought about the consequences to himself, he stepped toward the coalescence that appeared before him as his proximity to it increased. He felt her warm presence and, without hesitation, merged with it as it surrounded and enveloped him.


  Now connected with her, he found himself ignited with heat, power, and desire, and its intensity overwhelmed him. It lasted only seconds before it waned. It was if she’d recognized him, and in her excitement, her energy had flared, but unable to sustain it, she began to deteriorate again. He felt her weakness and knew she had no remaining reserves. With his added presence and stability, though, he hoped to help her find her way back. He shivered as he felt the cold for the first time.


  **


  THE SUN BROKE through the clouds as it rose above the horizon. Slices of light pierced the curtain edges as the dawn broke, and the house brightened. Hannah had awakened earlier and, after a quick shower, had moved through the house opening a few strategic curtains to let in the light. She suspected Declan would disapprove, but she was tired of walking through a dreary house. Besides, the house had plenty of cover from the front fence and the large shrubs and trees surrounding the property, and if anyone were snooping around, Declan would realize it.


  She started a cup of coffee for herself and debated going to the bedroom to check on Sarah. Everything was quiet, and Leroy had not awakened her during the night, which he’d promised to do if anything changed. She hoped Ramsey was getting some much-needed sleep. The coffeemaker slowed its dripping, and she pulled out her mug and added some cream. When she turned, she almost dropped the cup, startled to see Declan standing behind her.


  “Jeez…” she said, checking to see if any of her coffee had spilled, “you scared me.” She sighed at him. “Where did you come from?”


  He looked at her with a smile and reached for his own coffee mug. “Sorry, bad habit. I tend to be in stealth mode most of the time.”


  She moved out of the way as he cleaned out the small filter to start his own cup of coffee. “How long have you been up?” she asked.


  “About an hour. I got a shower and checked the house and the perimeter and did some calisthenics.”


  “Really?” She studied him. “You sure you and Ramsey aren’t biologically related?”


  He smirked at her when she said that. “Completely sure.”


  “Could have fooled me,” she said to herself.


  “What?” he asked, hearing her murmur.


  She walked to the kitchen table to sit down. “Nothing.”


  He doubted that, but he let it pass.


  Declan wondered about Sarah’s current condition. He’d received no threatening signals in the night, so he assumed that Leroy was with her and that his brother was getting some downtime, which he sorely needed, considering his mood the previous day. His own coffee ready, Declan picked it up and sat down with Hannah at the table.


  He noticed the brightness in the house and the sunlight streaming through the windows. “The curtains are open,” he stated.


  Hannah couldn’t help herself. “My, your powers of observation are impressive.”


  He ignored her sarcasm. “Why are they open?”


  She narrowed her eyes at him as he went into security mode. “I think it was the curtain fairy.”


  He looked at her strangely. “The curtain what?”


  She rolled her eyes at him. “Come on, Declan. This house is like a tomb. We’ve got to get some sunlight in here. Things are gloomy enough without having a depressing atmosphere, too. Besides, you said yourself, everything was clear.”


  “It’s clear for now. But things change. We don’t need anyone looking though our windows and seeing objects flying around or women with red skin bringing people back to life. It could cause a few problems.”


  This time, she gave him an annoyed look. “Granted, Declan, we don’t need that, but circumstances are slightly different at the moment. Nobody’s healing anybody, much less heaving objects around the room. I think we can allow ourselves a short period of daylight for the time being.”


  He didn’t say anything and seemed to quietly debate the matter. He relaxed a little before deciding. “All right,” he said, “they can stay open for now. But if anything changes, they close. Okay?”


  She smiled and relaxed her own posture, grateful to have won the small battle with him.


  They drank their coffee in relative silence, appreciating the sun as it warmed the room, until Leroy quietly entered. He approached the table and sat down with them, but seemed distant, staring off as if distracted.


  “Good morning,” she said, but when he didn’t say anything, she asked, “What’s wrong?”


  Declan worried the worst had happened. “Is it Sarah?”


  Leroy sighed at Declan’s question. “Your brother is a damn fool.”


  “You mean my stepbrother,” Declan replied, furrowing his brow. “What’s he done now?” Leroy’s irritation was evident, but beneath it sat a layer of worry, and Declan felt it. He sat up higher in his chair and waited for Leroy to answer.


  “He’s connected with her. Or at least I assume he has. Damn idiot. He knows better.”


  “Connected with her? What does that mean?” asked Hannah.


  Declan didn’t say anything.


  Leroy answered her. “He reached out to her to connect energetically to try and bring her back.”


  Declan sat back in his chair and looked down at the floor.


  Hannah didn’t understand. “Isn’t that a good thing? Don’t we want to bring her back?”


  “It’s one of the first rules of protection,” said Leroy. “You never connect with a Shifter. Their energy is highly unstable. Their energy fluctuations can affect the connected individual. They can suck you dry or overwhelm you and cause your whole system to short-circuit. Once you connect, you’re unlikely to disconnect until the Shifter releases you. It’s dangerous. And that’s just with a Gray-Line. With a Red-Line…” He didn’t continue. The implications didn’t have to be spelled out.


  Declan finally responded. He raised his head and put his coffee cup on the table. “I told him not to compromise himself for her.” He stared back at Leroy. “Now what do we do? Can we get him back?”


  Leroy’s face did not look hopeful.


  “Where is he?” asked Hannah.


  “The bedroom.”


  Hannah and Declan stood at the same time. Heading into the room, they both stopped as they took in the sight in front of them. Ramsey lay behind Sarah, wrapped around her as if in a warm embrace. The blankets enveloped both of them.


  Leroy joined them in the room.


  “We can’t just wake him up?” asked Hannah.


  “If he’s connected with her, no, we can’t. If we pull him away with force, it could kill him.”


  “You said ‘if’ he’s connected with her. What if he’s not? What if he didn’t succeed?” Declan asked as he watched the duo apparently sleeping in the bed.


  “Then he’s getting a damn good sleep right now, which he better enjoy, because when he wakes up, I’m going to make him wish he’d slept forever.”


  “Well, how do we know which it is?” Hannah was still trying to grasp this new information.


  “We don’t. He’ll either wake up refreshed or he’ll stay that way until she lets him go. If we try to wake him and he is connected, it could be disastrous for both of them.”


  Declan stood at the foot of the bed. He appeared calm, yet focused.


  Leroy noticed. “What are you getting, Declan?”


  Declan stood quietly for a few more seconds. He closed his eyes before opening them again, looking up at Hannah and Leroy. “He succeeded. He’s connected to her. I can’t feel him at all.”


  His suspicions confirmed, Leroy rubbed a hand over his head in aggravation. “I figured he’d succeed. Damn fool never gives up until he gets what he wants.”


  Hannah listened to the exchange between the two men. “So what do we do now?” she asked.


  “We wait,” said Declan.


  “For what?”


  Declan shifted his gaze from the couple in the bed to Leroy, who returned his look and sighed as he answered Hannah’s question. “Wait to see if he can bring her back without getting hurt, or worse, in the process.”


  “And if he can’t bring her back?” Hannah asked.


  Leroy looked at her. “Then in all likelihood, he dies with her.”


  The implications of Ramsey’s actions finally sinking in, Hannah appeared shocked. She walked over to Ramsey’s side of the bed and lifted the sheets.


  “Careful,” said Declan. “What are you doing?”


  Hannah gingerly touched Ramsey’s skin. “He’s ice cold.” She checked Sarah. “She’s sucking the heat right out of him.” Hannah took Ramsey’s pulse and then Sarah’s. “Their heartbeats match exactly. His vitals mirror hers”. She put the blankets back down to cover them. “He won’t be able to handle these conditions for very long. He needs food and water. He’s an icicle right now. We need to heat him up.”


  Neither Declan nor Leroy said anything.


  “Can we do that?” asked Hannah. “Can we work on him while he’s connected?”


  “Whatever you do to him, you do to her, and vice versa,” Leroy answered.


  Hannah considered that. “Well, throwing something warm on him shouldn’t hurt. We have an electric blanket.”


  Leroy and Declan both looked at each other again, and Declan shrugged. “I don’t think it would hurt.”


  Hannah started to leave the room but stopped as she neared the door. She hesitated.


  “What is it?” asked Leroy.


  She stared over at him. “We have to think of a way to get him back, Leroy. If this works and she starts to generate the kind of heat she did before…”


  Leroy finished her sentence. “She’ll boil him alive.”


  Hannah said nothing as she walked out of the room.


  **


  DECLAN SAT BY the bed while Hannah adjusted the blanket over Ramsey and Sarah. She had been monitoring both of them since the morning, with little to no change in either of them during the last eight hours. Restless with waiting but unable to do anything else, Declan listened to Leroy’s raised voice from the other room. Leroy had finally called to update Morgana on the situation, and he’d been talking to her for over an hour. If Leroy’s booming voice was any indication, the conversation had deteriorated.


  Declan tuned him out as Hannah finished and joined him by the bed. “Any change?” he asked.


  “Not really.” She stretched and rubbed her tired neck, looking as if her rest from the previous night now felt light years away. She watched the sleeping duo. “I suppose that’s good news. They’re not getting any worse.”


  “Maybe.” Declan didn’t seem so convinced. Leroy’s voice reached them again. “I’m beginning to think Leroy may be in worse shape than those two,” Declan observed.


  “Yeah, well,” answered Hannah, “at least the conversation won’t kill him.”


  Declan made a brief chuckle. “You don’t know Morgana very well.”


  Hannah threw a confused glance at him just as Leroy stormed into the room.


  He dropped his phone onto the side table. “That woman is the most irritating, difficult, unpleasant, annoying...” He paced as he tried to think of another adjective.


  “Aggravating,” Declan interjected.


  “Yes, that too,” said Leroy.


  Hannah tried to help. “Exasperating?”


  Leroy agreed. “You have no idea.”


  “Conversation went well?” asked Declan.


  Leroy huffed and sat down with the two of them. “She’s coming over here.”


  “What?” Declan sat up at that information.


  “She wants to see what’s going on and talk to the two of you.”


  “How delightful.” Declan scowled. “That’s all we need right now, to be interrogated.” He sat back. “When is she coming?”


  “Tomorrow,” said Leroy, rubbing his eyes. “She’s calling an emergency council meeting now. They’ll be in session for several hours, no doubt.”


  “Tomorrow?” asked Hannah.


  “Yes,” answered Leroy, hearing a strange tone in her voice. He leaned over to look at her. “Why? Does it matter?”


  She studied him and then the couple in the bed. “No, I guess not. We should know by then, though, don’t you think? About how this is going to go?”


  Leroy didn’t answer. He shifted in his seat as his focus returned to his friend and Sarah, still in the same position as before. “Yes,” he said, his voice haggard. “They’ll either be better or worse.”


  “Or dead,” Declan interjected.


  Leroy tensed. “I think that would cover the ‘or worse’ part.”


  Declan met Leroy’s angry face. “Sorry,” he said. “Guess I’m just a little strung out.” He stood. “I’m going to take a walk, check out the house again.” He left the room as Hannah and Leroy looked on.


  “He cares more about him than he lets on,” Hannah said after Declan left.


  Leroy continued to stare at the empty doorway. “He does,” he said in response, then moved his gaze back to the bed. “They both do.”


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  

  


  RAMSEY SHIVERED IN the darkness. His vision no longer necessary, he acted on feelings alone. He’d remained in this state for an unknown amount of time. Time, in fact, had become an unnecessary factor. Ten years or ten minutes could have passed and he would not have known the difference. Since merging with Sarah during that unknown period of time, though, he had developed the ability to sense her shifting energy. When he felt her falter, he gathered and utilized his own strength to brace her, and when she showed signs of initiative, he’d ease off, allowing himself time to rest before he began again. The cold sapped him as the give-and-take process continued, but she seemed to have stabilized, and he endured the consistent stabs of shivering. Thankfully, her temperature didn’t continue to lower. As time passed and his fatigue grew, he ignored it and pushed forward, regardless of his limitations. He understood the ramifications of his actions, but he refused to stop. He’d committed himself to her protection, and he would see it through to the end.


  He felt her energy shift again, and he acted to bolster her, but his reaction time had slowed and his need to recover from these periods of activity had increased. He recognized that his own physical and mental needs were growing, and the time he had left to assist her dwindled as his own energy capacity diminished and weakened. If she didn’t come around soon, then it would not be long before they both succumbed.


  Unexpectedly, her period of rest ended and he took a much-needed break as she picked up some strength and took the reins back for a bit. He hoped the next time he was needed, he’d have the fortitude to step in. He took a moment to steady himself and relax his mind. Even though he didn’t move physically, the strenuous mental exertion made him feel as if he’d spent hours lifting weights at the gym. He allowed himself a moment to disengage, and without realizing it, fell asleep as his body finally gave in to its needs.


  Another amount of time passed, and he awoke internally. Delirious and confused, he forgot where he was until the familiar feel of her presence returned. Groggy, he reengaged and attempted to jump in and help, certain he’d been out too long and she had weakened again. Surprisingly, though, her energy still maintained its previous levels. He assumed that he must have been out for only a few short minutes, and he waited for her to return the reins to him, but time continued to pass with no change from her. As he waited, his disorientation diminished. Adjusting to the current conditions, he became aware of two things; first, Sarah’s strength had improved dramatically while he was out, and second, he was no longer cold. In fact, he was starting to sweat.


  **


  HANNAH SLEPT FITFULLY on the floor. She had remade the pallet by the bed, and even though Leroy had tried to convince her to return to the other bedroom to sleep, she had insisted that he needed the rest more than her. He had been up the entire previous night. She told him to take a break, that she would keep an eye on Ramsey and Sarah. Despite what she’d said, she’d gone to the kitchen for a glass of water around one a.m. only to find Leroy sacked out on the couch. She debated waking him and making him move to a more comfortable spot, but she doubted he’d listen to her. At least he was sleeping, she figured.


  After announcing another round of surveillance around the house and property, Declan had disappeared again around midnight, and she had not seen him since. Now, hours later, as she watched the first glimmers of light appear, she closed her eyes and hoped to sleep for maybe one more hour. She’d heard nothing from the two in the bed. There’d been no change when she’d checked on them a few hours ago. She considered getting up again to see how they were doing, but her body refused to comply. She closed her eyes again, telling herself she would get up in a few minutes and make a cup of coffee.


  Hannah was surprised when she opened her eyes and full daylight appeared to have arrived. Bright sunshine filtered softly into the room. She must have slept for at least another hour, maybe more. Glad that she’d at least managed a little more rest, she emerged from her cocoon on the floor. She stretched, trying to remove the kinks from her back and shoulders, and massaged her neck. She looked at the bed and saw what she’d seen before—Ramsey and Sarah, one wrapped around the other.


  Hannah started to walk toward the hallway to find her way to the kitchen when something caught her eye. She looked closer at the couple in the bed, specifically Ramsey. As she neared, her eyes widened. She suspected what might be occurring, so she quickly grabbed the covers and pulled them off the sleeping duo. Shocked, she saw Ramsey’s skin and clothes glistening with sweat and Sarah’s skin blushing bright red.


  She took a few steps back in disbelief. Her vocal cords frozen momentarily, she could say nothing. But her paralysis was short-lived. “Leroy!” she yelled when she found her voice. “Come here! Quick!”


  A few seconds passed before Hannah heard the rushing footsteps. Leroy appeared at the door, looking disheveled and slightly disoriented, with Declan, obviously nearby and picking up on Hannah’s anxiety, right behind him.


  “What?” Leroy asked, somewhat breathless. “What is it?”


  When Hannah didn’t answer, he looked like he was about to yell at her for almost scaring him back to death, but Declan’s voice stopped him. “Look.”


  Leroy followed the gaze of both Hannah and Declan and his eyes widened.


  “I’ll be damned,” he said, gaping. Ramsey lay soaking in sweat, and Sarah’s skin had regained its bright red tint. “He did it. He’s bringing her back.” Despite the obvious complications, Leroy smiled.


  Hannah didn’t share his enthusiasm. “Excuse me, but this is not a good thing, Leroy. If we don’t get him away from her, she’s going to kill him.”


  Leroy’s smile dropped, and he took a moment to think. He asked Declan, “Any ideas?”


  Declan’s expression did not suggest confidence. “I don’t know,” he said, “You’re the Protector.”


  Leroy’s brow furrowed. “I was a Protector. Past tense.”


  “Just the same,” Declan answered, “you’ve still got more experience than me.”


  Leroy studied the duo in the bed. “I guess we don’t have much to lose. We have to try and get him away from her.”


  “But you said that would kill him,” Hannah stated.


  “This is already killing him. Look at her. She’s heating up fast.” He paused, thinking. “You said the water helps her?”


  “Yes,” answered Hannah. “She probably needs it now, but we can’t put him in with her, not unless you want Ramsey soup.”


  He frowned at her. “Thanks for that visual.”


  “Sorry, but I think I got my point across.”


  “Quite well, thanks,” interjected Declan. He turned toward Leroy. “What’s your plan?”


  “Well,” Leroy answered, “it’s pretty basic, actually. We shake him, yell at him, and try to get him to come back.” Leroy watched Declan for confirmation. “Sound good?”


  Declan considered it. “Pretty simple, but it works for me.”


  “Okay, then,” said Leroy. “Let’s give it a try.”


  Both he and Declan moved around to the side of the bed where Ramsey lay.


  “Are you sure you two know what you are doing?” asked Hannah, moving to the edge of the bed.


  “We have no idea what we’re doing,” Leroy answered. “I think we’ve established that.”


  Hannah sighed. “Sorry. I know. I’m just a little ambivalent about this plan of yours.”


  Leroy didn’t disagree. “You and me both, but unless you’ve got a better idea…?” He waited for her to answer.


  She watched both Leroy and Declan, but she could only shake her head in response.


  “Then here goes,” said Declan. He shifted his attention to his stepbrother. “John?” he said, leaning down, “Can you hear me?” He placed his hand lightly on Ramsey’s shoulder and shook him. “John?” he repeated. “It’s Declan. Come on. We need you to come back to us.”


  “Sherlock?” said Leroy. “It’s Leroy. Get your butt back here. You’ve done your job. She’s back. Now disconnect and get away from her. She’s going to cook you to death if you don’t.” He paused before continuing in a louder tone. “Come on, Sherlock! Don’t be so stubborn.”


  “John,” Declan continued, shaking him harder, trying to provoke him. “I always knew you were stupid, but this time you’ve really outdone yourself. Now get back here so I can tell you what a fool you are.”


  “Sherlock? Sherlock, can you hear me?” Leroy sat on the edge of the bed. He tried slapping his friend’s cheeks to get him to regain consciousness, but Ramsey showed no reaction. His damp hair was slick and plastered to his face as sweat beaded and trickled down his neck.


  Both of them kept up the verbal harassment for several more minutes until Declan stopped Leroy. “Wait,” he said as Leroy continued to try and wake his friend. “Leroy, stop.” Declan grasped Leroy’s arm. “This is not working. We’re going about this the wrong way.”


  Frustrated, Leroy gave up and listened. “What do you mean?”


  Declan looked at Sarah, lying peacefully next to Ramsey. “It’s not John we should be talking to. It’s her.”


  Leroy stood, focusing on Sarah. “You think?”


  “Yes. Think about it. She’s the one coming around. She cares for him. If she realized what she was doing, she would let go of him. We just need to get through to her.”


  Leroy nodded. “We have to consider one possibility, though,” he added. “We could make it worse.” He looked at Declan. “If she’s unstable and reacts to us as if we’re a threat, it could speed things up.”


  “I don’t think we have a choice,” said Declan. “We don’t have any other options. We have to take that chance.”


  Leroy agreed. He took the lead and leaned closer to Sarah. “Sarah?” he said gently, but with force. “Can you hear me?” He shook her lightly. “We need your help. Sherlock’s in trouble.” He shook her harder. “He’s attached himself to you, and we can’t get him back. We need you to let him go. Can you hear me?” He continued to shake her, but there was no reaction.


  Declan tried as well, speaking softly as he moved to her side of the bed and sat down. “Listen, Sarah,” he said. “I know you can hear us. I need you to use your heightened senses and understand what’s happening right now.” He reached out with his hand and encircled her wrist. He almost pulled back when he felt her intense heat run up his arm, but he stayed with her and reached out very gently, trying not to scare her or cause her to react defensively. He directed his own energy, sending it carefully up her arm and into her body, hoping to get her attention without causing more damage. He said nothing as he continued this tactic, anticipating that this might be the best way to communicate with her. Leroy stepped back and let Declan take the lead.


  Declan moved closer to her. His instincts told him to take his time, and he continued to send soft waves of energy through her. In return, he could feel her energy spike, and he knew it would be unwise to startle her. She felt heavy with the force building within her, and if she erupted…well, there was no telling the damage she could do, and not just to John.


  “Sarah.” He tried speaking to her again, probing deeper as easily as he could. “It’s Declan. You can trust me. I’m just trying to reach John. Can you find him for me?” He waited and felt for her reaction. Nothing happened. He probed deeper with his mind. “Sarah,” he repeated, “I need you to hear me. We’re running out of time.”


  Again, he waited but received no response. Getting impatient, but still maintaining control, he tried again, sending an even bigger jolt through her. This time, he was rewarded with a response from Sarah—a slight movement, as if she felt his energy.


  Encouraged, he kept going. “Sarah, I know you felt that. Don’t pull away from me.”


  Hannah watched with concern from the side of the bed. “Careful, Declan. We don’t need you hurt, too.”


  “Believe me,” he responded, almost whispering, “I’m going as slow as I can.”


  “Is she responding?” asked Leroy, watching intently from his own vantage point.


  “I think she stirred after the last attempt. I think she’s aware of my presence.”


  “Keep going. And hurry. Sherlock’s looking a little ragged.”


  “I’m going as fast as I dare to, Leroy. No need to poke the bear if I can avoid it.”


  “Well, you can’t. Poke a little harder. I have a feeling we don’t have much time left.”


  “We don’t,” said Hannah, with her hand on Ramsey’s forehead. “He’s burning up.”


  Declan sighed, debating with himself how far to push his luck. He focused back on Sarah. He gathered up some more strength and, hoping she would not retaliate, sent a powerful jolt up through her arm and into her chest and midsection. “Sarah!” he said, almost yelling.


  A force rushed back at him and hit him square in the chest, and he was shoved off the bed and through the air. He hit the wall hard, and the air rushed out of him as his lungs contracted. He leaned sideways and fought to suck back in the air he’d lost. Declan expected some reaction from Leroy or Hannah as he tried to raise himself off the floor, but he was dismayed to find that they were both completely ignoring him.


  “Hey,” he wheezed, “you two want to give me some help here?” He tried to stand but fell back down on the floor as a wave of dizziness hit him. He looked up to see both Hannah and Leroy crouching on the ground away from him. When the dizziness cleared and his vision refocused, he saw that they were both leaning over his brother, who now lay on the floor by the bed, away from Sarah.


  Leroy finally stood and came over, then kneeled next to him. “You did it. He’s away from her.”


  “What?”


  “When she shoved you back, she shoved him away, too.”


  Declan looked over at the still form of his brother on the floor. “How is he?”


  “He’s alive. She didn’t kill him when she let go of him. Hannah’s helping him now, but we need to get Sarah into some water before she burns out.”


  Declan shook his head in pain. “She’s all yours, Leroy. I don’t need another sucker punch. I’m not touching her.”


  “You call that a punch? She barely touched you. If she’d wanted to, she’d have sent you right through the wall.”


  “Are you telling me I should be grateful?” Declan rubbed the back of his head.


  Leroy regarded him. “You just saved your brother from a painful death, and you’ve got a bump on the head to show for it. I’d say you got off easy. Now your good deed for the day is not done. Help me get her into the water and I promise I’ll give you a nice lollipop for your efforts. How does that sound?”


  “You’re all heart, Leroy.”


  “That’s what they say. Now get up, slowpoke, and go run the bathwater.”


  Declan stared up at Leroy, still rubbing his head. “And just why, exactly, is my brother friends with you?”


  “Because I’m so lovable. Now move.” Leroy stood and turned away as Declan glared at him. He stopped, though, when Declan attempted to rise, holding his midsection and groaning. Leroy turned back, leaned over and offered his hand. Declan paused, looking up at Leroy, before gladly accepting the offer of assistance. Leroy pulled, hauling Declan to his feet.


  Leroy patted Declan’s shoulder lightly as Declan gained his balance. “And in case I didn’t mention it,” said Leroy, meeting Declan’s eyes, “thanks.”


  Declan said nothing as Leroy broke the brief contact and returned to the bed to retrieve Sarah, resuming his previous authoritative state. Surprised at having glimpsed the affectionate side of Leroy, Declan smiled to himself, turned, and gingerly headed toward the bathroom.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  

  


  SOME HOURS LATER, as Sarah lay in bathwater in a rolling boil, and Ramsey slept in an almost unconscious state on the bed after Declan and Leroy had returned him to it, there was a loud but brief knock on the door.


  Leroy reluctantly opened it to face a stately Morgana wearing a stylish brown and white pantsuit, her hair swept up in its usual sleek chignon. She scrutinized Leroy up and down before entering. “You look like hell,” she said.


  Leroy began a sarcastic retort but was interrupted by Declan.


  “Morgana. Charming as always.” Declan regarded her as she stood at the door. “Please come in. Don’t mind the mess.”


  Morgana scrutinized Declan as well. “What the hell is going on here? Don’t you two shower?” She bustled in as Leroy and Declan stepped aside. She stopped to observe the condition of the house. Glass and spatters of blood littered the carpet, and assorted broken furniture lay strewn over it. The back window was broken, covered by a large piece of plywood. The only section that appeared relatively untouched was the kitchen, but even that had dirty plates and cups piled in the sink, and the counters were littered with crumbs and open food containers.


  “Apparently, you don’t clean either.”


  Declan answered first. “We fired the housekeeper.”


  “And between you and me,” Leroy said, “Hannah’s a bit of a slob.” He shut the door behind him.


  Morgana turned and fired a glare at both of them, her stately and elegant posture looking out of place in the broken remains of the house. She looked like a queen in a farmhouse.


  She ignored their banter and went straight to the point. “Where is she?” When they both stood there, looking spent and saying nothing, she asked, “What, are you deaf as well as dirty? Is she still alive?”


  “Who, Hannah?” asked Leroy. “She’s fine. A little tired maybe, but—”


  “You know who I’m referring to.” Morgana’s patience had deteriorated as fast as Leroy’s.


  “Gee,” replied Leroy, crossing his arms, “and I thought you were here to check on us.”


  Morgana narrowed her eyes at him. “When the fate of our people rests on your well-being, you’ll be the first to earn my undivided attention, but for now, Leroy, get over that inflated ego of yours and answer my question.”


  Leroy’s impatience snapped. “You can take your undivided attention and shove it up your—”


  “Yes, she’s alive and well,” interrupted Declan, glancing at Leroy, warning him to stay cool.


  Leroy pursed his lips, and Morgana looked over at Declan, dismissing Leroy. “Well, at least you’ve accomplished something in the midst of this disaster.”


  “Disaster?” asked Declan. “Next time we face a situation like this, feel free to take the reins, Morgana. I’d like to see you do any better.”


  She didn’t answer him, perhaps because she knew she was taking out her frustration with her own problems on them. She allowed the comment to pass.


  The three stood staring with hardened features at each other as emotions ran high. But none of them spoke. Finally, Morgana, realizing that angering them accomplished nothing, decided to take the initiative and attempted to calm the choppy waters.


  She looked around her surroundings. “Perhaps one of you could offer me a drink?” She pulled out a kitchen chair and sat down, her back straight. “I assume you’ve got something stronger than milk or orange juice.”


  Leroy watched her and, releasing some of his tension, uncrossed his arms and headed toward the kitchen. “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said since I’ve known you.” He went straight to the liquor cabinet and pulled out a bottle of Scotch. He grabbed a few glasses and put a fingerful in each. He brought them over and sat them down as Declan joined him at the table. Leroy took a sip and let the heat slide down his throat, then watched Declan and Morgana do the same. He allowed himself a moment to enjoy the warm sensation as it blossomed in his belly and radiated through his midsection. He took a deep breath and sighed. He felt a little better, especially after taking a few more sips of the dark liquid. The libation seemed to calm the frayed nerves at the table. They each continued to sit and drink, but no one said anything.


  Placing her empty glass back on the table, Morgana finally broke the silence. “Where’s Hannah?”


  Although Morgana was looking at Leroy, Declan answered her. “She’s with Sarah.”


  Morgana did not react, except to ask the next question. “And where, pray tell, is Ramsey? It’s unlike him to miss an opportunity to annoy me.” She shifted back in her seat, her back still straight, and waited for the answer.


  Declan and Leroy said nothing initially, but Declan shifted his gaze over to Leroy, who did not return his look. After a quick second of silence, Declan asked Leroy, “You didn’t tell her?”


  Leroy remained quiet.


  Morgana’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me what?”


  Leroy debated his answer before saying anything.


  “Leroy, what is Declan referring to? Where is Ramsey?”


  Leroy put his empty glass down. “I may have kept out a few minor details when I talked to you yesterday.”


  “Minor?” asked Declan.


  Morgana said nothing as she watched the exchange between the two men. She knew from her experience as councilwoman and leader of the Community that when dealing with egocentric men, there would be times that tact and reason were called for in order to obtain a desired result. She rarely used them, though, and tonight was no exception.


  She aimed her pointed stare at Leroy. “Then how about you stop wasting my time and tell me everything.”


  “Morgana…” Leroy started to object.


  “From the beginning. And don’t leave anything out. If you can’t tell me the truth, then I’ll find somebody else who can, and you can all go home. I don’t have time for games.”


  Leroy held her stare, but he didn’t answer. Various offensive and colorful remarks came to mind, but he held his tongue. He surmised that if Morgana was like a poker player right now, then she was holding all the cards, and she never bluffed. Deciding to keep the peace, he started from the beginning and left nothing out.


  **


  RAMSEY SLEPT DEEPLY, dreams of his father alleviating some of his mental weariness. Baseball games, both in the family’s backyard and at the ballpark, played through his head as his father’s reoccurring phrase, “Trust destiny,” echoed through his mind. Immersed in the comfort of his memories, he had no desire to leave his dream state, but another, more pressing need, pulled him away. He awoke with a start as his bladder stretched uncomfortably. He wasn’t sure where he was at first, and he shook his head to clear his mind. Needles of pain shot through his eyes to the back of his skull, and he immediately regretted the movement. He sat up slowly, every muscle protesting, and he considered returning to bed, but his bladder would not hold any longer. Painfully, he pulled himself to an upright position. He took a few minutes to gather some strength before attempting to stand. Making small movements, he pushed himself up and put his hand on the wall for support. Feeling fairly certain he wouldn’t pass out, he began to take small steps into the bathroom. His mind still foggy, and with his destination the only thing on his mind, he walked into the darkened bathroom and stumbled, bumping into something.


  “Aah!” he yelled as his balance faltered, but painfully misused muscles engaged, and he managed to catch himself before falling.


  “Hey!” Hannah let out a similar cry, abruptly emerging from her doze as she sat on the floor.


  “What the…?” Ramsey tried to see, but his eyes had not yet adjusted. He fumbled for the light.


  Hannah, looking up to see Ramsey stumbling around, tried to stop him before he flicked the switch. “Leave it off, Ramsey!”


  Coherent enough to hear her but not comprehending, he continued to feel along the wall.


  Hannah tried again. “No lights!”


  Finally, her meaning penetrated his muddled head, and he stopped and looked down at the floor. His eyes better adjusted, he could see Hannah’s form.


  “What are you doing down there?” he asked, looking just like a man frightened by a harmless assailant. “You almost killed me.” To make his point, he put his hand on his chest as his heart thudded painfully.


  She gave him an absurd look. “What are you doing up? Go back to bed.”


  His bladder, which was on the verge of bursting, reminded him of his original purpose, and he stepped over her and headed into the smaller toilet area.


  “Nature calls,” he said as he entered the room and closed the door.


  A few minutes later, he reemerged, feeling greatly relieved. The light remained off, and Hannah was no longer in the room, but now he heard the gentle bubbling sound of water. The soft light from the bedroom illuminated the area well enough for him to see Sarah lying in the tub, looking as if she was asleep. Water bubbled around her as the faucet ran a continual stream of water. He stopped and watched her, amazed to see her revived and apparently well.


  “She’s doing fine.” Hannah’s voice interrupted his thoughts, and he looked up at her as she leaned against the doorframe. “I turned out the lights because she was showing signs of light sensitivity. I sat down while keeping an eye on her. I guess I dozed off.”


  He nodded his head but stayed quiet. His memory of his encounter with her was fuzzy and out of reach, but he retained the feeling of it. As he stood there and watched her, he felt the pull of their previous connection, and he swayed as a wave of dizziness seized him. He reached out for the wall, but Hannah stepped forward and grabbed him, putting his arm over her shoulder to support him.


  “Easy there. Hold on.” She took much of his weight and guided him back to the bed, where she sat him down on the edge. Eyes closed, he bent over to bring his head closer to his knees.


  “Deep breaths. Deep breaths,” said Hannah, her hand on his back as she helped him recover from the dizzy spell.


  Slowly, as his head stopped spinning, he sat up. He took another deep breath and opened his eyes. Thankfully, the room did not move.


  “Better?” she asked.


  “Better is relative.”


  “Hmm. I suppose so. Better than five minutes ago?”


  “Yes.”


  “Good. Now get back into bed.”


  “How long have I been out?” He looked around the room. He had no idea what time it was.


  “Depends.”


  “On what?’


  “‘Out’ as in connected, or ‘out’ as in sleeping?”


  “Is there a difference?”


  “There most certainly is, you moron.”


  His shoulders shrank, and he brought his hand up to rub his temples. “And so it begins.”


  “You’re damn right. What the hell were you thinking?’


  “I think that’s obvious.”


  “It was stupid.”


  “It worked, didn’t it?”


  “It almost didn’t. You came close to being Ramsey à la King.”


  “Sounds tasty.”


  “Not really. You’d no doubt give everyone food poisoning.”


  At the mention of food, Ramsey grabbed his stomach. “Speaking of food poisoning, I could eat something. Is that PB&J still available?”


  “What, from forty-eight hours ago?”


  “Forty-eight hours?”


  “Yes, that’s how long you’ve been ‘out,’” she said, using her fingers as quotes, “although only about eight of them have been actual sleeping. And by the looks of you, you could use about twelve more.”


  He looked grimly at her. “Are you saying I look bad?”


  She stared at him as if he’d asked “Do birds fly?” and she reached over and pulled out a small cosmetic mirror from one of her bags on the floor. She opened it and handed it to him.


  “Just my opinion, but connecting with a Red-Line does not diminish the aging process.” She took a good look at him. “But it’s a hell of a weight-loss plan.”


  He opened the mirror to look at himself and almost gasped. His head looked shrunken in size as his skin sank into the hollows of his cheeks. Like potato sacks, heavy bags under his eyes hung deeply over his cheekbones, and his eyelids were puffy with retained fluid. His frizzy hair stood on end, as if he’d been electrified, and most shockingly, his skin glowed a vivid pink.


  “I guess I’m not ready for my Mr. Universe audition.”


  Hannah kept a straight face. “No, I think the crispy look disqualifies you from competition.” She perused his features. “Actually, you’re looking better. Initially, you were fire-engine red.”


  His eyes widened as he continued to stare at himself. “You’re not kidding about the Ramsey à la King.”


  “It was either that, or refried Ramsey. Take your pick.”


  “Okay, I’m getting the point. Things got a little dicey.”


  Hannah glowered at him. “No more heroics, please. At least not for the next twenty-four hours, if you can help it. Between you and Leroy, my heart can’t take it.”


  “I’ll see what I can do. Hopefully, no more will be required.”


  As he stared at his reflection, he felt a strange tingle move through his fingers. Small cracks formed in the mirror, and the glass began to split and break, and tiny shards rained on the carpet.


  He held the mirror away from him as the glass fell. “What the…?”


  Hannah sighed. “Really, Sarah?” She called toward the bathroom. “Another one?” She bent over to pick up the glass from the floor. She looked up at Ramsey as she did so. “Your Red-Line is a bit destructive.”


  “My…?” He ignored that comment. “Destructive?”


  “Yes. That’s the third mirror she’s broken. Not to mention a vase and a couple of light bulbs. At this rate, the house won’t be standing much longer.”


  “What do you mean? She’s breaking things?”


  “Well, if you recall, she, or her energy or whatever it is, broke that bathroom mirror first.” She pointed to the room Sarah now occupied. “Well, not an hour after we got her back in the water, the mirror shattered in the second bathroom, the one across the house. That was a bit startling, especially since Declan was in it when it happened.” She giggled at the memory of that—Mr. Security Tough Guy letting out a little-girl shriek as the mirror shattered while he used the bathroom. She’d heard him from the kitchen as she got some breakfast. She was going to appreciate that one for a while.


  “Then,” she continued, “as Leroy was using the phone in the front office, one of the few remaining unbroken vases shattered on the coffee table next to him.” She paused and thought for a second. “Oh, and as I sat outside on the porch to get a little fresh air and stretch my legs, both porch lights popped and broke.” She looked toward the empty frame of what had been her mirror. “And now this.” She waved her fingers toward the broken fragments. “She’s done it around all of us, and now you. Maybe it’s her way of saying ‘Hello.’”


  Ramsey looked at the empty mirror in his hand and thought about what Hannah had told him. “Maybe,” he said absent-mindedly. He wondered if there were other reasons of importance to consider. “Are there any other mirrors in the house?”


  Hannah knitted her brows. “What?” She thought about it. “No, I don’t think so. Why?”


  “Nothing. Just thinking.” He rubbed the shell of the cosmetic mirror in his hand.


  “Great. That never ends well.” She watched him for a few seconds, as he seemed lost in thought. “Hey, how about you get some more sleep?”


  He broke from his concentrated thought and looked over at her. “Where’s Leroy?”


  She froze for a second, almost imperceptibly, but Ramsey still caught it. “He’s busy at the moment. You need to rest. You lay down, and I’ll get you something to eat.”


  She started to rise, but Ramsey stopped her. “You’re the worst liar ever, Hannah.”


  “I’m not lying. He is busy.”


  “But you’re keeping something from me. What is it? Is he all right?”


  “Yes. He and Declan are both fine. They’re just…in a meeting right now.”


  “Meeting?” He gave her a strange look. “With who?”


  She hesitated. “That’s not your worry. Right now, you need to rest.”


  “With who, Hannah?’


  She was torn. Leroy had given her specific instructions to keep Ramsey drugged if she had to, but to keep him out of the room with Morgana at all costs.


  “Promise me you won’t go tearing out of here? You need to stay put.”


  “What? The meeting is here? Right now?” He looked toward the bedroom door, which he then realized had been repaired, sloppily but well enough that it could reasonably shut out most noise.


  Hannah ran her hand through her hair. “Shoot. I’m not very good at this.”


  “You’re terrible. Who is it? Or should I venture a guess?” A sneaking suspicion about the identity of the mystery guest arose. There was only one person who would cause this much concern and upset, especially when it came to him.


  When Hannah didn’t say anything, he started to rise, going slowly to keep his balance.


  “Ramsey, don’t.”


  “It’s Morgana, isn’t it? She’s here?”


  Hannah paused, but she finally huffed and gave in. “There was a knock on the door about an hour ago. They’ve been out there ever since.”


  He stood then, painfully but purposefully. “Then by all means, let’s join the party.”


  “Ramsey, please. Let Leroy and Declan handle this. You’ll only lose your cool, and you need to conserve your strength right now.”


  “Me, lose my cool?” He put on an innocent face but then stopped and reconsidered. “Okay. You may have a point, though I will make every effort to stay calm. But you know what I said about no more heroics? Well, I’m about to break that promise. This will take more heroics than anything I’ve done since we got here.”


  “Well, you never actually promised.”


  “Even better, then.”


  “Just stay in here, Ramsey. You know she pushes your buttons. You won’t make it past five minutes, heroics or not. Please reconsider.”


  “And let them have all the fun? Perish the thought.” He moved around the bed and headed for the door. He had to make the deliberate effort not to groan as he did so, or Hannah would be on him again. When he reached the door, he looked back at her. “Care to join me?”


  She sighed with exasperation and put her hands on her hips. “No, thanks. I’ve had enough drama to last me a while. If she wants to speak to me, she’ll find me. Besides”—she looked toward the bathroom—“I’d rather stay and keep an eye on her.”


  Ramsey followed her gaze and then looked back. “You need anything while I’m up?”


  She made a half smile as she looked at him standing there with his crazy hair, sunken cheeks, and pink face, looking like he was about to fall over but convincing himself that he was hiding that from her. She almost envied seeing Morgana’s face when she laid eyes on him. Hannah stopped herself from laughing to keep his pride intact, but she knew he caught her amusement. “No, Ramsey, I’m good, but thanks.”


  He nodded, turned, and pulled the door open with a yank, holding in a groan as he did so. He looked back at her as he left. “Wish me luck.”


  “You’re going to need it. Don’t pass out while you’re out there. It won’t be good for your image.”


  He smirked back at her. “Thanks for the advice.” With that, he headed out the door.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  

  


  AS HE APPROACHED the living area, he could hear their voices. “She’s alive, isn’t she?” Morgana’s voice reached him first.


  “Nevertheless, it was foolish.” Leroy responded with controlled anger in his voice. “He risked his life.”


  “That’s his job,” Morgana shot back. “Her life before his, or any of yours, for that matter.”


  “You didn’t give us that choice!” boomed Leroy. “You should have told us that going in. We should have known we were—”


  “Expendable?” Ramsey broke in as he entered the room.


  They all looked in his direction.


  Leroy spoke first. “Sherlock? What the hell are you doing up?”


  Ramsey made his way over the table to ensure that if his legs started to wobble, he would have something to grab onto. “You know I don’t like it when you keep me off the invite list,” he answered.


  “That’s because you’re not invited. Pretty logical interpretation.” Leroy stared at him. “You look terrible.”


  Ramsey glanced down at himself as if for the first time. “Damn, I was trying to impress our guest. Did I fail?”


  “Most definitely,” spoke Declan next, gaping at his brother. “You look like the Heat Miser.”


  Morgana said nothing, and her only movement was to cross her arms in front of her.


  Ramsey paid no attention to her. “Hmm. I always liked that show,” he said, addressing Declan. “Fitting, since we seem to have the Snow Miser here with us as well.” With that, he finally looked at Morgana.


  “Opposites attract,” she responded coolly.


  “Unfortunately.” He looked around the room. “Anybody care to get me a chair before I pass out on Morgana here? I’d hate to wrinkle her pants.”


  Leroy stood and grabbed a dining chair that had somehow moved to the office and brought it back for Ramsey, who was careful to convey as little weakness as possible as he sat down, even though he was weak as a kitten, and it showed.


  Morgana ignored his physical state. “Since you’ve graced us with your presence, I assume you are capable of explaining a few things.”


  “By all means,” he responded, resting his arms on the table. “What have you assumed we’ve done wrong?”


  She stared him down. “Take your pick, Ramsey. This situation has been a fiasco from the beginning. She’s lucky to be alive. The minute you realized her life was in serious danger, she should have been brought in. We could have protected her. Instead, you risked her life because she tried to save all of you. She should—”


  “Shoulda, woulda, coulda…” Ramsey sat back slowly, trying to find a comfortable position. His eyes traveled to Declan and Leroy, both disengaged at this point, and then back at Morgana. He couldn’t muster the strength to be angry. “Seriously, Morgana, don’t you have something better to do than to show up here and berate us for handling a situation you never bothered to fully inform us about in the first place? And, what, we’re supposed to bring her to you? Forgive me if I’m slightly off mentally, but what the hell do you know about Red-Lines? There are two left. No, excuse me, one left, and he’s half-dead. And we are supposed to trust you? You can’t even protect your own.” He felt his anger percolate despite his exhaustion. “Do me a favor. Next time you ask me to protect a Red-Line and then draw other people into it, people I care about, how about you give me just the slightest amount of respect and tell me the truth. When you do that, then maybe, just maybe, I’ll trust you enough to ask for help. But until then, keep your yap shut about what you think we should have done, because I couldn’t give a flying rat’s ass about what you think.”


  The room sat quiet as Ramsey’s words bounced around it. Morgana sat still, with her arms crossed, as Leroy stared at her and Declan hid a satisfied smile. Ramsey waited for the expected verbal assault. Strangely enough, though, Morgana continued to sit without responding.


  “I have a question.” Leroy spoke, interrupting the quiet. Declan and Ramsey looked over at him, while Morgana only shifted her eyes in his direction. They waited as he thought about it and then asked, “Who the hell is the Heat Miser?”


  Declan cocked his head at the unexpected question. “The Heat Miser? He’s the little fellow with the crazy hair and red face who controls the Earth’s heat.”


  “No, no, no.” interrupted Ramsey. “He’s the guy who lives on the hot side of the Earth, and he wants to take over the cold side from the Snow Miser.”


  “He doesn’t ‘live’ on the hot side of the Earth,” Declan argued. “He lives in a volcano, and he wants the planet to be hot, while the Snow Miser wants it to be cold.”


  “Isn’t that what I just said?” asked Ramsey. “And how do you know he lives in a volcano?”


  “My superior memory, that’s how.”


  “And this is a TV show?” asked Leroy.


  “You never saw it?” asked Declan, surprised.


  “We watched it during the holidays,” said Ramsey. “It’s animated.”


  “Well, it’s not a cartoon…” Declan insisted.


  “I didn’t say it was a cartoon,” Ramsey shot back.


  “Well, you implied it.”


  “Is that the show with the catchy tune?” asked Leroy.


  “Yes, it is,” said Ramsey, looking at Declan. “How does it go, Mr. Superior Memory?”


  Declan stared off, but then he began to sing. “I’m Mr. Green Christmas, I’m Mr. Sun…”


  “That is enough about the Miser brothers!” Morgana’s voice projected vehemently through the room. Declan stopped singing.


  Ramsey, satisfied that they’d irritated her, kept pushing. “That’s right,” he said, remembering. “They were brothers, weren’t they? Morgana, did you watch it, too?” Ramsey pitched his voice low to convey his feigned appreciation of Morgana’s TV knowledge.


  Morgana stared at him with rising annoyance. “Enough, Ramsey. We can discuss our useless knowledge of TV’s holiday children’s programming another time. We have other pressing matters to deal with.”


  “Then how about we start actually dealing with them instead of arguing about them? Insisting who’s right and wrong is getting us nowhere,” stated Leroy.


  “Agreed,” offered Declan. “How about we discuss what to do next.”


  Morgana chose not to argue. She sat stiffly in her chair and eyed Ramsey, who sat waiting and looking like a wilted tree. “Very well,” she said, pausing before her next sentence. “She needs to come back with me.”


  Ramsey’s wilted look disappeared, and his expression radiated outrage. “The hell she is. She’s not going anywhere.”


  “And just what do you think the three of you can do for her?” she asked. “Look at you. You can barely stand, and Larry and Curly over here don’t look much better.”


  At the Three Stooges reference, Ramsey and Declan’s shifted their gaze toward each other, remembering how they’d used them with X and Z. It felt a little discomforting to hear it used in reference to themselves.


  Morgana continued. “We have no idea who this adversary is or what he wants. And we know nothing about the three men who came here to take Sarah.”


  Leroy tried to interrupt. “Morgana…”


  “I’m not finished, Leroy,” she said, now in full Councilwoman mode. “Sarah is in a very vulnerable state, and we don’t know how much longer she’ll be this way. There could be another assault on this location at any time. I doubt she can handle another event as she did before. Let’s face it. Those men would have killed all of you if she had not intervened. That you can’t deny. So I ask you, who is protecting whom?”


  “And you think it would be any different if you and your people protected her?” Ramsey asked.


  “We have the resources—”


  “Wrong. You don’t have the resources.” Declan spoke with enough authority that they all turned to look at him.


  “What, Declan?” asked Ramsey, hearing his stepbrother’s tone.


  Declan hesitated before answering. “I received some initial information from my people, the ones who took the bodies.”


  “And why have I not heard about it?” Morgana asked.


  “Because I received it just before you arrived.”


  “Then you should have shared it with me first,” she argued. “If this is delicate information—”


  “Don’t you think we’ve gone way beyond that now, Morgana?” asked Declan, tired of her posturing. “At this point, we know more than you do, and that’s not likely to change.”


  Morgana did not back down. “Things change all the time, Declan,” she said in warning.


  Declan chose not to respond as she stared at him.


  “Perhaps we can get back to his news?” Leroy interjected. “What were you going to say?”


  Morgana pursed her lips as if in disagreement, but said nothing.


  Declan broke from Morgana’s gaze. “We are apparently dealing with something completely unexpected.”


  “And what is that?” Ramsey asked. “You said they weren’t Red-Lines.”


  “No, they weren’t.” An almost inaudible sigh of relief emerged from all of them at the news. “But they weren’t Gray-Lines either.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Morgana.


  “They appear to be a cross between the two.”


  “What?” asked Leroy.


  “How is that possible?” asked Ramsey.


  “It can only be assumed that the genetic testing the Council practiced for some years got out of hand and that this form of ‘mutants,’ for lack of a better word, was somehow created.”


  “Impossible,” Morgana stated. “That testing we practiced was carefully overseen by our most intelligent and revered scientists. They were very diligent in preventing any sort of result such as that. And if there were mutants, then any embryo with that signature would have been destroyed immediately. We do not allow any such testing in our Community.”


  “That’s very comforting, Morgana,” stated Ramsey flatly, “but apparently you’ve got a poop in your pool.” He returned his attention to Declan. “How can you be sure?’


  “Initial blood and DNA results confirm traces of both Red and Gray-Line cells, as well as the marks on their bodies.”


  “What about the marks?”


  “They’re not gray or red. Apparently, they are a mottled color, as if they are a mixture of both.”


  “And that’s on all three of them?”


  “No, just X and Z. The elderly gentleman was a Gray-Line. Nothing unusual about him physically, but we did get an ID on him. His name is Edward Bright. He has an address outside the city. According to records, he lived alone and is single. Never been married, and no kids. He’s been retired for twenty years.”


  “Twenty years? What’s he been doing for the last twenty years?” asked Leroy.


  “That’s the interesting part. Apparently he’s a retired scientist. He used to work as a researcher at a company called Bellator Labs.”


  “Bellator Labs?”


  “Yes,” said Declan, matter-of-factly. “He worked in the Genetic Science division.”


  **


  NO ONE SAID A word.


  “Son of a bitch.” Ramsey grabbed at the table, absorbing the implications of the news.


  “I’ll be damned,” said Leroy, leaning back in his seat. “Sherlock’s right, Morgana. There’s something smelly floating in the Council’s water.”


  “It’s not possible. No one could do this degree of testing without being discovered,” Morgana insisted.


  “Well, someone did,” said Ramsey. “And whoever it is, they’re still out there. Which begs the question…”


  “Who is Y?” Declan said, finishing his sentence for him.


  “Exactly,” said Ramsey. “What exactly are we dealing with here?”


  “He could be another mutant form, like the other two,” said Leroy, thinking out loud.


  “I don’t think so,” answered Declan.


  “Why not?”


  “It’s what I picked up from them. There was definitely a subordinate feeling to it, as if they were here on orders. And they were afraid of him, or her, for all we know.”


  “It’s a him,” responded Ramsey.


  “How do you know?” asked Leroy.


  “Just by the way they talked about Sarah, as if she were a piece of meat. I don’t think they would have done that if their superior were female.”


  “Interesting observation,” said Declan. “And you’re probably right. My gut tells me it’s a male.”


  “And he’s not a mutant?”


  “If he were, I don’t think they’d be subordinate to or afraid of him.”


  “So,” Ramsey deduced, “if it’s not a mutant…”


  “Then we have a Red-Line on our hands.” Morgana finally spoke up. She looked amongst the group, waiting for an argument, but none came.


  “Jeez.” Leroy put his hands on his head and puffed out some air.


  “Terrific,” added Ramsey, rubbing his throbbing temples. “A rogue Red-Line on the loose. This should be fun.”


  “Before we break out the party hats, gentleman, perhaps we should ask ourselves who this man is and why he is rogue?” Morgana posed her question to all three of them. “Assuming this is all true, shouldn’t he be in the same situation as the rest of us? How is he surviving without the serum? Why is he fighting against us? Between him and Sarah, we could have an excellent chance of working together to solve our crisis.”


  There was a brief pause before Declan answered. “Something tells me he doesn’t share our point of view.”


  “I think the violent tendencies are a big sign,” Ramsey agreed.


  “I’m not arguing the point,” she said. “But it still poses the question. Why is he angry? What does he have against us?”


  “I suppose that all comes down to who raised him,” said Leroy. “Who raised all three of them? What made them hostile? And how did two mutants and a Red-Line grow up among us and yet we know nothing about them? Who would have the resources and ability to do that and not be discovered?”


  “And how did they survive without serum?” asked Declan. “If we can answer that question, then we might go a long way to discovering a solution to our own problem.”


  “There is a possibility we ought to consider,” Ramsey stated.


  “And that is?” asked Leroy.


  “The obvious. How much does the Council trust Arnuff and Emerson?” He looked at Morgana.


  “What are you saying, Ramsey?” asked Morgana. “That the last two remaining Red-Lines are somehow involved in this? That’s preposterous.”


  “Is it? They had the resources, and they would certainly know about how to raise and care for a Red-Line. It’s not impossible.”


  “They were instrumental in our own line of testing. Why would they branch out on their own?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s something worth considering. How is Emerson? Is he well enough answer some questions?”


  “I am not going to interrogate our last remaining Red-Line to see if he is somehow involved in covert genetic testing and raising radical offspring.”


  “You might want to, before he dies.”


  “And how do you know he’s going to die? Last I checked, Ramsey, he was stable.”


  “Because in all likelihood, with his injury, the lack of serum will probably kill him, if what we’ve been told is true.” He watched Morgana for her reaction, which never came. “And I’m assuming it is, but more so because these attacks are too coincidental. If Arnuff or Emerson were involved, then their ‘child,’ if that’s what you want to call him, may have shown aggressive tendencies, and once Sarah came into the picture, may have begun to show something worse. The two of them may have acted to neutralize the threat but realized too late that they weren’t strong enough to stop him.”


  “It’s a good theory,” responded Declan. “Which is why you should talk to Emerson sooner rather than later.”


  “And why is that?”


  “Because Y realizes that he knows too much. He’s a threat to him. And Y may not leave any loose ends.”


  “Again, this theory is highly unlikely,” Morgana stated.


  “Then Emerson will look at you like you’re crazy, which must be entirely commonplace for you by now. Either way, at least you might get closer to knowing the truth.” Ramsey shifted in his chair as his ribs protested, and he waited for her reaction.


  She took a breath as she noticed all three men watching her, and she knew she had to consider the possibility, however absurd it might seem. “All right, I’m willing to see where it leads. I’ll make some phone calls.”


  “Soon. Today in fact, if you can,” Ramsey suggested.


  Morgana shifted her eyes to him and debated arguing with him, but she suppressed the urge. She knew a whole new argument awaited her, and she wanted to reserve her energy for the impending outburst. “The question still remains, though, regarding Sarah,” she said. “When I make my phone calls, I’ll arrange transportation for her, as well.”


  Ramsey sat up, wincing with the movement. “She’s not going anywhere, Morgana.” Angry indignation dripped from him. “And that’s not up for discussion.”


  She kept her face placid. “Is that in her best interest, or in yours?”


  Ramsey stared at her. “What are you implying?”


  “Merely that you’ve lost sight of your objective here.”


  “And what objective is that?”


  “That she stay safe and alive.”


  “And you question that I want that for her?”


  “No, I question your need to be the one to ensure that for her.”


  “And you doubt that I can do it?”


  “Don’t you?”


  Ramsey hesitated at that. He’d managed to keep the past at bay, but Morgana’s question brought it sharply into focus. He couldn’t help but consider it. For the first time since this ordeal began, he allowed himself to question his gut. Was Morgana right? Was he capable of protecting Sarah? Was he too personally involved? He shot an ambivalent glance at her as he considered his answer, and she returned it with a look of impending victory. Her history with him allowed her to manipulate his vulnerabilities, especially when it came to protecting someone and failing.


  “That’s not fair, Morgana.” Leroy knew the history, too. “That was years ago.”


  “Nevertheless, Leroy, this is too important to take chances. We can’t afford any unnecessary risks.”


  Leroy watched as the previously inflamed energy of his friend contracted, and he knew Morgana had aimed well and hit her target. His anger began to build, but Declan made a loud interruption, stopping his retort.


  “Whoa…” Declan said, leaning back in his seat as if something whizzed by him. “Did you feel that?”


  At that moment, what felt like an electric current rippled the air, and the glass in front of Morgana, previously carrying her scotch, shattered into pieces. Glass fragments flew wildly across the table.


  Morgana jumped back in her seat. “What in the…?” she said, just as the glasses in front of Leroy and Declan both shook and shattered as well. Fragments littered the table and fell onto the floor as all four of them looked on, mouths open.


  “I think you pissed her off,” said Declan, picking some glass off his lap and putting it on the table.


  “Excuse me?” asked Morgana, delicately picking up pieces and looking at them as if she expected them to move on their own.


  “It’s Sarah. I think you’re making her mad.” Leroy smiled. “I wouldn’t push her, Morgana. She’s got a temper.”


  Morgana gaped at him with obvious disbelief. “What are you talking about, Leroy? Are you saying Sarah can hear our conversation? She’s in the other room.”


  “She’s a Red-Line,” Ramsey stated, unaffected. “She’s quite capable.”


  “Regardless, why would she break the glass? She’s obviously emotional and unstable.”


  “Don’t…” Ramsey held up his hand, trying to stop Morgana, but he was too late. There was a loud cracking sound, and the back leg of Morgana’s chair broke in two and Morgana fell backward in her seat and hit the floor.


  “…say that,” Ramsey continued fruitlessly. He watched Morgana try to right herself and sit up, but he made no effort to help her. He doubted he had the strength to lift her anyway.


  Declan emerged from his seat and leaned over to help her back on her feet.


  She stood and smoothed out her pantsuit before looking at the amused men before her. “I’m getting the definite impression she doesn’t like me.”


  “You seem to have that effect on people,” answered Ramsey.


  “I highly doubt that if you try to take her away from here, she’s going to go quietly,” Leroy stated as he watched Morgana attempt to digest the situation.


  “She’s been with all of us for several days now. She knows us and she trusts us,” said Declan. “And whether you like it or not, she has a connection with him.” He nodded his head toward his brother. “And she’s not likely to let go of it.”


  Having regained her composure, Morgana eyed the bedraggled men before her carefully, considering her options. “So, are you telling me that because Robin’s band of merry men has bonded, that this is the group with which I apparently now have to entrust the future of our race?”


  The three of them regarded each other and then looked back at her. “Seems so,” said Ramsey.


  She gathered her small purse, reaching into it to locate her phone. Once it was in her hand, she made as if to leave. “Then God help us all.”


  Leroy stood to see her out. “I hope he does.”


  Morgana made her way to the door. Once there, she stopped and looked back. Ramsey sat at the table, looking winded, Declan stood next to him, and Leroy was beside her at the door. “I’ll make some calls in the car. Hopefully, we can talk to Emerson today.” She paused before continuing. “I hope you all know what you’re doing.”


  “Not really,” said Leroy, “but we’re doing our best.”


  She opened the door and walked out, but before Leroy closed it, she stopped again. “I hope it’s enough.”


  “Me, too.”


  “Keep me informed.”


  “You, too.”


  With that, she turned and headed toward her car. Once she heard the front door close, she smiled to herself. Things were progressing as she had hoped, and she was pleased. Very pleased indeed.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  

  


  EIGHTEEN HOURS LATER, Ramsey emerged from the bathroom after a long, hot shower, a shave, and some much-needed rest. After the draining conversation yesterday, Leroy had fed him and then directed him straight to the back bedroom to get some sleep. Attempting to argue only sapped his strength more, so he did as Leroy asked, thinking he’d catch a few more hours of shut-eye. Now, having slept almost the entire eighteen hours, he felt human again. Since there was no mirror in the bathroom, he could only assume he looked human again, too.


  Heading into the kitchen area, he was happy to see the place had been cleaned up. The counters were wiped down, and the dishes no longer perched precariously on top of one another, waiting to be noticed. The dishwasher had been run, and the sink was empty. The living room still looked trashed, but the kitchen was usable again. He reached for a mug in the cabinet.


  “Feeling better?”


  He jumped and nearly dropped the cup in his hand. Ramsey turned to see Declan standing behind him.


  “I hate it when you do that.”


  Declan smiled. “Which is why I do it. Mind grabbing me one?”


  Ramsey debated throwing one at him, but he handed him one instead.


  “You certainly look better,” commented Declan.


  “No more Heat Miser?”


  “It was a good look on you.”


  “I’m sure it was.”


  They both helped themselves to coffee.


  Ramsey noticed the quiet of the house. “Where is everyone?”


  Declan took a sip of his drink. “After you went to sleep yesterday, I convinced Leroy to take a break and go see his wife. He argued with me, but he finally went. He was worried we might be invaded again.”


  “And you knew we wouldn’t be?”


  “I feel nothing aggressive with regard to Sarah. At least not like I did before. It’s as if, whoever this man is, he’s biding his time. He’s not in any hurry, it seems.”


  “Then why come after her when he did?”


  “I think it had something to do with the timing. Probably whatever she was going through. I think he misjudged it, though. He came too early or too late.”


  “Good thing he did.”


  “No kidding.”


  “So Leroy went home?”


  “Said he’d be back this morning.”


  “Figured he would be. He’s a mother hen.” Ramsey took a mouthful of coffee and almost sighed in appreciation when the caffeine hit his system. “Where’s Hannah?”


  “In the master, with Sarah.”


  “I should go relieve her.” He took another sip of the hot drink and headed toward the master bedroom.


  “John…” Declan stepped away from the counter.


  Holding his cup, Ramsey stopped. “What?”


  “Mind if I ask you something?” Declan’s expression was unreadable. “What was that exchange between you and Morgana yesterday?”


  “Exchange? That’s a nice word for it.”


  “What does she have on you?”


  Ramsey’s face darkened for a moment when he realized what Declan was referring to. “She doesn’t have anything on me.”


  “Could have fooled me. You closed up. I could feel it.”


  “You should keep your feelings to yourself.”


  “Don’t be an ass. It’s a simple question. Answer it or don’t.”


  They stared at each other, both of them realizing that they teetered on the edge of yet another argument. Ramsey was debating which way he wanted to go when he realized they’d both had enough conflict this week to last them a lifetime. “It’s nothing,” he answered. “Just something from years ago.”


  “It’s more than nothing.” Declan put his cup down.


  Ramsey hesitated. He’d shared little about his past with anyone other than Leroy. Declan knew about his teenage years, but little else. He leaned back against the kitchen counter, set his cup down, and crossed his arms. “I made some mistakes. I was protecting someone. I got too close. It didn’t end well.”


  “You’re a wealth of information.”


  “Yeah, well, when it comes to me, that’s an encyclopedia entry.”


  “I get that. Who was she?”


  Ramsey glowered at him. “You should stop using those extrasensory powers of yours on me.”


  “It doesn’t take extrasensory powers to tell there’s a woman involved. What happened?”


  Ramsey squirmed and debated whether to talk about it. It was the closest the two of them had ever come to an intimate conversation.


  He finally allowed himself to reflect on it all. “It was early on in my role as a Protector. I was assigned to protect a woman who was the daughter of an esteemed Community member who was friends with most of the Council. You know how that goes.”


  Declan nodded his head in understanding. In the background, he sensed Leroy’s impending arrival. He shot out a mental request to Leroy to come in through the front quietly, and hoped he was astute enough to pick it up.


  “She didn’t really need me,” Ramsey continued, “but her father insisted someone be there for her. His family was of Red-Line descent, which occasionally causes unusual affects during Shifts, so I was assigned. It was a simple job, but it took time, and we got to know each other.”


  “And you fell for her?” Declan asked.


  “You want me to tell the story, or do you?”


  Declan held up his hands as if to say ‘sorry.’ “Please continue,” he said. He realized then that Leroy was entering the front door silently and sent out a mental thank you.


  Ramsey sighed. “So anyway, I was still a bit green as a Protector, but I thought I knew everything.”


  “Really?” Declan shot an appropriately shocked look at Ramsey.


  “Never mind that,” said Ramsey. “We got close and we liked each other, but I knew I had to avoid getting emotionally involved.” He gazed off at a distant point as he focused on the past, remembering events he wished he didn’t. “Once her Shift began, I stayed with her. I guess we thought it was sort of fun, just the two of us. I admit I entertained thoughts of maybe spending more time with her once the job was done.” He smiled softly, but then turned somber again. “Her symptoms were similar to those of the flu. She slept through most of it. I simply kept her comfortable and made sure she had what she needed. By the third day, she was coming out of it, but she suddenly got sicker. As she lay in bed, she started telling me things that had happened to her, what her father had done to her, how she’d been abused by him.” He looked up at Declan, who by now was listening attentively. “Shifts can frequently create emotional distress,” he explained, “and they can cause people to confront events in their life they may have previously ignored or forgotten.” He stopped for a moment.


  “Shifts have a funny way of doing that,” Declan added. “You can’t ignore stuck energy for long without having ill effects.”


  Ramsey nodded, stuck in his memories. “Problem was, since abuse is so uncommon among our people, I thought she was having a Sensory Shift.”


  “A Sensory Shift?” Declan asked.


  “A Sensory Shift is a period of extreme sensory activity and perception. It can manifest in various ways. A person can experience extreme light and sound sensitivity as well as detailed and emotional connections to possible past and maybe even future events. Maybe even past-life events. It’s rare, but for a Red-Line descendant, it’s not impossible.”


  He paused again, and Declan said nothing, allowing Ramsey to continue at his own pace. “Mia.” Ramsey sighed as if saying her name was painful. “Mia showed all the signs of it. I was disgusted by what I heard and horrified by what she said, but I believed she was only experiencing a Shift delusion or hallucination.” He stopped as the memories flooded him.


  “John…”


  “Anyway,” Ramsey continued before Declan could finish, “as she came out of her Shift, she withdrew. She refused to see her father. I tried to convince her that what she’d experienced was just the effects of her Shift and that she would improve with time, but she didn’t get better. In fact, she got worse. I worried about her and felt responsible for her, so I invited her to stay with me. I thought I could help her.” He paused again and took another breath. “She stayed about two weeks. But one day, I came home and…” He hesitated, remembering. Declan did not interrupt. Ramsey cleared his throat and continued. “Her father was there with the police. They took her by force. He had some sort of court order. I tried to stop them... They admitted her to a local hospital.”


  Declan let the information settle in. “How did he manage that?”


  “He had a powerful position and powerful friends. It wasn’t hard. It was then that it finally hit me that what she had experienced was real. That he had, in fact, abused her.”


  “And he was afraid she would say something?”


  “She had already been talking about it. She was preparing to confront him.” He snorted to himself scornfully. “And here I was trying to convince her she was wrong. That she’d only experienced sensory overload. I had no idea I was helping him instead of her. I was stupid.”


  “You didn’t know.”


  “But I should have.” Ramsey stood quietly, lost in thought.


  “What happened?” asked Declan.


  “He kept her there for six months. I tried to see her, but my access to her was denied. Her dad blamed me for her ‘illness,’ as he called it.” Ramsey finally broke from his unfocused gaze. “The Council reassigned me to other cases to keep me away. They didn’t like all the attention the situation was stirring up. I went and did my job, but I always tried to keep up with her, to try and see her. I’d hoped to hear that she’d been released and that I’d be able to help her at some point.”


  “She did get released, though, after six months?” Declan asked.


  “She was.” Ramsey spoke softly.


  Declan waited, but Ramsey didn’t immediately answer. “And?” he asked.


  Ramsey felt the pain of remorse and knew Declan could sense his discomfort but he kept going. “I came home from an assignment, planning on heading straight over to see her, but Leroy met me at my door.”


  “Leroy? Why?”


  “Because...” Ramsey stopped again. “Mia…” he said tautly.


  Leroy stepped out from the shadows. “Mia committed suicide when she returned to her father’s. I met Sherlock at his house to give him the news.” He went over to stand next to his friend, who made no reaction to his arrival.


  “Suicide?” It was all Declan could think to say. Suicide was extremely rare for Eudorans.


  “Unfortunately, yes,” said Leroy. “And he’s convinced himself it’s his fault, no matter what I say.”


  Ramsey finally roused himself from his memories and expelled a deep lungful of air as if waking from a nightmarish sleep. He finally acknowledged Leroy’s presence. “When did you sneak in?”


  “During your surprising moment of revelation. When’s the last time you told that to anyone?”


  “I’ve never told anybody.”


  Leroy nodded and glanced at Declan. “I’m glad he finally told you. It’s about time you two acted like brothers.” He spoke to Ramsey. “Feel better?”


  Ramsey frowned at him. “Don’t get carried away, Leroy. He asked me about it, and I answered him. Enough said. We’re not achieving world peace here.”


  Leroy responded smartly, eager to pull Ramsey from the past. “No, but you’re helping pave the way.”


  Ramsey pushed away from the counter, eager to shake off the darkness of the memories. “You read too many philosophy books,” he said. He began to walk out of the kitchen, ready to change the subject.


  “Where are you going?” asked Declan, suddenly animated.


  Ramsey looked at him oddly, wondering why Declan cared. “To the master bedroom. Is that a problem?”


  “So what’s your reaction to the news? I’m surprised you haven’t said anything about it,” said Leroy, smiling and looking at Ramsey as if he expected something from him.


  Ramsey furrowed his brow. He was obviously missing something. “News?”


  Now Leroy looked confused. “Didn’t he tell you?” he asked, nodding his head toward Declan.


  “Tell me what?” asked Ramsey.


  Both Ramsey and Leroy turned their attention toward Declan, who had been watching as the two spoke. He shrugged his shoulders.


  “What news?” Ramsey asked again with more force.


  Declan finally answered. “Sarah came out of her Shift last night.”


  Ramsey’s eyes went wide. “She what?” They quickly narrowed again, though. “And you let me go on with that story the whole time while you had that bit of information in your pocket?”


  “But I wanted to hear the story,” Declan retorted.


  Ramsey didn’t know what to do first, race to the bedroom or strangle Declan. “You wanted to hear the story?” he sputtered.


  Leroy sat back against the counter and smiled as he listened to the brothers’ exchange.


  “Well, yes,” said Declan. “It was a tender moment.”


  “Tender what?” Ramsey couldn’t believe his ears. “You want a tender moment? How about when I cry after I beat you to death.”


  Declan hid his amusement. “Why don’t you go see her first, and then we can converse about my untimely demise.”


  Ramsey considered that, but he decided not to waste any more time on Declan. “And you, best friend,” he said, directing his angry attention toward Leroy, “wipe that smirk off your face.”


  Leroy raised his hands in mock self-defense as Ramsey defiantly turned and headed toward the bedroom.


  
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  

  


  WHEN RAMSEY APPROACHED the door, he slowed his pace, anxious about what he would see. His focus had been so completely engaged on getting Sarah through her Shift, that the thought of her coming out of it had not crossed his mind. He silently wondered about what to do next as he put his hand on the doorframe, preparing himself.


  Imagining he looked ridiculous standing there, he made himself walk into the room. He didn’t know what he expected, but it wasn’t what greeted him. Sarah lay sleeping under the bedcovers, and Hannah lay on the opposite side of the bed, uncovered and apparently dozing. It didn’t seem as if much had changed.


  He watched for a few minutes until Hannah stirred. She opened her eyes, saw him, and sat up, then made a ‘shh’ gesture with her index finger. She stood and moved into the hallway, and he followed her. She looked tired, and her eyes were puffy with sleep, or lack of it. He didn’t know which.


  “Good morning,” she whispered. “You’re looking better.”


  “Forget about me. How is she? What happened?”


  Hannah held up her hands. “Calm down, Kemosabe. Hold your horses.”


  “Hannah…”


  “She came out of her Shift last night, or at least I’m pretty sure she did.”


  “Pretty sure? What does that mean?”


  “It means she was lying in her tub, all bubbles, minding her own business, when I suddenly realized the bubbles had stopped. I had been trying to sleep, but I couldn’t hear them anymore. I got up to look in on her, and there she was.” Hannah made a face, as if Ramsey ought to know what she was referring to.


  “There she was what?” asked Ramsey, trying not to show his impatience.


  “She was sitting up in the tub, looking like she’d just got in. She said, ‘I’m ready to get out now.’ Just like that. It was the craziest thing.”


  “How was she?


  “She was fine. The redness was completely gone. I got her out of her tattered clothes and got her dressed, and she drank about three glasses of water. She’s been asleep ever since.”


  “She’s not hot anymore?” He thought about the question. “I mean temperature-wise.”


  Hannah was unfazed now by Ramsey’s comments. “Her temperature is completely normal.”


  “Amazing.”


  “It is. I can only assume she’s through the worst of it.”


  “I hope so.”


  “So how does it feel?” she asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “To be the first Protector to see a Red-Line through their Shift. Pretty impressive skill to add to the resumé.”


  “I didn’t do it alone.” He caught her gaze. “I couldn’t have done it without you. I owe you, Hannah.”


  “You don’t owe me a thing, Ramsey. I’m just doing my job, like you.”


  “Yes, well, you’ve gone above and beyond the call of duty.”


  “As have we all.”


  “Let’s just make sure we keep her alive from here.”


  “I agree. That would be preferred.”


  She yawned, and he saw the lines of fatigue on her face. “Your turn,” he said. “Go get some rest.”


  She hesitated, but not for long. “I’ll take you up on that. You should be there when she wakes up anyway. Who knows how much she’ll remember from all of this.”


  Ramsey wondered about that. Shifters usually forgot experiences that had occurred, once they emerged from the process. Sometimes they would remember later and sometimes they wouldn’t. It depended on the individual. There had been occasional incidents where they remembered everything, but these were rare. Memory loss from a Shift was part of his very minimal knowledge concerning Red-Lines.


  “I guess we’ll know soon enough,” he stated.


  “Then she’s all yours. I’m gonna get some food and lay down.” Hannah turned and headed down the hallway and out of sight.


  He could hear Leroy and Declan greet her as he walked into the bedroom. He closed the bedroom door as best he could, hoping to keep their voices from traveling into the room and waking Sarah.


  With the door closed, he approached the bed. His stomach growled, reminding him that he had not eaten breakfast. He heard a low rumble from outside and realized it was thunder. He had paid no attention to the weather, but he guessed that they were about to get some rain.


  He watched Sarah sleep. Looking at her face, he could see no redness at all. She appeared comfortable, and even better, present. Every other time she’d lain in this bed, she’d felt to him as if she were elsewhere, as if her body was here but the rest of her was not. Now, she seemed complete, and it felt good to have her back.


  He sat on the bed, careful not to disturb her. Another rumble of thunder sounded in the distance. She did not stir. He lay down next to her, assuming Hannah’s previous position on the bed, and listened to her breathing. He continued to watch and wonder about what would happen when she awoke. What would she think? How would she be different? Questions rattled through his mind. He put his arm over his eyes, and without planning to, fell asleep next to her.


  He awoke to the sound of rain on the roof, the dream he’d been having fading. It trickled through his mind and he tried to grasp it, but the harder he tried, the faster it disappeared. Something had been wrong, and he’d been racing to stop it, but he was too late. He shook his head to clear it and started to sit up.


  He heard a soft voice. “You awake?”


  He turned to see Sarah, still on her side under the covers, looking over at him. A flutter of nervous energy shot through his midsection, and he tamped it down. He didn’t know what to say.


  “Hi.” It was all that came to mind. She smiled back at him, and that thing in his stomach fired again. He pushed it away, though, and finally found his voice. “How are you feeling?”


  She made a face. “Pretty well, I think.” She paused. “A little foggy, though.”


  “Well, you look good.” He groaned mentally. Something about her made him tongue-tied.


  “Sure I do.” She flicked her eyes around the room. “How long have I been here?”


  He had to think about it. “Um, six days, I think.” The days had all rolled into one for him.


  Her eyes reflected her shock. “Six days?” She moved to sit up in the bed, but moaned as she lay back again. “Scratch that about feeing well. My body aches. What the hell have I been doing? Construction work?”


  Check on the memory loss, Ramsey thought to himself. “Not exactly,” he answered.


  “I can’t believe I’ve been sick this long.” She shifted to get comfortable but then shot a worried look at Ramsey. “Aunt Gerry! Has someone talked to her? And Rachel? What about work?” She tried to sit up again, and this time she managed to hold herself in an upright position.


  Ramsey sat up with her. “Don’t worry about it. It’s all been taken care of. We’ve been in touch with all of them.” He began to wonder just how far back her memory loss went. Did she remember their discussion when they first brought her here? Did she remember how she got here? She obviously knew him, though, which pleased him. He decided to ask. No point in beating around the bush at this point.


  “Sarah, how much do you remember?”


  Visibly calmer after Ramsey told her that her people had been notified, she moved slowly in the bed. She met his gaze, but her energy shifted again and her calm demeanor evaporated.


  Ramsey noticed. “What, Sarah?”


  “Nothing.” She sat for a second before she sought a more comfortable position, sitting back on the bed and resting against the headboard. He could feel her tense up on him.


  “Don’t close up. What is it?”


  She shivered and covered herself with the blankets. “Where am I?” He moved to face her, and she shied away from him. “What’s happening to me?”


  “Take it easy.” He managed to get a little closer as she pulled the blanket up to her neck. “You’re safe. You’ve just been through a lot these past few days. You’ll need some time to adjust.”


  She stared off into space. “Who’s Hannah?”


  Now he understood that bits and pieces of the last six days were starting to return as the fog cleared. He didn’t want to hit her all at once with the information and send her back into sensory overload. He tried to go slowly. “Hannah is a nurse who came to help me out with you. She’s been here the whole time.”


  Sarah popped out a hand and held her head, squinting her eyes as if remembering was painful. “And Declan? Who’s he?”


  Ramsey considered a myriad of responses to that question, but ultimately, he played it safe. “He’s been making sure we’re all safe and sound. He’s in the other room, with Hannah.”


  She lifted her head from her hand. “I know.” She stated that flatly but then squinted harder, as if she had a headache. “I don’t know how I know, but I know.”


  Recognizing that her new abilities were beginning to reveal themselves, he was unsure how to discuss them with her, or whether she was ready for the information.


  “And Leroy, your friend, he’s here too, isn’t he?” She opened her eyes wider, looking at some invisible focal point. She tucked her hand back under the covers and sat bundled on the bed.


  “Yes, he’s here too.”


  She said nothing for several seconds, until she asked, “Is he okay?”


  “What?” Ramsey guessed she was referring to Leroy’s injuries, but he couldn’t be sure.


  “Is he all right? Was he injured?”


  Ramsey deduced that his assumption was accurate. “Yes, he was injured, but he’s fine now.” Uncertain of how much she knew of her involvement, he didn’t offer any information other than what she was asking about.


  “Good,” she said. “And you?”


  “Me?” Did she remember her connection with him, he wondered?


  “Yes, how are you??”


  “I’m fine.”


  “Good. I’m glad.” She closed her eyes as if to shut off whatever it was that had turned on.


  “Sarah? How are you?” He reached out to touch her, but she turned from him and delicately resumed her previous horizontal position in the bed, the covers pulled up high.


  “Sleep,” she said. “I need some more sleep.” And with that proclamation, she went quiet.


  Ramsey watched her lay with her back to him. Her breathing became deeper, and he realized she had indeed fallen back to sleep. He replayed everything she’d said in his mind and made some basic conclusions. She remembered everyone, but how much she recalled regarding her involvement was still a mystery. He sensed she was aware that she was not sick. Something about her energy confirmed that for him, but he suspected she wasn’t ready to confront it just yet. He doubted she remembered anything about X and Z. He suspected he would have seen signs of that. He debated how much he should tell her. Should he let her remember on her own? If she asked him, should he answer? He didn’t want to undermine all her progress by overwhelming her. He knew the process would take time, and he would do his best to give her that time. He just hoped that Y wouldn’t interfere. If Y decided to show himself, Ramsey would have to catch her up to speed, and fast. For now, though, he let her rest. The answers would come soon enough.


  
CHAPTER THIRTY


  

  


  LATER THAT NIGHT, Ramsey, Leroy, and Declan sat at the dining table. They munched on hamburgers that Leroy had grilled on the porch. It was the closest they’d come to having a normal dinner since they’d arrived at the house.


  A few minutes passed before Hannah, showered and clean, came out of the bathroom to join them.


  “Burger’s ready, Hannah. Help yourself.” Leroy pointed to the kitchen, where assorted condiments sat atop the counter.


  “It smells delicious.” Hannah headed into the kitchen, ready to eat. She’d slept several hours before Declan woke her. She put together her burger, grabbed a beer, and sat down. Nobody said a word while they all sat together and enjoyed their meal.


  Halfway into her burger, Hannah watched as the rest of them ate. “This is nice.”


  Ramsey looked up at her, chewing his food. “Yes. Eating is nice.”


  She gave him a look. “That’s not what I mean.”


  “What do you mean?” asked Declan, taking a bite.


  “I mean we’re all sitting together, enjoying dinner. It’s kind of nice, especially after the week we’ve had.”


  “We’re not exactly the Waltons,” said Ramsey through a mouthful.


  “No, but we’re close.” Hannah smiled. “More like the Brady Bunch.”


  “We’re definitely a bunch of something,” said Leroy.


  “So what else did Morgana have to say?” Declan asked Leroy.


  Leroy swallowed his bite before he answered. “Nothing really. Just that Emerson had slipped into a coma. He won’t be answering any questions right now.”


  “So much for getting some answers,” said Ramsey.


  “That’s assuming he has any answers,” said Declan.


  “Something tells me he does,” Ramsey replied, taking another bite. “No matter what Morgana says.”


  They enjoyed a few more bites of food before Hannah addressed Ramsey. “How’s Sarah? Any change?”


  Ramsey swallowed his last bite and took a swig of his beer. “She woke up briefly but then fell back asleep. Been out ever since.”


  “How was she?”


  “She’s okay physically. She asked about all of you, so she has some memories of her past week, but emotionally…well, that may take some time. There’s a lot to assimilate.”


  “That’s the understatement of the year,” replied Declan.


  “How much are you going to tell her?” asked Leroy, wiping his hands on a napkin.


  Ramsey swallowed another swig of beer. “I’ll figure that out when the time comes. Right now, I’m just going to play it by ear.”


  Hannah was starting to ask him a question when something behind him caught her eye. “Oh, my,” she said.


  Ramsey looked up at her, curious at her reply. “What? You think that’s a bad idea?”


  She stared off behind him.


  “Uh, John.” Now Declan was acting strangely.


  Leroy swiveled his head to see what they were looking at. “Sherlock,” he said as he stared.


  Ramsey wondered what was going on behind him and turned in his chair. Standing in the hallway, with a blanket wrapped around her, was Sarah. Her line of sight allowed her to see the four of them sitting at the dining table. Ramsey stood, almost knocking his chair backward. He turned toward her but did not advance. He didn’t want to scare her. “Sarah?”


  She looked uncertain, as if she didn’t know where she was, but once she realized that she’d been seen, she took a few tentative steps forward.


  Ramsey did the same. Once they were within a few feet of each other, they stopped.


  “Hey,” she said, a little apprehensive. “I woke up, and I was alone.” She pulled the blanket closer around her.


  He could feel her trepidation. “You’ve been sleeping for a while. You feel better?”


  “I could use something to drink. I’m pretty thirsty.”


  “Sure. I’ll get you something. You want to join us? Get out of that bed for a while?” Ramsey held his breath.


  She looked behind him at three pairs of eyes, all looking in her direction.


  He could feel their stares and willed them all to stop gaping at her. As if on cue, they went back to eating their food.


  She hesitated. After seeing them, she seemed to come to some sort of conclusion. “Guess so. About time I got to know everyone better.”


  Happy that her memories of the group were still intact, he stepped aside to allow her to move to the table.


  All of them stood as she neared, as if she were royalty.


  Ramsey rolled his eyes. “Sarah’s going to join us, guys.” They all stood there, saying nothing. Apparently, he was not the only one tongue-tied. “Declan,” he said, “can you pull up an extra chair?”


  Declan stirred and moved to grab a chair.


  Leroy finally spoke. “Glad to have you join us, Sarah.”


  “I’ll get you some water,” said Ramsey, glad that Leroy had started the conversation. He headed into the kitchen.


  Declan brought the chair around and set it behind Sarah, who sat down slowly, obviously still achy from her ordeal. She seemed glad to get off her feet. Declan hovered next to her until Ramsey brought the water, then he returned to his seat but continued to watch her.


  Ramsey sat down next to her.


  She picked up the glass and drained it entirely before putting the glass down. She noticed they all watched her as she did so. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t know why I’m so thirsty.”


  Ramsey stood again and grabbed her glass. “I’ll get you some more.”


  “Your body needs it, Sarah,” Hannah said in response. “Drink as much as you need.”


  Sarah looked over at her. “Hannah, right?”


  Hannah smiled. “That’s me.”


  Sarah moved her eyes to Declan. “Declan,” she said.


  “Correct. Nice to formally meet you.”


  She cocked her head at his reply. “Oh, we have formally met. Now we’re just making it official.”


  He gave her a strange look as Ramsey returned with the second glass of water and set it down in front of Sarah. Ramsey exchanged glances with Declan, both of them unclear as to what her response meant.


  Next, she looked toward Leroy. “Hi, Leroy.”


  He beamed a great big smile at her. “Hi, Sarah.”


  “I’m glad you’re better,” she said.


  “Good as new,” he replied.


  She looked at the table and all the food.


  Ramsey immediately felt stupid. “You must be starving. I’ll get you something.” He moved to stand.


  “No, actually, I’m not,” she said. “I have no appetite at all. I’m just thirsty.” She took another long drink of her water. “This is all I need. Thanks.”


  The four of them sat quietly, dinner forgotten, as they adjusted to her presence. They’d spent all this time with her, cared for her, risked their lives for her, hoping she could do the same for them, yet they didn’t actually know her.


  Ramsey tried to break the ice, but Sarah beat him to it. She gazed around the table after the introductions and calmly asked, “So am I correct in assuming that no one at this table is human?”


  The direct question caught them all off guard, and nobody answered. Even Ramsey stayed silent, waiting to see if someone else wanted to take the lead.


  Finally, Hannah said, “My cousin is married to one.”


  Declan chuckled at the remark, and the rest of them smiled. Declan spoke next. “I guess this must all seem pretty unbelievable to you.”


  “Now who’s making the understatement of the year?” asked Ramsey.


  Declan smiled again and kept talking, trying to find a way to determine how much Sarah understood. “I assume John has explained things to you?”


  Sarah glanced over at Ramsey. “Yes, I suppose, but it’s all a little fuzzy.” She thought for a second. “I remember our conversation when we first got here. I remember the man who tried to take me. I remember…” She stopped and massaged her temples.


  “Take your time, Sarah.” Ramsey was concerned she was dealing with too much. “Don’t push yourself.”


  “No, I need to know.” Sarah spoke strongly. “I’ve been here for six days, and all these things are happening. I don’t know who I am or why I’m here, and I have all these thoughts and memories that I can’t make sense of, yet I know things I don’t understand why I know and feel things I’ve never felt before, and now I’m not human and neither are you. I’m freaking out but trying not to. Please tell me how I’m supposed to handle this. What am I doing here? What is happening to me?”


  They all watched her shudder, place her head in her hands and rub her face with shaky fingers. “God, what is happening?” she asked.


  None of them knew what to say. They were all capable of protecting her and caring for her physically, but when it came to the emotional side, none of them had much experience. Having never told anyone of their existence before put them at a distinct disadvantage.


  Leroy tried to help. “Sarah, listen to me.” She kept her head in her hands. “I promise this will all make sense eventually. Just try to suspend your disbelief a little bit. Your world is tilting upside down right now, I understand, but try not to think of it like that. Just try to think of us as new friends you’ve just met. We’re all here for you. We’re no different from anybody else you’d meet on the street, other than the fact that our DNA is a little different. We were all born here, so it’s really not that big of a deal when you think about it.”


  Sarah appeared to have no reaction to Leroy’s comments until Ramsey heard her laugh. It started with a low chuckle, but it quickly gained momentum as it turned to full-on laughter, and finally, she pulled her head up, her hands went to her stomach and she laughed hysterically as tears rolled down her face.


  “She’s cracking up,” said Hannah.


  “No, she’s just coping,” said Declan. “She’s got a lot coming at her right now, and she’s more sensitive. Let her get through it.”


  Ramsey watched her and saw through the laughter. It expressed more sadness than humor. He wondered if she was finally accepting that her life had changed forever, and rather than run screaming from the house, she had chosen to either laugh or cry. Hearing her now, he didn’t think tears could feel any worse. He wanted to reach out and comfort her, but he knew she wasn’t ready for it.


  Gradually, she composed herself, and her laughter subsided. She let out a few more bouts of giggles and wiped the tears off her face before finally collecting herself. She took a few deep, shuddering breaths. “I think I’m losing it.”


  “No, you’re not,” said Ramsey, encouraging her. “You’re dealing with it as best you can. Just be patient. This won’t happen overnight. I know you want answers, and you’ll get them, but I recommend not all at once. You’ve got sensory overload as it is.”


  She closed her eyes and took a few cleansing breaths. She opened them again and reached for the remainder of her water.


  Ramsey stood to get her some more.


  “Wait,” she said, holding out her hand as he reached for her glass.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I…” She hesitated, not knowing what to say, then grimaced. He was about to ask her what was wrong when she found her voice.


  “Just sit, please. I need you to sit next to me. I feel…”


  He sat down before she could finish. “No problem,” he said. “I’m sitting back down.”


  “I don’t understand it. It’s just something I feel. Like I’m off-kilter or something.”


  “You’re picking up on our energy, Sarah,” said Declan. “You’re sensitive enough now to feel all of us in the room at once. It’s probably throwing you off a bit. Until you get used to it, you may feel a bit off-balance, even with us just moving around the room.”


  She nodded. “When he got up, I felt dizzy.”


  “I tend to have that effect on women,” Ramsey added, lightening the mood.


  “But not in a good way,” Leroy replied, contributing to the banter.


  “I could tell you some stories,” Ramsey responded.


  “I know your stories. Would you like me to share some?”


  “No.”


  “Then I rest my case.”


  Hannah smiled.


  Declan nodded at his brother. “It’s probably more acute with John,” he said, not explaining why. “I’ll get up now, and you let me know how you feel as I move.” He stood slowly, and watched for Sarah’s reaction.


  “It’s not so bad,” she said.


  “You still want that water?”


  “Yes. Just go slow, please, or I may woof my cookies.”


  Declan took his time as he moved around the table to pick up her glass.


  “Wow. I can definitely feel it as you get closer.” She took a breath and closed her eyes.


  “You okay?” he asked as he picked up the glass.


  “Yes. Keep going.”


  He turned and headed into the kitchen.


  She opened her eyes. “That was an unexpected experience.”


  “That’s just the first of many,” said Hannah.


  Ramsey frowned at her. “Hannah.”


  “Sorry, I didn’t mean that in a bad way.”


  “It’s fine, Hannah,” Sarah said. “You can’t protect me forever.”


  Declan returned with the glass of water and set it front of Sarah, then moved back to his seat. Sarah barely noticed.


  “See?” asked Declan. “Looks like you’re adjusting quickly.”


  She seemed visibly calmer. “It wasn’t near as bad as I thought it would be.”


  Ramsey couldn’t help himself. “That’s what all his girlfriends tell him.”


  Declan shot an exasperated look at his brother, then returned his attention to Sarah. “You’re gradually getting used to us,” he said, looking pleased. “Either that or it’s my peaceful nature.”


  Ramsey snorted. “I’ll keep my mouth shut on that one.”


  Declan shot back. “That would be a first.”


  Sarah began to relax, just as the rest of them did. She sat back in her seat and let her blanket fall to the back of her chair. She wore red sweats and had socks on her feet. She looked more comfortable now as she engaged with them.


  “Are you warming up a bit? Running a lot of energy will do that.” Declan watched her nod, but then she reached up to rub her temples again. “I want you to try something,” he said. “Focus in on each of us individually. Sometimes focusing on a group as a whole can be overwhelming, especially at first. If you break it up a bit and segregate us, it can help you adjust.” He set his gaze on Hannah. “Do you mind standing, Hannah?”


  Hannah hesitated momentarily before rising out of her chair.


  “Focus in on her,” Declan told Sarah. “Tell me what you feel.”


  Sarah seemed unsure what to do, but when Declan prompted her, she closed her eyes. “Can you move around a bit, Hannah?” she asked. “You’re sort of clumped in with the group.”


  Hannah looked uncertain, but finally she walked around her chair and then came back to where she’d been standing.


  “That’s it. I got you now,” said Sarah.


  “What does she feel like?” asked Declan.


  Ramsey and Leroy watched with interest.


  Sarah started slowly. “Compassionate…kind…wise…reliable…a caretaker.” Her eyes still closed, she broke off.


  “Good,” said Declan. “Now read me. You should be able pick up on me after getting the water. ”


  She sat still and quiet, with her eyes closed. “Strong...attentive…assertive...sensitive… smart…stubborn…”


  “That’s for sure,” Ramsey interrupted.


  She frowned for a moment and then opened her eyes, surprised. “You two are brothers?”


  Ramsey and Declan looked at each other. “Stepbrothers,” they said at once.


  Declan kept testing her. “That’s good, Sarah. Keep going. Leroy next. See if you can do it without him moving.”


  Sarah took a deep breath and, after glancing at Leroy, closed her eyes again. “Um, let’s see. Ah…there you are. Oh, you have some strong energy, Leroy.”


  “That’s my sparkling personality you’re picking up on.”


  “You are sparkling,” she agreed, “but also balanced, strong-willed, confident, unwavering, resolute and loyal.”


  “You’re good,” said Leroy


  “You’re married?” she asked, opening her eyes.


  He looked surprised. “Yes.”


  She gave him a knowing stare. “Lucky lady.”


  Leroy beamed at her. “She is.”


  “Okay,” Ramsey groaned. “I can’t take anymore.”


  “Him next,” said Declan, looking at Ramsey.


  Sarah and Ramsey regarded each other. She held his stare for a second before closing her eyes.


  “I take it I don’t need to do anything,” said Ramsey.


  “I doubt it,” said Declan.


  They watched her as she sat unmoving, various expressions moving across her face. Finally, she spoke. “Stubborn…”


  Declan chuckled, and it was Ramsey’s turn to glare.


  “Persistent, impulsive, honest, straight-forward…warm…protective…gentle…” She slowed as she spoke the last three words.


  Ramsey felt the heat bloom in his gut, and he realized it originated from her. She was blushing slightly, and he knew she was choosing her words carefully. He felt certain that if there weren’t three other people in the room right now, her next few words might be vastly different. He secretly wished that were the case, but then he pushed the thought aside, judging himself.


  She made a pinched face and then opened her eyes. “You closed off on me. I felt it.”


  He stared back at her. “Sorry,” he said, offering no more explanation than that. They held eye contact for a few seconds as she conveyed that she knew more than what she had revealed, but thankfully, she said nothing. Ramsey broke the connection and looked away.


  “Great job,” Declan said, glancing between the two of them. “Feel better?”


  Sarah looked a hundred pounds lighter than she had when she first sat down. “Much,” she said. “That helped. You all feel individualized to me now. You’re not just one big mass.”


  Hannah was curious. “Are you able to read our thoughts?”


  “No, not your thoughts. It’s just a feeling. And apparently, only if you’re open enough to let me in,” she said, glancing briefly at Ramsey. Her mood seemed to shift as she moved her finger over the rim of her water glass.


  Ramsey felt the change. “What is it?”


  “So what happens now?” she asked. “Where do I go from here?” She stopped messing with her glass. “What happens to my job, my life? Can I go back to it?”


  Leroy met Ramsey’s eyes as if to ask if he wanted to answer that question.


  Reluctantly, Ramsey did. “You can’t go back, Sarah. At least not right now.”


  She sighed but didn’t look up. “Why not? You think I’ll tell people about this?”


  None of them had considered that, but that wasn’t their fear. “No, Sarah. We’re not worried about that,” Declan answered.


  “What, then?”


  They all debated how much to say.


  “Sarah,” Ramsey began, “There’s reason to believe that you are in danger. And if you return to your life right now, you are at risk.”


  “But why? Why am I in danger?”


  “Because of who you are.”


  “But I’m just like all of you. Aren’t we all in danger, then?”


  “Yes, and no,” answered Ramsey, feeling her frustration.


  “Then what am I missing here? Why am I so important?”


  Unbeknownst to her, Sarah was perched on the edge of a rabbit hole, the depths of which were completely unknown to her. Answering her questions too soon could spiral her into a mental breakdown, but not answering them meant prolonging her confusion and creating conflict between them. The last thing they wanted to create was a rebellion. Preventing her from leaving would be difficult, if not impossible. They needed her on their side, but to get her there meant telling her everything, despite the risk. The truth was there would never be a right time.


  In that moment, Ramsey decided to answer her honestly. “Because, Sarah, you’re different from the rest of us.”


  “Why? Why am I different?”


  He tried to think of an easy way to explain, but it didn’t exist. The direct route seemed to be his only option. He hoped she could handle it. “Because there has never been another one like you.”


  “Like me?” she asked, confused. “What does that mean? I just learned I’m not human. How much more different could I be?”


  “Well, let me clarify.” He waited for any sort of protest from Declan or Leroy, but he didn’t get one, so he kept going. “You are part-human and part-Eudoran, which in itself is not unusual. Our people do at times choose to mate with humans. However, you happen to be a very rare type of Eudoran. One that has actually not been in existence for over sixty years.”


  She took that in as she clenched her hands. “And what type is that?”


  “There are two types. The most common type is what we call the Gray-Line, which is what we are. Gray-Lines are the predominant type of Eudoran in existence on earth, save for one…or two, excluding you, of course.”


  “And I am not a Gray-Line?”


  “No. You are what we call a Red-Line. Red-Lines died off many years ago. More than that, you are the only half-human, half-Eudoran Red-Line. While Gray-Lines have been known to mate with humans, Red-Lines have not. That makes you a one-in-a-million shot.”


  She stared at him, trying to absorb the information. “Lucky me.”


  He smiled sympathetically at her. “Yes. Lucky you.”


  “So what’s the difference between a Red-Line and Gray-Line?’


  Some part of him enjoyed her curiosity and interest. He’d never had the chance to explain his species to another. “One physical difference is the mark on our bodies. Gray-Lines have a gray mark, whereas Red-Lines have a red one. They resemble scars, which is how a human might interpret them. But they are actually similar to a birthmark.”


  “A birthmark?” she asked, still showing a remarkable calm, which he admired. “I take it that’s not the only difference.”


  “No, it isn’t.”


  “So what is the rest?”


  He considered how to explain it as simply as possible. ”Red-Lines have advanced abilities, more so than Gray-Lines. Their capabilities include manipulating energy, high levels of sensitivity and empathic abilities, telepathy, and reading the energy of not just people, but also objects. Many have the ability to communicate with other species, such as animals and other forms of extraterrestrials. With the proper development and training, they can become very powerful and are usually very intelligent. In the past, they served as leaders in our community as well as valuable information gatherers. They can blend in and cloak themselves around humans so as not to be seen. They also traveled to and from our home planet with regularity, serving as a branch between our two worlds.”


  She stared at him, her expression unchanged. “And you’re telling me that’s what I am?”


  “Yes, that is what you are.”


  “But how do you know for sure? Maybe you’re wrong.”


  “We’re not wrong. You have the mark.”


  “I do?”


  “Yes. It’s on your back, beneath your shoulder blade.”


  She reached behind her with her right arm as if to feel the mark on her left side.


  “Other side,” said Hannah.


  Sarah put her arm down. “So I’m a…what do you call it? Red-Line?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that why I’m in danger?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?” she asked him.


  “Why?”


  “Yes. Why does that put me in danger? Aren’t you guys supposed to be a peaceful bunch?”


  Declan answered that one. “Normally, we are, yes.”


  “So why not now? Who’s got it in for me?”


  Ramsey felt her energy contract. “We’re not sure about that yet, but we think someone may want to use you.” He didn’t offer that her life might also be at risk.


  “Use me?”


  “Yes. You are highly advanced, with remarkable untapped abilities not seen in decades. You could be very valuable to someone.”


  “In what way?”


  He could tell she was trying hard to stay open, and as he kept going, he continued to gauge her reactions. “We’re not exactly sure. We don’t know the motives behind this particular threat.”


  “I’m not exactly going to go quietly, you know.”


  He chuckled, remembering her confrontation with X and Z. “No, I wouldn’t think so.”


  “So why is it a concern?”


  He stopped as he thought about what to say, but again, he could only be direct. “Because this person may also be another Red-Line.”


  Now she did look uncertain. “But you just said I’m the only one.”


  “Believe me, we are as surprised as you.”


  “And you think this Red-Line wants to hurt me?”


  “I don’t know, but he’s already tried to take you twice, which makes him determined.”


  She looked surprised. “Twice?”


  “Yes, twice.”


  “And you stopped him?


  “I stopped him the first time.”


  “But not the second.”


  “No, not the second.”


  “Who stopped him the second time?”


  He stared at her, waiting to see how she would handle it. “You did.”


  “I did?”


  “Yes.”


  She looked away as if trying to think back. “I don’t remember that.”


  “You may, at some point, or you may not. It’s not uncommon to forget things that occur during a Shift.”


  “And I used these advanced abilities?”


  “You most certainly did. And quite effectively.”


  She sat unmoving, but then she hugged herself and swallowed. “So let me ask you something.”


  “Ask away.”


  “Why do you want me?”


  It was her turn to be direct.


  “Why do I want you?” He wanted to be sure he understood her question before answering in a completely inappropriate way.


  “Yes, why do you…Gray-Lines, whatever… Why do you want me? How do I know you don’t also want to use me?”


  It was a logical question, and it made him wonder. Were they any better than this unknown adversary? He knew the answer, and it bothered him to admit it.


  “There’s a very specific reason why you’re here. We need you. Because of your potential abilities, we hope you will be able to provide us with something we seek.”


  “And what is that?” she asked.


  He looked at Hannah, Declan, and Leroy, who all watched the exchange with more than a little interest. Nobody stopped him from answering. “Because you may be the key to our survival. You may be the one person capable of preventing our extinction.”


  She furrowed her brow, unsure what he meant. “Excuse me? You’re joking, right?”


  He regretted adding the weight of this responsibility to her already overloaded system, but he continued, giving her the truth. “I wish I was. In all likelihood, without your help, the four of us may be dead in twenty-four months.”


  At first, she just stared at him. Then she looked around the table, looking for confirmation. When she apparently got it, she stood and started pacing. “You want to explain that one to me?” she asked.


  He hated telling her. In that moment, he felt anger rise in him at the thought that the Council would mess with issues better left alone. What right did they have to create a life whose sole purpose was to save the life of another, or even many others? Was death really all that bad? He felt her anxiety, and he wished he could reduce her distress.


  “Sarah, I know it sounds crazy.”


  “Crazy? No, we’ve gone way past crazy. This is lunacy.” Her pace picked up. “I mean, you tell me I’m some sort of super alien? After you first tell me that I’m a regular alien—let’s not skirt over that initial revelation. And now I’ve changed and I’ve got all these super powers, which apparently I’ve used, but have no memory of, and I could become this great, wise, all-knowing, all-seeing, animal-talking, object-reading, telepathic…red…thing.” She struggled to find the right word. “Whatever you call it. And now, now I’m supposed to save the world? Oh, and let’s not forget there’s a bad guy out there too, who wants to use me for evil. Is that what you’re telling me?”


  Ramsey felt her energy level rise dramatically.


  Declan picked up on it, too. “Sarah,” said Declan, “You want to sit? I know we’ve thrown a lot at you—”


  “A lot at me?” she shot back, almost yelling. “Now, that’s the understatement of the year. Don’t you think?”


  “Sarah…” Ramsey started.


  “Don’t…” She aimed a fiery glance at him. “Don’t tell me to calm down.” She turned away and stood unmoving for a few seconds, her back to them, breathing deep and fast. “I need to get out of here,” Ramsey heard her say. She started for the front door.


  Ramsey shot up from his chair. “Wait.”


  She stopped. “Wait? What are you going to do? Keep me here?”


  He didn’t know what to say.


  “Sarah.” Leroy stood as well. “Think about it first. It’s too soon for you. You walk out that door, and you won’t be able to handle it.”


  “So what?” She directed her growing anger at Leroy. “Now you’re telling me I can’t handle going home, even if I wanted to? What exactly am I supposed to do? Live here with you guys?” She looked around the group. “No offense, but I’m over the frat house thing. I hardly know any of you. All I know is that this guy over here”—she nodded toward Ramsey—“shows up on my doorstep and the next thing I know, I’m an alien.” She breathed deeply again and shook her hands with excess energy. “I’ve got to get out of here.” She headed for the door.


  “Sarah, wait…” Declan stood as she moved in his direction.


  Impatient and overwhelmed with the amount of stimuli directed at her, Sarah turned on him angrily. “Get out of my way!”


  Instantaneously, a force flooded the room. The dining-room light, which had been illuminating their discussion, popped and broke, and Declan shot backwards, his chair overturning. He flew back several feet, landing on his back and smacking his head on a small side table in the entryway.


  “Declan!” Hannah jumped up and ran over to him.


  The remaining light in the kitchen lit the room hazily as Ramsey, Leroy and Sarah stood in shock.


  Woozy but conscious, Declan tried to sit up. “I’m okay,” he said as Hannah reached him. “I’ll live.”


  Hannah checked out his head and felt blood. “You’ve got a gash on your head. You’re bleeding.” She turned toward Leroy. “I need a towel and some ice.”


  Declan attempted to downplay the incident. “I’m all right, Hannah. I’ve dealt with worse.” He tried to sit up, but failed.


  “Sit back, you idiot. You may have a concussion.” She looked back at Leroy. “Leroy?”


  Leroy finally snapped out of his state. “I’ll get it.” He moved around Sarah, who still stood there, frozen to her spot.


  “Did I do that?” she managed to ask.


  Ramsey was at a loss. Sarah stood dazed as her energy projected erratically and she attempted to process what had just occurred.


  “You didn’t do it intentionally.”


  She gave him a hard look. “But I did it, right?’


  He paused, knowing and feeling how hard this was for her. “Yes.”


  “Oh, my God.”


  “Sarah, I’m okay. It was an accident.” Declan spoke from across the room as Leroy brought the ice and towel over and handed them to Hannah.


  “Sarah, this is all new to you. You don’t have a handle on it yet. You’re like a newborn right now. You’ve got to crawl before you learn to walk.” Ramsey hoped he was getting through to her.


  “Oh, my God. Oh, my God.”


  “Sarah, please don’t freak out.” Ramsey reached out to touch her, but she pulled back from him.


  She took a step back. “Don’t.”


  He couldn’t help himself. He took a step toward her.


  She stepped back again. “Don’t. I could hurt you.”


  “Sarah, you are not going to hurt me.” He moved toward her again, willing her to relax.


  She retreated into the kitchen.


  Hannah, Declan and Leroy watched Ramsey try to bring her back. Hannah held the ice pack on Declan’s head.


  “Sarah.” Ramsey held his hand out to her. “Just focus on my voice right now. You’ve got yourself all worked up, which is understandable, but you need to bring the energy level down a bit, or you’re going to pop something a lot worse than a light bulb.”


  She stared around the room as if lost. His worry for her doubled. She appeared confused and afraid.


  “Listen to my voice. I’m right here. I told you I’m not going anywhere. We’ll get you through this. I promise.” He reached out tentatively to her, but she did not engage.


  “Please don’t.” She pushed back against the cabinets, unable to move anywhere else. “I can’t do this.” She hugged herself with her arms.


  “Yes, you can.” He spoke calmly, keeping his own energy level balanced. “You’re not alone. We’re all here to help you.”


  “And look what I do in return. I could have killed him.”


  Ramsey smiled. “Not really,” he said. “He’s got a thick skull.” He looked over at Declan. “You might have actually knocked some sense into him.”


  Declan glanced up at the pair in the kitchen, holding the pack to his head. “Ha, ha,” he said in return.


  Sarah didn’t enjoy the humor. She continued to press back as Ramsey approached.


  “What do you say we all take a moment to collect ourselves and try not to answer all the questions right now?” Ramsey asked. “We’ve had enough for today.” She stared off. “You thirsty? You want some water?”


  She acted as if she heard nothing.


  “Sarah?” He didn’t like her far-away gaze. “You with me?”


  She made no reaction.


  “Sarah,” he said again with no acknowledgement from her. “Hey. Why don’t we go sit down?” For some reason, her far-off stare worried him more than her anger and her violent outburst toward Declan.


  Declan perked up as well. “Sarah?”


  Ramsey sensed Declan’s wariness and knew his brother was picking up on something. “Declan?” he asked.


  Declan’s energy intensified. “John,” he said. “Snap her out of it. Now.”


  Declan’s tone got Ramsey’s attention. He reached for her even as she continued to pull away from him.


  She reacted forcefully. “Stay away from me.” She brought up her hands as if to deflect him. He braced, preparing in case she pushed him away as she had with Declan. He felt a force move at him and around him, but he stayed where he was, untouched. Just as suddenly, though, the kitchen light above him exploded and shards of glass rained down on him, and he closed his eyes and ducked his head to protect himself just as they were all plunged into darkness.


  
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  

  


  “SHERLOCK!” LEROY’S VOICE boomed in the dark. “You there?”


  Ramsey shook the shards of light-bulb fragments out of his hair, trying not to cut himself. “I’m here,” he answered. He couldn’t see anything. The kitchen and dining-room lights had been the only ones on, and with them no longer operational, the house was completely dark.


  “Hannah,” said Declan, “flip on the office light.”


  “Where is it?” she asked.


  “Should be over your left shoulder, on the other side of the wall,” answered Leroy.


  Ramsey heard shuffling and then the sound of Hannah sliding her hands against a solid surface. After a few seconds passed, he could hear her patting her fingers against the wall. “Where is it?” she asked.


  “Keep looking,” said Declan. “John, how’s Sarah?”


  He got no response. “John?” he asked again.


  “She’s not here,” Ramsey finally replied.


  “What? Where is she?”


  “Well, if I could see anything, I would tell you. But I’m feeling my way through this kitchen, and she’s not in here anymore. She must have skirted past me as I ducked away from the glass. Damn it.”


  “Here it is,” Hannah exclaimed. The flip of a switch could be heard, but no light welcomed them. “It’s not working,” said Hannah, flipping the switch several times.


  “She must have flipped the breaker,” said Leroy. “We have flashlights in the garage. I’ll see if I can find one and get the lights back on.”


  Ramsey heard a grunt as Leroy walked into what was likely a chair on his way to the garage.


  “What if we opened some curtains? Get some light from the street?” asked Ramsey.


  “What light from the street? We’re too far away from the road, and there’s no moon tonight,” answered Declan.


  “Of course there isn’t,” responded Ramsey.


  “Hannah, help me up,” Declan said.


  “You need to stay still,” Hannah answered. “If you have a concussion, you could get dizzy, or worse.”


  “Hannah, I appreciate your concern, but I’m not going to sit here all night. I need to check the house.”


  Ramsey remembered Declan’s tone with Sarah before she hit the lights-out button. “Declan,” he asked, “what are you getting?”


  “I’m not sure.” Ramsey heard what sounded like grunting and assumed his brother was now standing—with or without Hannah’s help, he didn’t know. “Whatever it was, I didn’t like the feel of it.”


  “What do you mean?’ Ramsey felt his way slowly out of the kitchen.


  “I don’t know, but it felt like another presence.”


  “What, here?” Ramsey felt his anxiety ramp up. If they were confronted now, they were at a big disadvantage. His mind played out scenarios of Sarah walking out the door and right into Y’s hands. They had to find her.


  “It wasn’t a physical presence. More like some sort of projection. And it was directed at Sarah.”


  “What are you feeling now?”


  There was a brief pause. Ramsey pictured Declan closing his eyes and going still. It was quiet for a few moments.


  Declan finally responded. “Nothing. I don’t feel it anymore.”


  Hannah spoke. “Good. Then sit down before you fall over.”


  “Hannah, I am not going to fall over.”


  “Then why are you leaning on me?”


  “I’m not leaning on you.”


  “Oh, really?”


  Ramsey could only picture the interplay between them as he made his way through the dark back to the dining table. He wondered what was taking Leroy so long in the garage. Standing there, seeing nothing, his mind played out another scenario where Leroy lay dying, with a flashlight embedded in his chest. Ramsey tried to rein in his overactive imagination.


  “Whoa,” said Declan as he sucked in his breath.


  “What?” asked Ramsey, suddenly on alert. “What is it?”


  “Nothing,” said Hannah. “I just let go of him. The man who was ‘not leaning on me’ almost fell over. Declan, would you please sit down now?”


  “Where the hell is a chair?”


  If not for the seriousness of the situation, Ramsey would have enjoyed the commentary between his brother and Hannah, but right now he couldn’t get his mind off Sarah. He played out the myriad of possibilities of where she could go and wondered where he’d look first when the lights came back on.


  “Hey! Watch where you’re putting your hands,” Hannah objected in the dark.


  “Sorry. You wanted me to hold onto you.”


  “Yes, well, hold something a little less personal, please.”


  “I’m in the dark, Hannah. I’m at a slight disadvantage.” Ramsey could almost hear his brother smirk.


  “Sure you are.” Hannah wasn’t buying it. “Here, sit down.” Hannah had managed to locate a chair at the table and directed Declan to it. “There. Now stay put.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Ramsey was about to venture out on his own through the house, dark or no dark, when he finally heard Leroy and saw the beam of a flashlight.


  “I flipped the breakers. Nothing works.” The beam of light got closer, and Ramsey could make out Leroy in the dark. “I’ve got two flashlights, though.”


  “Give me one.” Happy for any illumination, Ramsey reached and took the other light from Leroy and flipped it on. Another beam of light joined the first. Ramsey swiveled it over at Declan and Hannah. Declan sat at the table, glassy eyed, as Hannah stood over him, holding the ice pack on his head. She squinted as Ramsey aimed the light toward them. He looked back at Leroy. “Stay with them. I’m going to find Sarah.”


  Before he left the room, though, he checked back in with Declan. “You’re sure you’re not picking up on anything? I don’t want to come back here and find I’m in some sort of Twilight Zone episode and all of you are gone, or worse. This is way too eerie for me.”


  Declan held his head in his hands, massaging his temples. “Go,” he said. “We’re all right.”


  “You let me know if you get something.”


  “You’ll be the first.”


  Ramsey swung the light through the room. He sought the front door and was pleased to see that it was closed and still latched from the inside, so she hadn’t left the house, at least not from the front door. He swung the light through the living area and saw everything in its place. Everything was just as messy as before. The back porch door was closed, too, and Ramsey felt sure if she’d left from there, he would have heard it. He then tried to decide between the guest rooms and the master. Guessing she would be more comfortable with the master, he headed in that direction. He aimed the light down the hall as he walked. He deliberately kept his mind blank as he moved, trying not to relive his childhood fears where as a young boy, he would wake up screaming in the dark, afraid of something he could not remember. His father had left the light on in his room until Ramsey finally outgrew the fear. This particular moment, though, vividly brought back the past, and Ramsey felt that same childhood distress he’d felt years ago bubble up in the pit of his belly.


  Doing his best to ignore his discomfort, he entered the bedroom and aimed the light through the room. The beam bounced off the walls, creating misshapen shadows. He noticed that with the lack of electricity also came the lack of sound. It was strangely quiet. There was no whirring of air moving through the vents and no humming of electricity through the air. There was only a hushed sound, and it unnerved him.


  “Sarah?” he whispered. “Sarah, are you in here?” Why he was being quiet, he didn’t know.


  He tried again, only this time he spoke normally. “Sarah? Can you hear me?” He walked into the dark bathroom but saw only the empty tub and shower. He flipped the light switch just to see if it would work. It didn’t. He turned around and aimed the light back into the room.


  “Sarah? Please answer me.”


  He thought he heard a muffled noise, and he swung the light in the direction of the sound. He found himself looking at the closed closet door.


  “Sarah, are you there?” He moved closer to the door and wondered if she’d retreated there, as she had on the first day of her Shift.


  He approached the door and couldn’t help but compare himself to some sort of movie character who is instantly slaughtered when they innocently open a deceptively safe closet door. Images of fictitious homicidal maniacs with long knives and chainsaws flew through his head as he got close enough to reach for the door handle. He regretted now watching so many horror movies. Ramsey took a breath to pull himself together. Feeling stupid, he reached for the handle.


  “Sherlock.”


  A nearby voice penetrated the stillness, and Ramsey jumped and whirled. He saw Leroy’s illuminated face staring back at him - the beam of his flashlight lighting him from the chin up.


  “Holy…” Ramsey felt the shock of it, from his feet to his hair, as every muscle in his body contracted. “…crap.’ He bent over and held himself. “Leroy, you scared the hell out of me.”


  Leroy chuckled. “Sorry.” He waited while Ramsey recovered. “You okay?”


  “I think I may have peed myself,” Ramsey responded, still holding his chest.


  “So much for tuning into me,” Leroy said, aiming his light on Ramsey. “I figured you would sense my approach.”


  “Yeah, well, I guess I was distracted.” Ramsey took another breath to shake off the fear.


  “Why do you watch horror flicks if they scare you?”


  “They don’t scare me.”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “What are you doing in here anyway?” Ramsey asked, annoyed.


  “Declan wanted me to tell you that he thinks she’s in here.”


  “What?” Ramsey did not hide his irritation. “You scared ten years off of me to tell me that? Declan obviously has a brain injury.”


  “He seemed to think it was important.”


  “Will you go and tell him that I think he’s an—” Ramsey’s comment was cut short by the sound of movement from the closet.


  Leroy heard it too and flashed his beam at the door. “I think someone’s in there.”


  Ramsey couldn’t believe he was having this conversation. “Will you get the hell out of here before I start calling you something I would normally reserve for Declan?”


  “Temper, temper.” Leroy made a move to leave, but he stopped and looked back. “You want me to open the door for you and check for the bogeyman?”


  Ramsey shot a not-so-kind gesture at Leroy, and the big man laughed and exited the room.


  Ramsey yelled back at him. “You want to be helpful, then find a way to get the lights back on.”


  “Sure thing,” Ramsey heard Leroy say as he headed down the hall. “I’ll just call an electrician.”


  A colorful name flicked through Ramsey’s mind at Leroy’s retort, but he kept it to himself. Another muffled sound from the other side of the closet door brought his attention back to his originally intended task.


  He reached for the door handle again, praying it was just Sarah in the closet. If something jumped out at him, he knew for sure that he would suffer some sort of apoplectic seizure, and they would find him drooling and spouting gibberish in the corner of the room, with a lot worse than pee in his pants.


  Focusing as best he could on Sarah and not on imaginary assailants, he turned the handle and pulled the door open. He let go of the breath he held when nothing emerged from the closet. He swung the light low and almost missed the reflection of a white sock peeking out from the back. Ramsey squatted down, below the few clothes hanging inside, and shined the light. There she was, curled up in a ball and leaning against the back wall.


  All childhood fears were forgotten, and his protective instincts kicked in. “Sarah,” he said. “It’s me. Are you okay?”


  She didn’t answer him. “Sarah, I need to know if you’re all right. Please say something.”


  He was rewarded by a faint response. “Leave me alone.”


  “I can’t do that,” he answered, happy that she’d responded. “It’s in my contract. It’s my duty to rescue damsels in distress, and that, my dear, is what you currently are. So basically, if I don’t help you, I’ll get fired. Do you want that?”


  “I want to go home.”


  He felt for her and her situation. There was no satisfactory solution to offer her. All he could do was help her through it. He shifted himself into a kneeling position and started to crawl back to her, flashlight in hand. Halfway in, he could hear her sniffling and the hitch in her breath, and he knew she’d been crying. He paused and then inched his way back out, swung the flashlight over to the nightstand, and grabbed the box of tissues sitting there. He then turned around and headed back into the closet, tissues in hand.


  As he neared her, he saw she was sitting with her knees up, her arms wrapped around them, and her forehead resting on her kneecaps. He wanted to reach out to her, but he didn’t. He offered her the tissues.


  “I brought you something.”


  She made the effort to lift her head slightly, and he could see her puffy eyes and runny nose. She grabbed a few tissues, wiped her cheeks, and blew her nose. When she had finished, she put the tissues on the floor and put her head back down without speaking.


  He allowed her the space and time she needed and just sat next to her, his flashlight pointed toward the open door. He made no attempt to calm or pacify her. There was nothing he could think of to say that she would want to hear. She continued to sniffle, and he imagined fresh tears. His suspicions were confirmed when she reached for more tissues.


  The closet was getting warm, since there was no air circulation and no electricity. After several minutes, she finally picked her head up, even though she stared straight ahead.


  He grabbed a tissue and wiped his brow. “Feeling any better?” he asked her.


  She let her head fall back and let it rest against the back wall, but she didn’t answer him.


  He decided to try again. “You know, I get the whole hiding-out thing, but why the closet? It’s a little stifling in here.” He swung the flashlight around the tiny area, and light bounced around them. “I would think the bathroom might be more convenient. Plus you’d have access to the facilities.”


  She continued to sit without saying a word. He stopped talking and leaned back against the wall, determined to wait her out.


  Finally, she acquiesced. “It’s the carpet,” she said.


  “What?” he said, forgetting the question.


  “It’s more comfortable to sit on, plus it muffles the sound.”


  He realized then what she was talking about. “Oh. That makes sense.” He kept up the conversation. “I suppose you could rearrange your wardrobe too, while you’re in here.”


  He heard her take a deep breath and release it. “Do you always make jokes?” she asked him.


  He thought about it. “When it helps to lighten the mood. Or,” he reconsidered, “when I want to get on someone’s nerves.”


  “So pretty much all the time, then,” she responded, with more warmth in her voice this time.


  He smiled in the dark. “Did you just crack a joke?’ He imagined her smiling in return.


  “I guess so.”


  “Good. You must be feeling better.”


  “Maybe a little.”


  “One step at a time.”


  She took a second before she responded. “I think I might need a lot of steps.”


  He understood. “What is the saying?” he asked. “A journey of a thousand miles…”


  “…begins with a single step,” she finished for him.


  They sat quietly for a few minutes.


  “Why do you have a flashlight?” she asked.


  “What, this?” he asked, bobbing the light around. “I’m partial to darkness. Overhead lighting makes me look bad.”


  “No, it doesn’t. And can you be serious, please?”


  He couldn’t help but think she’d just complimented him, but he kept it to himself. “Be serious? Only because you asked. The electricity is out.”


  She sighed. “Don’t tell me. Did I do that too?”


  “Maybe. Maybe not. Hard to say.”


  She didn’t say anything else as they remained where they were, sitting quietly.


  Ramsey finally had to ask. “You ready to come out of the closet?”


  Her mood finally lightened. “You’ve been waiting to say that, haven’t you?”


  “It’s been on my mind.”


  She didn’t make any move to leave, and he didn’t rush her. Finally, she spoke, almost whispering, “I’m scared.”


  He heard her vulnerability, and it touched him. “I know.” It was all he could think to say.


  “What do I do?” She sounded frail.


  His mind replayed a memory from the day he brought her here. It had worked then, and he hoped it would work again. He reached out his hand to her. “Take my hand,” he said.


  He could vaguely make out her profile as she turned her head toward him. She looked down, and seeing his arm extended, she reached out and put her hand in his. Instantly, the energy he’d felt from her that first day reignited; only now, it burned brighter and its intensity stunned him. He squeezed her fingers and felt the familiar warmth and tingles race up his arm and through his chest. He took a breath to control it, knowing if he didn’t, it would race wildly through him. He heard her take a breath as well.


  They stayed that way for several seconds before he finally asked her, “Do you trust me?”


  She squeezed his fingers. “Yes.”


  He felt the sweat pop out on his brow as he warmed considerably. They were going to have to get out of this closet soon, or the energy building between them was going to need an outlet, and he didn’t want it to be the wrong one.


  “Then don’t worry about it. We’ll figure it out.”


  She was quiet for a moment before she spoke again. “John?” she asked. Her use of his first name rippled through him.


  “Yes?” He realized he was holding his breath.


  “Why are you doing this?”


  He almost popped off a smart comment about it being his job, but he knew it was more than that. He owed her the truth, at least as he understood it. “Because I have to.” He finally summoned the strength to look over at her. “I told you I’m not going anywhere, and I’m not.”


  “But you’re not responsible for me.”


  “Oh, yes, I am. Like it or not, you’re stuck with me.”


  She looked at him, her eyes filling with tears.


  “What? What is it?” he asked, concerned as her emotions overtook her again.


  Her voice caught. “What if I fail?”


  “Fail?”


  “What if I can’t do what you want? What if I can’t help you?” A tear rained down her cheek, and she wiped it away with her free hand.


  He steeled himself, watching her battle new fears and insecurities. He imagined how difficult this must be for her. He deliberately cleared his mind, knowing that she could feel him through their connection, and he had to show her that he didn’t share her fear.


  “Sarah, we’ve got a long way to go before we have to worry about that. We’re only on step two. Let’s try not to think about step nine hundred and four. A lot can happen between now and then.”


  She shook her head and wiped her cheek again with her free hand.


  “How about we focus on just getting you adjusted to your new abilities and figuring out what happens next. When it’s time for you to save the world, I’ll let you know.”


  She took a deep breath and let it out fast, expelling some of the heavy energy she’d been carrying. “Okay,” she said with some relief. “We’ll save the world for later.” She grabbed a tissue and dabbed her eyes.


  He liked how she said “we,” glad that she saw the two of them as a team. The energy moving through her and into him lightened.


  She took another lungful of air and expelled it. Still holding his hand, she met his eyes again and managed a smile. “You ready to come out of the closet?”


  He couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’ve been waiting to say that, haven’t you?”


  She continued to smile back at him, and he let his mind wander while her gaze, despite her puffy eyes and the lack of light, fluttered through him. He knew she felt it too as she held his look and rubbed her thumb against the back of his hand. “Unless you’d rather stay.”


  Her touch on his skin sent electricity through him, but her comment finally kick-started him and yanked him out of his thoughts. If he stayed put, he didn’t trust himself to keep it innocent. Tempted as he was to continue her flirtation, he knew it wasn’t the time or place.


  He cleared his throat. “It’s getting a little hot in here.”


  “Yes, it is.”


  “I’ll go first.”


  “Chicken.”


  He released her hand reluctantly and made his way out of the closet. When he got through the door, he stood and held his hand out to her, and she took it again before climbing out and standing next to him. The air in the bedroom felt much lighter, now that they weren’t so enclosed. He kept the flashlight pointed at the wall as the darkness wrapped them in privacy. Still holding his hand, she stood in front of him.


  “Feeling better now?” he asked her.


  She acted hesitant. “A little.”


  “What?”


  “I’m worried.”


  “About what?”


  “What happened to Declan. I hurt him, and I don’t even know how I did it.”


  “Don’t worry about it. He’s fine. Just remember, if your temper flares, make sure I’m not in the room.”


  “I’m serious.”


  “So am I.”


  She made a face at him.


  “Okay, okay,” he replied with a smile, although he felt her frustration. “So you know now to pay attention to your energy when your emotions run high. If it gets to feeling erratic, you need to rein it in. It’s just a matter of paying attention to how you feel and learning to focus and maintain control. You’ll get the hang of it. I promise.”


  She looked doubtful in the minimal light, but eventually she nodded her head.


  “You want to go join the group? We can all sit in the dark together, maybe play hide and seek.”


  She took him by surprise when she moved closer to him and, letting go of his hand, brought her arms up and around him in a hug. He froze for a second with the unexpectedness of it, but then he returned it by wrapping his arms around her, pulling her close. Her cheek pressed against his own, and her arms encircled him. He felt the warmth of her body against his and his senses tuned completely in to her. If the hand-holding felt like a water hose, then this felt like a geyser. He didn’t want to let her go.


  Suddenly, the room electrified with the humming of the air through the vents, and the digital clock in the room began to blink. A faint light from beyond the hallway lit the room softly.


  From another area of the house, Ramsey could hear Leroy yell, “Lights are on!”


  Ignoring the resumption of power as they generated their own, they continued to stand there, embracing, neither saying a word. He felt their connection heighten as their collective energy magnified and enveloped them.


  A few seconds later, the lights flicked on in the room. “Hey, Sherlock.” With his hand on the light switch, Leroy poked his head in. “The electricity is…” He caught sight of the two of them. “Oops. Sorry to interrupt.” He flipped the light back off and left the room.


  Ramsey smiled, and Sarah lifted her head. She pulled away, looking at him, holding his gaze. After a few seconds passed, she broke the moment. “Guess that means it’s time to get started,” she said.


  He looked back at her, admiring her courage and fortitude. He wanted to pull her back in, but he stopped himself. “Yes, I guess so,” he said. “No time like the present.”


  Reluctantly, they released each other, and the energy generated between them slowly dissipated. Taking her hand back and confirming her readiness with an assuring nod, he turned and led her from the room.
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  SARAH, AGITATED BY the evening’s events, strode into her room, closing the door behind her. Three days had passed since her shopping spree. She’d given Ramsey ample time to recover from his shock in the dressing room, but getting antsy again, she’d asked him to take her to dinner. Begrudgingly, he’d agreed. Now, dinner over, she reviewed the incidents from the past hour. The evening had gone smoothly up until the end of the meal, but getting up to leave, they realized the restaurant had gown busy with the dinner crowd. Outside, valet parkers had appeared and a row of vehicles idled out front, waiting to be parked. His car blocked, Ramsey attempted to work with the valet service to free it, while Sarah waited inside at the bar.


  She’d been standing there, watching the restaurant fill as the room’s energy buzzed with the increasing volume of conversation, and wondering if she’d ever again be able to enjoy the simple freedom of coming to dinner without ever having to look over her shoulder.


  Remembering what happened next, she replayed the conversation in her mind as she changed out of her clothes and threw on a pair of sweatpants.


  - - -


  “ARE YOU LOOKING for someone?”


  Startled out of her thoughts as she perused the crowd, Sarah looked over to see a man about her age, holding a drink and looking slightly inebriated.


  “No,” she answered. “I’m just waiting for a friend.”


  The man smiled. He was attractive enough with brown hair and a mustache. His shirtsleeves were uncuffed and rolled up to his elbows and his tie was loose. He looked over at someone else at the bar. Sarah followed his gaze and saw another man of similar appeal. “Even better,” said the man. “Maybe you and your friend would like to join us? Buy you two a drink?”


  Sarah couldn’t help but smile back. “I don’t think my friend would be interested.”


  The man’s smile dropped. “Why not?” he asked. “She have a boyfriend?” He slightly slurred the word “boyfriend.”


  Sarah debated her answer. “Uhm, no. No boyfriend.”


  The smile returned. “Great! Then have a drink with us. My name’s Doug.” He held out his hand.


  “Sarah,” she said, shaking his slightly sweaty palm.


  The friend, seeing his pal making some headway, came over to join the conversation.


  “This is Mark,” said Doug.


  “Pleasure to meet you,” said Mark. Sarah shook his hand as well.


  “Sarah’s waiting for a friend.” Doug looked at Mark, who gave him a pleased look.


  “Terrific,” said Mark. “You two want to join us for dinner?” He at least appeared somewhat less intoxicated.


  “I already asked that,” said Doug, taking a sip of his drink.


  “Oh, sorry,” replied Mark.


  “Actually,” said Sarah, “We’ve already eaten.”


  “That’s not possible,” said Doug, holding out his arms as if showing himself off. “The main course has only just arrived.” He smiled as he attempted to wiggle his hips.


  Mark put a hand on his friend’s shoulder and leaning into him, said something into his ear. Sarah could only stare in surprise.


  Doug’s body posture stiffened as Mark spoke. “I am not drunk. I’m fine. I’m just joking around.”


  Mark, looking embarrassed, said, “Sorry. It’s been a long day. He’s just letting off some steam.”


  “Don’t worry about it,” said Sarah as she looked for Ramsey. The bar and restaurant were busy though and seeing her way through the crowd had become difficult.


  Mark noticed her gaze. “Looking for your friend?”


  “Yes.”


  “We’d love it if you had a drink with us,” said Mark. “If you’ve had dinner, how about a night cap before you take off?”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “What’s your friend’s name, by the way?”


  “That would be John.” Ramsey came up from behind and stood between her and Mark. Sarah sensed his unhappiness.


  “Who the hell are you?” asked Doug. Mark instinctively moved his hand to Doug’s elbow as Doug reacted to Ramsey’s entrance. Doug pulled away though and swayed, losing his balance. Reaching out to catch himself, he grabbed Sarah’s arm and leaned into her, pulling her sideways. Sarah, now almost bumping heads with him, could smell the alcohol on his breath and tried not to breathe.


  Ramsey reacted. He stepped forward and put a hand on Doug’s midsection and another on his upper arm. Doug froze as a small strangled sound came from his throat and he doubled over. Catching him, Ramsey lowered him into the closest unoccupied chair. Mark reached over and grabbed Doug before he tumbled to the floor.


  “I think your friend’s had too much to drink,” Ramsey stated as he let Mark take over. He stood up and taking Sarah by the hand, cleared a path out of the restaurant. Sarah could only stare back at the two men as Ramsey led her out the door.


  “What did you do to him?” she asked, as they walked into the parking lot.


  “Nothing. He’ll be fine. He just needs to sleep it off.”


  “Don’t you think you’re overreacting?” Sarah asked as Ramsey opened the car door for her and she got in. He didn’t answer her.


  But moving to the driver’s side and getting into the car, he couldn’t mask his anger. “What the hell do you think you were doing?”


  Sarah didn’t understand. “Why are you angry at me? What did I do?”


  “Why didn’t you wait outside? I turn around to look for you and you’re gone.” Starting the car, he put it into to drive and headed out of the parking lot.


  “Because you were busy arguing with valet people and I wanted to wait inside.”


  “And why were you talking to them?”


  “Because they came up and talked to me. What was I supposed to do? Act like a dumb mute?”


  “Yes. Why not? You didn’t have to engage with them.”


  “I didn’t expect them to approach me. I was just standing there.”


  “It’s a bar, Sarah. You’re an attractive, single woman standing alone. What did you think would happen?”


  “What? You think single women in bars have some sort of tractor beam or something?”


  “Yes, actually. I think they do. Especially when it comes to drunk men.”


  “Ramsey, he was harmless. So was his friend.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Really? Please.”


  Ramsey tried to rein in his anger. He focused on the road, intent on getting her back to the house.


  “Admittedly,” he said as he took a calming breath, “he was not a mastermind of intelligence, but regardless, you cannot take risks like that.”


  “What risk? Passing out from his bad breath?”


  “Sarah, I am not kidding.”


  “You really need to let up a little bit. I’m not going to live in a cage forever.”


  “Listen to me...” he started to say, but she interrupted him.


  “I don’t want to talk about ‘danger’ and ‘be careful’ and ‘don’t talk to strangers,’” she said. “It’s getting to be ridiculous.


  “We are going to talk about it. Whether you like it or not. Tonight. When we get back.”


  “Do I have a choice?”


  “Unfortunately, no.”


  She debated arguing with him, but she knew the tone in his voice and knew if she did, they’d only end up in a fight. To make matters worse, Hannah had conveyed to her last week that Ramsey’s birthday was tomorrow. She had secretly planned to somehow surprise him with a cake and present and she didn’t want to ruin it by having an argument tonight, so she chose to stay quiet. They spent the rest of the ride home in silence.


  Now, after heading to her room, she threw on a relaxed cotton shirt with her sweatpants and headed back out into the kitchen, determined to stay cool.


  Ramsey sat at the kitchen table, unmoving. She opened the fridge and pulled out a soda, pulled the tab back and took a drink. She looked over at him. “You want anything?” she asked.


  He looked up. “No. Thanks.”


  She watched him for a second as she took another drink and then went to sit down across from him. He still remained quiet.


  “So?” she asked.


  Finally, he seemed to pull himself out of whatever well of thoughts he sat in and answered her. “How was your session with Declan this morning?”


  Surprised that he had not dived straight into the “You need to be more careful” speech, she replied, “Fine. Nothing new to report, though. But I’m sure Declan told you that.”


  He remained impassive. “Not really. We didn’t talk much.”


  “Oh. I thought you got a personal status report every time.”


  He shook his head. “The Council might, but I don’t. I stay here with you. I suspect if something new happens, I’ll know it before Declan does.”


  “Yes. You probably would.” She watched as he looked back down at the table, scratching at some invisible mark on the surface. “Declan did say my human sensitivities are progressing well. I’m becoming quite acute, apparently.”


  “Really? That’s something, I suppose.”


  “I suppose.”


  He still did not initiate the conversation she was expecting. As she took another sip of her drink, she finally asked, “So, how long are we going to keep up with the small talk?”


  “What do you mean?” he asked, still scratching at the table.


  “Ramsey,” she said with impatience, “What is it? What do you want to tell me?”


  That got his attention and he met her eyes. “I need to tell you about what happened during your Shift.”


  She stared at him for a moment. “Ok. So tell me. What happened?”


  He took a hesitant breath, debating with himself. He didn’t want to frighten her, but he needed her to understand the risks. He realized now he should have told her sooner. Seeing her gone this evening when he’d turned to look for her in the parking lot had panicked him. That panic had doubled when walking into the restaurant, he’d found her talking with the two men at the bar. It had taken much of his self-control not to grab and pull her out of the room the moment he’d approached her.


  Pushing pack his fears, he started talking. He told her about the events in the other house. How three men had broken in and had threatened all of them. How one of them was her initial abductor and had died when he’d encountered Declan while gaining access to the house. How he and Declan had been subdued and about Leroy’s injury. He told her how she had emerged from the water, protected Hannah and how she had saved him and Declan from probable death. He told her how her counter-attack had resulted in the death of one man and the wounding of another, and how Declan and he had fought with the wounded man and ultimately stabbed and killed him. And lastly, Ramsey told her how she had saved Leroy’s life, almost at the cost of her own, giving her a brief account of how he’d connected with her to save her.


  Sarah sat still through all of it, wanting to hear everything. She knew something extraordinary had happened during that time, but this was the first she’d heard the details. Vague memories floated through her mind, mainly of healing Leroy more than anything else. She sat back in her seat, soda untouched.


  “You, ok?” he asked, watching her for any reaction.


  “That’s quite a story.”


  “Every bit of it is true.”


  “And those men…those men who came for me, you think they didn’t work alone?”


  “We believe they have a brother. He’s the one we’re afraid might come for you.”


  “And you think he’s the other Red-Line?”


  “Yes.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “That he’s a Red-Line or that he’ll come for you?”


  “Well, both.”


  “X said he would before he died.”


  Sarah didn’t understand. “Wait a minute. X?”


  “Yes. The two men were twins. They called themselves X and Z.”


  “X and Z? How unimaginative. Who would name their children letters?”


  “Well, we doubt they were born to a loving mother and father.”


  “Obviously, not.” She sat, thinking. “And he said they’d come for me?”


  “Not they. Him. We assume he meant another brother.”


  “Were X and Z Red-Lines?”


  “No, they were some sort of mutant form of Gray and Red. Something that we’ve never seen before. That, and the way they reacted to Y makes us assume that Y is a pretty powerful fellow. More powerful than they were.


  Sarah studied Ramsey. “Wait. Who?”


  Ramsey realized he hadn’t explained Y. “We figured if there’s an X and Z, then there’s probably a Y somewhere. The brothers pretty well confirmed it.”


  Sarah sat quietly, staring down at the table. “Y?” she asked.


  “Yes.” He watched her to gauge her reaction. “Do you understand now, why I’m a little cautious?” he asked.


  Sarah barely heard him. She was back at the coffee shop, where she’d met with Rachel a week ago. Chills ran up her spine as she remembered the man who’d sat down at the table across from her. The man who’d introduced himself as Yates. That flare of warning replayed in her mind.


  “Sarah, what is it?”


  She looked up at him and she could tell he could read her unease. “Nothing. It’s probably nothing.”


  Sarah could almost hear his alarm bells going off. “What is probably nothing?”


  “I don’t want you to freak out.”


  Ramsey sat up straight in his seat. “Freak out over what? What happened?”


  She didn’t know what to say.


  “Sarah…”


  “I…in the coffee shop…there was a man.”


  “A man? What man? In the coffee shop?”


  “Last week. When I met Rachel.”


  “There was a man?” Ramsey visibly tried to stay calm.


  “Yes. He sat down at my table. Said he was waiting for someone.”


  “And what happened?


  “Nothing happened. He only stayed for a few minutes. Then he left. Gave me the creeps though.”


  “He gave you the creeps?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why?”


  “I don’t know. Nothing specific. Just the way he felt.”


  Ramsey’s face clouded. “The way he felt?”


  “Yes. I didn’t think much of it at the time. Thought I was being overly sensitive. But then you said the brother’s name was Y.”


  Ramsey tensed. “His name was Y?”


  Sarah spoke evenly in order to keep Ramsey calm, but she felt her heart pick up in speed. “No, not Y. The man who sat with me called himself Yates. I remember because he said something about not being named after the poet.”


  “Yates?” Ramsey eyes reflected his fears. “Damn it. How come you didn’t tell me this?” He stood up and grabbed his phone off the counter.


  Sarah struggled to explain. “How was I supposed to know who he was? Besides, he may not be a bad guy. He may have been just as harmless as the two at the bar tonight.”


  Ramsey lowered his phone just before hitting send. “Is that what you think?”


  Sarah looked back up at him, unsure.


  Ramsey stared back. “Declan said your human sensitivities were acute. What did you pick up from this Yates? Be honest.”


  Sarah could only watch as he held his phone and waited for her to answer. Thinking back on the encounter, a shiver ran through her, and she was left with only one possible answer.


  “Make the call,” she said.
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